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Part One Early American Literature

Chapter One Birth of American Literature

1. Introduction

The United States is a young country, with a shorter history compared with most other
countries in the world. But this didn’t stop it from having become a world power economically,
politically as well as militarily. And, with nine Nobel winners, American literature is now an
important part of world literature. One reason is that youth is usually associated with vigor.
What else has given American literature the strong life? The reading of some of the writings by
American literary masters will furnish us with the course of its development and thus the

answer.

1.1 A New Land

It’ s generally believed that Christopher Columbus (1451—1506), an Italian sailor and
explorer, is the first person who discovered the American Continent. Another Italian sailor,
Amerigo Vespucci(1454—1512), claimed to have sailed to America several times, and thus the
continent was named after him. In 1497, this time again an Italian sailor and explorer, John
Cabot(1450—1498), who was working then for the English king Henry V[ (1457—1509),
arrived in today’s Canada, and the next year, he got to the east coast of what is now America.
Based on his findings, the English king could claim that the whole of the territory of North
America belonged to England. At that time, about 10—20 million people, mistakenly called
Indians by Christopher, inhabited the Americas.

When the news of the discovery reached Europe, people were greatly inspired. In the early
16th century, for various reasons, some Europeans arrived in the New World. The earliest
settlers include Dutch, Swedes, Germans, French, Spaniards, Italians, and Portuguese in
addition to British people. It was not until 1607 that the first permanent English settlement,
Jamestown, was established in Virginia. The second settlement was set up at Plymouth,
Massachusetts, in 1620, by some Puritans who came in May flower, and then in 1630 a larger
Puritan colony was established in the Boston area.

In spite of the many difficulties, such as food shortage, severe weather condition and the
disturbance caused by Indians, the early settlers prospered. Later more colonies were created
along the east coast of what is now the United States. The colonists also succeeded in
establishing a government, complete with town meetings, popular elections, and official

policies. On July 30, 1619, in the Jamestown church, the delegates elected from various
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communities in Virginia met to discuss, along with the governor and his council members who
were appointed, the enactment of laws for the colony. In the same year, however, twenty
Negroes were brought to the colony. The colonists bought and held them as servants, thus
starting the practice of treating blacks as slaves in the New World where many people had come

to seek freedom and equality.

1.2 Puritan Ideas

The early settlers in the New World were mostly Protestants. Tired of the corrupt church
in Rome, they wanted to get religious freedom and establish a new relationship with God. It is
generally accepted that American mainstream culture has been developed by white Anglo-Saxon
Protestants. And the Puritans formed a substantial part of Protestants in the early years. In
New England, which is located in the north-east of the present US, where some of the first
British colonies were built, the term “Puritans” has been applied to those settlers who
originally were devout members of the Church of England, which is, more or less, a byproduct
of the Religious Reformation. During the late Middle Ages, the Roman Catholic Church ruled
all Europe. The Pope and the church priests became very powerful, which led to corruption in
the church, such as the buying and selling of indulgences. In 1517, Martin Luther (1483—
1546), a German professor of theology, started a movement to protest against abuses in the
church, which came to be called the Protestant Movement. Twelve years later, the English
king Henry VI (in reign from 1509 to 1547), broke ties with the Pope and established an
independent Church of England. By the time of Elizabeth’s reign(1558—1603), the Church of
England was clearly Protestant in respect to its separation from Rome. However, the
separation didn’t bring about much change of ritual in churches. Some members branched out
because they felt that the Church of England was too close to the Church of Rome in doctrine,
form of worship, and organization of authority. Another point is that they felt the influences of
politics and the court led to corruption within the church. Known as “Separatists”, Puritans
wished to break away from the Church of England. They wished to “purify” the ritual, lessen
the authority of bishops, and make pure their religious beliefs and practices. They wished to
restore simplicity to church services and the authority of the Bible to theology. With a high
moral standard, the Puritans considered themselves as a chosen people, and in their eyes,
anyone who challenged their way of life was opposing God’s will and was not to be accepted.
Puritans tried to read and understand the Bible in their own way. They strictly punished
drunks, adulterers, violators of the Sabbath and other religious believers different from
themselves. This is made clear in the works of writers like Hawthorne. Puritans had strong
opposition to pleasure and the arts. They tended to suspect joy and laughter as symptoms of
sin. Their lives were disciplined, simple and marked by hard work. In the middle 17th
century, they had a revolution in England, overthrowing the monarch. After the Restoration in
1660, they were severely persecuted. Eventually, these reformers were so suppressed that they
sought escape. Some of them had come to the New World, where they hoped to create a new
Garden of Eden.

