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The Rich Tapestry of Colonial American Literary
Themes

Colonial American literary themes offer a fascinating window into the minds and motivations of
the people who forged a new nation. These early American writings, spanning from the 17th century
to the eve of the Revolution, are far more than historical documents; they are vibrant explorations of
faith, survival, identity, and the very essence of what it meant to be an American. From the Puritan
sermons that grappled with divine providence to the personal narratives of westward expansion and
the burgeoning ideas of self-governance, these texts reveal a society in constant formation, wrestling
with profound questions about its place in the world. Understanding these core themes allows us to
appreciate the foundations of American literature and the enduring values that shaped its future.
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Religious Devotion and the Puritan Worldview

Perhaps no single theme dominates colonial American literature as profoundly as religious devotion,
particularly within the context of the Puritan worldview. For many early settlers, especially those in
New England, America was not merely a land of opportunity but a divine mission, a "City upon a Hill"
intended to serve as a beacon of pure Christian living. This fervent belief permeated their writings,
shaping their understanding of every aspect of life, from the smallest personal trial to the grandest
societal upheaval. Their literature was often didactic, aiming to instruct, admonish, and guide readers
toward spiritual salvation and adherence to God's law.



The Puritan Concept of Providence

Central to the Puritan mindset was the belief in divine providence – the idea that God actively
intervened in the lives of individuals and the community. Every event, whether a bountiful harvest or
a devastating storm, was interpreted as a sign or a test from God. This belief fostered a sense of
constant introspection and a desire to discern God's will. Writers like Cotton Mather, in works such as
"Wonders of the Invisible World," meticulously documented supposed instances of witchcraft and
demonic influence, viewing them as evidence of God's ongoing struggle against evil and a call for
vigilance among the faithful. Personal diaries and conversion narratives, exemplified by the writings
of Edward Taylor, explored the inner spiritual journey, detailing the process of receiving God's grace
and the anxieties that accompanied it.

The Jeremiad and Social Commentary

The "jeremiad" became a distinct literary form, a sermon or tract lamenting the decline of piety and
virtue within the community and warning of God's impending judgment. These powerful rhetorical
devices served not only as spiritual warnings but also as a form of social and political commentary.
Writers used the specter of divine punishment to chide colonists for straying from their founding
principles, be it through excessive wealth, idleness, or dissent. John Winthrop’s famous "A Model of
Christian Charity" speech, though delivered before widespread settlement, laid the groundwork for
this expectation of communal responsibility and adherence to religious ideals, with its famous line
about being a "body of one kind one man."

The Struggle for Survival and Frontier Experiences

Beyond spiritual pursuits, the harsh realities of establishing a new life in an unfamiliar land forged a
powerful theme of survival in colonial American literature. The journey across the Atlantic was
perilous, and the subsequent establishment of settlements involved constant battles against the
elements, disease, and the unknown. These challenges shaped a narrative of resilience,
resourcefulness, and a deep appreciation for the fragile nature of life.

Captivity Narratives

One of the most compelling and popular genres of colonial literature was the captivity narrative.
These accounts, often written by settlers captured by Native American tribes, offered a dual
perspective: they detailed the horrors of capture and the struggle for survival, while also, sometimes
unintentionally, revealing aspects of Native American culture and the complexities of intercultural
encounters. Mary Rowlandson's "A True History of the Captivity and Restoration of Mrs. Mary
Rowlandson" is a seminal example, depicting her arduous journey, her observations of her captors,
and her unwavering faith that sustained her through immense suffering. These narratives tapped into
a deep-seated fear of the unknown wilderness and its inhabitants, while also highlighting the
extraordinary strength of the human spirit.



Journals and Letters from the Frontier

The daily lives of colonists, particularly those on the expanding frontier, were often chronicled in
journals and letters. These firsthand accounts provide invaluable insights into the practicalities of
colonial existence: building homes, farming land, dealing with unpredictable weather, and defending
against potential threats. While not always intended for wide publication, these personal documents
reveal a pragmatic and tenacious spirit, a focus on immediate needs, and a developing sense of
independence. They capture the grit and determination required to carve out a life in a challenging
environment, underscoring the theme of human endurance against formidable odds.

