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Introduction to Early American Literature

Early American literature encompasses a diverse range of writings produced in North
America from the time of European colonization in the early 17th century through the
early 19th century. This literary period is marked by a variety of genres, styles, and
themes that reflect the experiences and cultural identities of the people living in America
during these formative years. Understanding the characteristics of early American
literature provides insight into the societal values, struggles, and aspirations of the time.

Historical Context

To fully appreciate early American literature, it is essential to consider the historical
context in which it was created. The literature of this period emerged against the
backdrop of significant events, including:

The colonization of North America by European powers

The interaction and conflicts with Indigenous populations

The American Revolution and the quest for independence

The establishment of a national identity and democratic ideals

These events not only influenced the content of the literature but also shaped the
identities of its authors and their audiences.

Major Characteristics of Early American
Literature

Early American literature is characterized by several key features that distinguish it from
other literary traditions. Below are some of the most prominent characteristics:



1. Themes of Exploration and Identity

The early American literary canon reflects the tensions between exploration and identity.
Writers grappled with questions of who they were in relation to the vast, uncharted land
around them. Key themes include:

- Colonialism: Many works explore the experiences of settlers and the impact of
colonization on Indigenous peoples.
- Nature vs. Civilization: Literature often discusses the struggle to balance the untamed
wilderness with the desire for societal development.
- Cultural Identity: Writers sought to define what it meant to be American, often drawing
from European traditions while establishing a unique voice.

2. Religious and Puritan Influences

Much of the early American literature was deeply influenced by religious beliefs,
particularly Puritanism. Characteristics include:

- Moral and Ethical Reflections: Many authors wrote with a didactic purpose, intending to
convey moral lessons and promote virtuous living.
- Religious Themes: Works often delved into themes of sin, redemption, and divine
providence, reflecting the Puritan belief in a covenant with God.
- Simplicity and Clarity: The Puritan style favored plain language and straightforward
expression, as seen in the writings of figures like Anne Bradstreet and Edward Taylor.

3. Oral Tradition and Folk Narratives

Before the advent of written literature, Indigenous cultures relied on oral traditions to
convey their histories, beliefs, and values. This oral tradition influenced early American
literature in several ways:

- Storytelling Techniques: The use of metaphors, allegories, and repetition often found in
oral narratives became prominent in written works.
- Folklore and Mythology: Early American literature frequently incorporated elements of
folklore, reflecting the beliefs and customs of various cultural groups.

4. Regionalism and Local Color

As the nation expanded, literature began to reflect regional differences and local customs.
Characteristics include:

- Regional Settings: Writers often depicted the unique landscapes, dialects, and practices
of specific areas, from New England to the Southern states.
- Local Characters: Early American literature introduced a variety of characters



representative of different regions, showcasing the diversity of American life.

5. The Rise of American Individualism

The early American literary tradition also marked a shift towards individualism and self-
expression. This characteristic can be seen in:

- Emphasis on Personal Experience: Authors began to explore their inner thoughts and
emotions, reflecting a growing sense of individual identity.
- Rejection of European Norms: Writers sought to establish a distinctly American voice,
often challenging European literary conventions and themes.

6. Political and Social Commentary

In the wake of the American Revolution, literature became a medium for political and
social discourse. Important aspects include:

- Advocacy for Independence: Many writers used their works to promote revolutionary
ideas, as seen in the writings of Thomas Paine and other pamphleteers.
- Critique of Society: Authors like Judith Sargent Murray challenged societal norms and
advocated for women's rights and education.

Genres in Early American Literature

Early American literature encompasses a variety of genres, each contributing to the rich
tapestry of the period. Below are some of the key genres:

1. Poetry

Poetry played a significant role in early American literature, with poets like Anne
Bradstreet and Phillis Wheatley gaining prominence. Key characteristics include:

- Religious Themes: Many poems reflected spiritual concerns and moral lessons.
- Personal Reflection: Poets often drew from their own experiences, blending personal and
universal themes.

2. Fiction

While fiction was less common in the early years, it began to develop with works such as
Washington Irving's "Rip Van Winkle" and Nathaniel Hawthorne's short stories.
Characteristics include:



- Use of Allegory: Fiction often employed allegorical elements to convey deeper moral or
social messages.
- Exploration of American Identity: Stories frequently examined the complexities of
American life and culture.

3. Non-fiction and Essays

Non-fiction writing flourished, especially in the form of essays and pamphlets. Notable
works include:

- Political Pamphlets: Writers like Thomas Paine used pamphlets to disseminate
revolutionary ideas and rally support for independence.
- Travel Narratives: Explorers documented their journeys and encounters with Indigenous
peoples, contributing to the understanding of the American landscape.

Conclusion

Early American literature is a rich and complex body of work that embodies the diverse
experiences and aspirations of the people who shaped the nation. Its
characteristics—ranging from themes of exploration and identity to religious influences
and regionalism—reflect the historical context and cultural dynamics of the time. As we
study this literature, we gain valuable insights into the early American experience and the
foundations upon which the literary tradition of the United States was built.
Understanding early American literature not only enriches our appreciation of the past but
also informs our interpretation of contemporary American culture and identity.

Frequently Asked Questions

What themes are commonly found in early American
literature?
Common themes include exploration, the relationship between humans and nature,
religion, individualism, and the quest for identity.

How does the historical context influence early
American literature?
The historical context, including colonization, the American Revolution, and the struggle
for independence, significantly shapes the narratives, reflecting the ideals of freedom,
democracy, and the American experience.



What are the typical styles and forms used in early
American literature?
Early American literature often utilizes forms like sermons, diaries, poems, and narratives,
characterized by plain style, didacticism, and a focus on moral and ethical questions.

Who are some key authors in early American literature
and their contributions?
Key authors include Anne Bradstreet, known for her poetry; Jonathan Edwards, famous for
his sermons; and Benjamin Franklin, who contributed to essays and autobiographies that
reflect Enlightenment ideals.

What role does Native American literature play in the
context of early American literature?
Native American literature offers crucial perspectives and narratives that challenge
Eurocentric views, highlighting the complex relationships between Native cultures and
European settlers.
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