Today, Puritans are no longer in existence. But the influence of Puritanism can still be
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found in America and Congregationalism has helped to shape the development of American
literature and culture. For example, the Puritans hoped to build an ideal community, which is
made clear in the “Mayflower Compact”. Since that time, Americans have shown pride,

optimism and hope, even during times of hardship, in daily life as well as in writing.

1.3 Literary Characteristics

As soon as they got to the New World, the colonists began to write. In letters and
journals they wrote about their voyage to the new continent, about adapting themselves to
unfamiliar climates and crops, about dealing with the Indians. They also wrote about the land
which stretched before them—unimaginable and immense. From that time on, American
literature has been recording the story of quest:for a successful material life as well as new
spiritual experiences.

In the early years of the colonies, nothing was written for mere amusement, though. The
early literature that emerged from such a God-centered world was heavily weighted, in subject
and style, by religious considerations. For example, the writings of William Bradford(1590—
1657), Anne Bradstreet(1617—1672), Edward Taylor(1645—1729), and Jonathan Edwards

are mostly sermons.

2. Jonathan Edwards(1703—1758)

The son of a minister, Jonathan Edwards was born in East Windsor,
Connecticut. His maternal grandfather was the Reverend Solomon
Stoddard (a Congregational pastor of Northampton, Massachusetts,
known as the “Pope of the Connecticut Valley”). Edwards had his early
education mainly at home. He began to learn Latin at age six, and then at
thirteen he entered Yale College, where he was reportedly fascinated by
Locke’s ideas while reading “Essay Concerning Human Understanding”
because they shared the belief that people must do more than comprehending

religious ideas: they must be genuinely moved by them. After his

graduation in 1720 he learned theology for two years hefore going to a
New York Scotch Presbyterian Church. After that he became the assistant of Solomon
Stoddard. Two years after his marriage with Sarah Pierpont in 1727 he blecame the minister of
the church of Northampton following the death of his grandfather. He stayed there for over
twenty years, establishing fame for himself with his brilliant sermons. He became an important
figure in the “Great Awakening” (1730s—1740s), once making a preaching tour in North
America with George Whitefield (1715—1770), an English preacher and leader of the
evangelical movement and of the Great Awakening. Having been responsible for a wave of
religiosity that swept Northampton, Edwards converted over 300 people in 1734 and 1735,
something miraculous at a time when Enlightenment ideas were spreading. Around the mid-
1740s Edwards even tried to restore the former authority of the church partly by making people
return to the old order of communion, permitting the sacrament to be taken only by those who
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had publicly declared themselves to be saved. But he offended the townspeople who eventually
voted against him in 1750.

Edwards spent the next seven years as missionary with the Housatonnuck Indians and then
pastor of a congregation at Stockbridge, Massachusetts, where he wrote his great theological
and philosophical books—Enquiry into Modern Prevailing Notions of Freedom and Will
(1754) , The Great Christian Doctrine o f Original Sin De fended (1758), and “The Nature of
True Virtue” in Two Dissertations (1765). In 1758 he was invited to be the president of the
College of New Jersey(later Princeton) , where he went but died shortly after his arrival.

With a family of eleven children to support and duties as pastor of a growing congregation
to do, Edwards managed to find some time each day for a walk, especially in the woods where
he experienced sweet delight in religion.

In his writings like “Concerning the End for Which God Created the World”, we can find
Edwards’ mystic pantheism. He regarded God as an infinite being who had created the world
out of himself by diffusing himself into time and space. Edwards thought that God took upon
himself the forms of stones and trees as well as men. In this sense, Jonathan Edwards’ ideas

foreshadowed the 19th century transcendentalism in New England.

3. Selected Writing

“Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God” (Enfield, Connecticut July 8, 1741)by Edwards
—Their foot shall slide in due time. —Deuteronomy 32:35

In this verse is threatened the vengeance of God on the wicked unbelieving Israelites, who
were God’s visible people, and who lived under the means of grace;but who, notwithstanding
all God’s wonderful works towards them, remained(as in verse 28.) void of counsel, having
no understanding in them. Under all the cultivations of heaven, they brought forth bitter and
poisonous fruit;as in the two verses next preceding the text. —The expression I have chosen
for my text, their foot shall slide in due time, seems to imply the following things, relating to
the punishment and destruction to which these wicked Israelites were exposed. . .

All wicked men’s pains and contrivance which they use to escape hell, while they continue
to reject Christ, and so remain wicked men, do not secure them from hell one moment. Almost
every natural man that hears of hell, flatters himself that he shall escape it; he depends upon
himself for his own security;he flatters himself in what he has done, in what he is now doing,
or what he intends to do. Every one lays out matters in his own mind how he shall avoid
damnation, and flatters himself that he contrives well for himself, and that his schemes will
not fail. They hear indeed that there are but few saved, and that the greater part of men that
have died heretofore are gone to hell;but each one imagines that he lays out matters better for
his own escape than others have done. He does not intend to come to that place of torment;he
says within himself, that he intends to take effectual care, and to order matters so for himself
as not to fail.