The Concept of the "American" Identity

As the colonies matured and a sense of distinctness from England began to emerge, so too did the
nascent concept of an "American" identity. This was not a monolithic identity, but rather a complex
and evolving one, shaped by diverse origins, new experiences, and a developing sense of self-
governance. Literary works from this period began to explore what it meant to be a resident of this
new continent, distinct from their European forebears.

From Subjects to Citizens

Early colonial literature often emphasized loyalty to the Crown and the mother country. However, as
the colonies grew and developed their own institutions and economies, a subtle shift began to occur.
Writers started to articulate a growing sense of autonomy and a desire for self-determination. The
writings of figures like Benjamin Franklin, with his emphasis on practical wisdom, civic virtue, and self-
improvement, reflect a developing American character – one that valued ingenuity, industry, and
community contribution. His autobiography, in particular, became a blueprint for the "self-made
man," a distinctly American archetype.

The Melting Pot of Cultures

Colonial America was a land of immigrants from various European nations, each bringing their own
languages, traditions, and perspectives. This cultural admixture, though often marked by friction, also
contributed to a unique and evolving American identity. While literature might not always overtly
celebrate this diversity, the very act of different groups coexisting and interacting, as documented in
various historical accounts and personal writings, was laying the groundwork for a pluralistic society.
The challenge of forging a common identity from such disparate origins was a persistent, though
often unspoken, theme.

The Seeds of Revolution and Political Discourse

In the decades leading up to the American Revolution, colonial literature became an increasingly



potent vehicle for political discourse and the articulation of grievances against British rule. Writers
used essays, pamphlets, speeches, and poetry to question authority, advocate for liberty, and stir
public sentiment towards independence. This period saw a surge in intellectual ferment, where ideas
about rights, representation, and freedom were debated and disseminated through the written word.

The Power of Persuasion

Pamphleteers and essayists played a crucial role in shaping public opinion. Figures like Thomas Paine,
whose "Common Sense" became a revolutionary tract, masterfully employed persuasive language to
articulate the case for independence in clear, accessible terms. His writing bypassed the complex
legal arguments of the time and appealed directly to the common person's sense of reason and
justice. Similarly, the writings of colonial leaders like John Adams and Samuel Adams, through their
letters and public pronouncements, laid out the philosophical and political justifications for resistance.

Early Calls for Liberty and Rights

Even before the outright calls for revolution, colonial literature contained expressions of a growing
desire for liberties and rights akin to those enjoyed in England, and eventually, a desire for even
greater freedoms. The emphasis on religious freedom, for example, sown by early dissenting groups,
evolved into broader notions of individual liberty. Literary works often explored themes of tyranny and
oppression, subtly or overtly criticizing policies enacted by the British government. The anxieties and
aspirations of a people increasingly feeling their rights were being infringed upon found powerful
expression in the burgeoning print culture of the era.

Native American Relations and Cultural Encounters

The presence and interactions with Native American populations represent a complex and often
fraught theme within colonial American literature. These encounters were characterized by a mix of
conflict, curiosity, fear, and, in some instances, attempts at understanding and accommodation.
Literature from this period reflects the dominant European perspective, often portraying Native
Americans through stereotypes, but also offers glimpses into the challenges and consequences of
intercultural contact.

Portrayals and Perceptions

Early colonial writings frequently depicted Native Americans as either noble savages, figures of
untamed nature and inherent dignity, or as savage barbarians, obstacles to civilization and threats to
settlers. These portrayals were heavily influenced by European preconceived notions and the realities
of colonial expansion and conflict. John Smith's accounts of his interactions with the Powhatan
Confederacy, for instance, blend elements of adventure and perceived threat, offering a complex, if
not always accurate, picture of these initial encounters. Such narratives helped shape the colonists'
understanding of the "other" and justified their actions, whether benevolent or aggressive.



Cultural Exchange and Conflict

Despite the prevailing hostilities, there were instances of cultural exchange, trade, and even
intermarriage documented in colonial writings. However, these often occurred within the context of
power imbalances and were frequently overshadowed by the pervasive theme of conflict. The land
disputes, wars, and forced removals that characterized much of the colonial period are also implicitly
or explicitly present in the literature, reflecting the profound impact of European settlement on
indigenous peoples. The very act of documenting these encounters, from the settlers' perspective,
highlights the tension and the unavoidable reality of two vastly different cultures colliding.