But the foolish children of men miserably delude themselves in their own schemes, and in

confidence in their own strength and wisdom;they trust to nothing but a shadow. The greater
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part of those who heretofore have lived under the same means of grace, and are now dead, are
undoubtedly gone to hell;and it was not because they were not as wise as those who are now
alive:it was not because they did not lay out matters as well for themselves to secure their own
escape. If we could speak with them, and inquire of them, one by one, whether they expected,
when alive, and when they used to hear about hell, ever to be the subjects of that misery, we
doubtless, should hear one and another reply, “No, I never intended to come here:I had laid
out matters otherwise in my mind; I thought I should contrive well for myself—I thought my
scheme good. I intended to take effectual care;but it came upon me unexpected;I did not look
for it at that time, and in that manner;it came as a thief—Death outwitted me: God’s wrath
was too quick for me. Oh, my cursed foolishness! I was flattering myself, and pleasing myself
with vain dreams of what I would do hereafter;and when I was saying, peace and safety, then
suddenly destruction came upon me. ”

God has laid himself under no obligation, by any promise to keep any natural man out of
hell one moment. God certainly has made no promises either of eternal life, or of any
deliverance or preservation from eternal death, but what are contained in the covenant of grace,
the promises that are given in Christ, in whom all the promises are yea and amen. But surely
they have no interest in the promises of the covenant of grace who are not the children of the
covenant, who do not believe in any of the promises, and have no interest in the Mediator of
the covenant.

So that, whatever some have imagined and pretended about promises made to natural
men’s earnest seeking and knocking, it is plain and manifest, that whatever pains a natural
man takes in religion, whatever prayers he makes, till he believes in Christ, God is under no
manner of obligation to keep him a moment from eternal destruction.

So that, thus it is that natural men are held in the hand of God, over the pit of hell;they
have deserved the fiery pit, and are already sentenced to it;and God is dreadfully provoked, his
anger is as great towards them as to those that are actually suffering the executions of the
fierceness of his wrath in hell, and they have done nothing in the least to appease or abate that
anger, neither is God in the least bound by any promise to hold them up one moment;the devil
is waiting for them, hell is gaping for them, the flames gather and flash about them, and
would fain lay hold on them, and swallow them up; the fire pent up in their own hearts is
struggling to break out:and they have no interest in any Mediator, there are no means within
reach that can be any security to them. In short, they have no refuge, nothing to take hold of;
all that preserves them every moment is the mere arbitrary will, and uncovenanted, unobliged

forbearance of an incensed God.

What kind of people are said to be sinners in Christianity?

Edwards is the pastor of a congregation. What is a pastor supposed to say to his
congregation on Sunday morning? What response, in your opinion, would the congregation
have after this sermon? What was Edwards’ purpose in writing the sermon?
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Chapter Two The Revolutionary Period

1. Introduction

1.1 Enlightenment Ideas

The Middle Ages was thought by many to be a dark period in European history because
people were ignorant and superstitious under the control of the Roman Catholic Church.
Although North America had been spared the influence of the medieval period, it was
discovered against the historical background of the Renaissance, during which Europeans were
still very loyal to God, if not to Rome and the Pope. The Religious Reformation made people
gain new ideas of Jesus and Christianity. The Bible was translated, against the will of the
Roman Catholic Church, into different vernaculars and people began to read the Scripture for
themselves instead of depending on the Pope and church priests who adhered to the Vulgate.

In the late 17th century, Enlightenment appeared in Europe and it lasted till the French
Revolution. With the development of education and the advancement of scientific research, a
lot of discoveries and inventions were made. As a result, people began to learn more about
themselves and the world around them. The findings of Copernicus, Galileo, Kepler and
Newton were significant: they rejected man as an evil creature; man was capable. Newton
expressed the idea of universal gravitation and laws of motion in his “Philosophiae Naturalis
Principia Mathematica”, and now many people began to see the world as a thing controlled by

natural laws, instead of by the supervision of God. The emphasis began to shift from one’s
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duties toward God to rights, from in-born evil to in-born good.

The Enlightenment movement was characterized by the philosophic, scientific and rational
spirit, the freedom from superstition and the skepticism. In their writings Enlightenment
thinkers such as Voltaire, Montesquieu, Locke, Descartes, Condorcet and Rousseau showed
their resentment against tyranny in government and against ignorance and inequality in society.
In The Social Contract (1762), Rousseau declared that man is by nature good and free. He
advocated that all the members of a community should take part in the making of policy and
law. In his two Treatises of Government (1690), John Locke (1632—1704), the English
political philosopher, defended the natural rights of man against the power of government.
Thomas Paine (1737—1809), in his pamphlet “Common Sense” (1776), declared that
“Government, even in its best state, is but a necessary evil;in its worst state an intolerable
one”. He wrote more pamphlets, for example, “The Crisis”, between 1776 and 1783,
encouraging American independence. His ideas inspired a lot of people before and during the
American Revolution. When the French Revolution broke out, Paine took part in it and wrote
The Rights of Man (1791) in reply to Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France, and
The Age of Reason(1793), attacking Christianity and the Bible from a deist point of view.

Even before Enlightenment came to America, some thinkers in the New World had
produced various writings advocating democracy, fighting against Puritan requirement of
religious conformity and upholding the spiritual freedom of the individual. Roger Williams
(1603—1683), a Puritan dissenter in the early days of Puritan theocracy, expressed the idea,
well before John Locke, that sound government can only function with the approval of the

people.
1.2 The American Revolution

To a certain extent, the Enlightenment brought about the American Revolution. There
were, of course, other reasons. The industrial growth in the late 18th century made Britain a
rich and powerful country, but it also brought some problems such as overproduction. The
British government at that time didn’ t want colonial industries to compete with those in
England. Instead it hampered colonial economy by requiring Americans to ship raw materials
abroad and to import finished goods from Britain. The British government didn’t take effective
measures to make the frontier safe. In 1755, England and France began a war in North
America, known as the French and Indian War or the Seven Years’ War(1755—1763). It was
caused by the dispute about the control of territory in the New World. The war ended in a
victory for England. The British government argued that Britain had spent large sums of money
to defend its American colonies in the war, and that the colonists therefore should pay part of
those expenses. As a result, Britain began to charge new taxes on sugar, coffee, textiles, tea
and other imported goods. One example is the Stamp Act of 1764, which allowed the British to
tax newspapers, legal documents, and so on. What’s more, Britain ruled the colonies and
taxed them without giving them representation in Parliament. As a protest against economic
exploitation, the Boston “Tea Party” dumped English tea into Boston harbour in December of
1773. Britain punished the colonies by passing five intolerable acts in the next year.
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To safeguard their own interests, the thirteen British colonies in North America got
united. In September 1774, the First Continental Congress, a meeting of colonial leaders who
opposed British rule, met in Philadelphia. They decided to organize militias and collect and
store weapons and ammunition to defend themselves because the British government had sent
many soldiers to Boston when the colonists protested against the above-mentioned taxes. In the
next year, the British colonies rose in arms against their mother country. “The Declaration of
Independence”, which was adopted on July 4, 1776, at the Second Continental Congress,
officially proclaimed the independence of the colonies although the War of American
Independence was still going on. It lasted for six years(1775—1781) and ended in the formation
of a federative bourgeois democratic republic—the United States of America.

1.3 Literature during the Revolutionary Period

Although Puritan thought was still quite strong in the colonies, a new, more rational
approach to life was appearing in the 18th century, begun by movements in Europe due to
scientific discoveries. And, because of the political events of the Revolution and the ideological
requirements of the new nation, the literature of the time was largely political, didactic and
moralizing, which was exemplified in the writings of Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson.
With some ideas borrowed from John Locke, “The Declaration of Independence”, in which we
can find the theory of politics and the guiding principle of the American Revolution, is a highly
effective piece of prose. Franklin’s The Autobiography offered a lot of advice to people who

wanted to achieve success in career and greatness in life.

2. Benjamin Franklin(1706—1790)

As the tenth son in a family of fifteen children, Benjamin
Franklin was born in Boston. At the age of twelve, Franklin was
apprenticed to his half-brother, James Franklin, a newspaper
printer in Boston. In 1723, when he was seventeen, Franklin went
to Philadelphia, almost penniless, where he stayed for a short time
working as a newspaper printer. There he attracted the attention of
the governor of Pennsylvania. Through the governor’s influence
Franklin went to London and stayed there for two years.

Back in Philadelphia Franklin prospered in the printing

industry. In the spare time he taught himself French, Spanish,
Italian and Latin. At twenty-four Franklin became the owner of a printing shop and editor and
publisher of a local newspaper Pennsylvania Gazette. In the same year he got married.
Franklin advocated learning and believed that education could transform people’s lives.
Accordingly he founded a library and helped to establish the University of Pennsylvania. In
1743, he proposed the establishment of a learned society—American Philosophical Society, and
became its first secretary.

Franklin’s life, after his retirement from business in 1748, was mainly spent in diplomatic