The Role of Women in Colonial Literature

While the dominant voices in colonial American literature were overwhelmingly male, the writings and
experiences of women offer a crucial, albeit often marginalized, perspective. Women's contributions
ranged from domestic and religious writings to early forms of personal narrative and poetry, providing
insights into their unique roles, challenges, and aspirations within colonial society.

Domesticity and Piety

Much of women's writing focused on the domestic sphere and religious devotion. Diaries,
commonplace books, and letters often detailed household management, child-rearing, and personal
spiritual reflections. These writings, while perhaps not grand in scope, are invaluable for
understanding the daily lives and inner worlds of colonial women. Anne Bradstreet, a prominent poet,
explored themes of domestic life, love, and faith in her verse, offering a rare glimpse into the
intellectual and emotional landscape of a colonial woman of means.

Emerging Voices and Resistance

Despite societal limitations, some women found ways to express their intellect and voice their
opinions. In the lead-up to the Revolution, women became active participants in political discourse,
often through letters and petitions. While overt political authorship was rare, their contributions to the
colonial conversation about liberty and governance were significant. The narratives of women who
experienced hardship, whether through captivity or social constraints, also offered powerful
expressions of resilience and a burgeoning sense of agency, paving the way for future generations of
female writers.

Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy

The colonial American literary themes we've explored – faith, survival, identity, liberty, and cultural
encounters – formed the bedrock of a nascent American literary tradition. These writings, born from
hardship and hope, faith and reason, conflict and creation, laid the intellectual and emotional



groundwork for the nation's future. They offer not just historical accounts, but enduring narratives
that continue to resonate, shaping our understanding of the American experiment and the very
essence of what it means to be American. The complexities and contradictions embedded within
these early texts are a testament to the challenging and dynamic period in which they were created,
and their legacy continues to inform and inspire American literature today.

FAQ

Q: What were the most common themes in Puritan colonial
American literature?
A: The most common themes in Puritan colonial American literature revolved around intense religious
devotion, the concept of divine providence, the struggle for spiritual salvation, and the perceived
moral decline of the community, often expressed through the literary form of the "jeremiad."

Q: How did the theme of survival influence colonial American
writing?
A: The theme of survival heavily influenced colonial American writing by focusing on the harsh
realities of establishing settlements, the constant struggle against the elements and disease, and the
perilous nature of frontier life. This is vividly illustrated in captivity narratives and personal journals
that documented resilience and resourcefulness.

Q: What literary works best represent the development of an
"American" identity in the colonial period?
A: Works like Benjamin Franklin's autobiography are key representatives of the developing
"American" identity, emphasizing self-improvement, practicality, and civic virtue. Early writings also
began to explore themes of autonomy and distinctness from European heritage.

Q: How did colonial literature contribute to the ideas that led
to the American Revolution?
A: Colonial literature played a crucial role in shaping the ideas leading to the Revolution through
persuasive essays, pamphlets, and speeches that questioned British authority, advocated for liberty
and representation, and articulated grievances against perceived tyranny.

Q: What were the common portrayals of Native Americans in
colonial American literature?
A: Colonial American literature often portrayed Native Americans through contrasting lenses: as noble
savages possessing natural wisdom, or as savage barbarians posing a threat to settlers. These



portrayals were frequently influenced by European biases and the realities of conflict and expansion.

Q: Can you give an example of a significant female writer from
the colonial period and her themes?
A: Anne Bradstreet is a significant female writer from the colonial period whose poetry explored
themes of domestic life, love, faith, and the intellectual experiences of a woman in Puritan society,
offering a rare perspective from within the domestic sphere.

Q: How did colonial writers approach the idea of religious
freedom?
A: Early colonial writers, particularly those seeking refuge from religious persecution, often explored
themes of religious freedom as a foundational principle. This emphasis on spiritual liberty gradually
evolved into broader notions of individual liberty and rights, influencing later political thought.

Q: What is a "captivity narrative" and why was it a popular
genre in colonial America?
A: A "captivity narrative" is an account written by someone who was captured by a hostile group,
often Native Americans, detailing their experiences and struggle for survival. This genre was popular
because it tapped into settlers' fears of the unknown wilderness and its inhabitants, while also
offering tales of resilience and faith.
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