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**Understanding the Essence: What Are the Characteristics of Early American
Literature**

What are the characteristics of early American literature is a question that
opens a fascinating window into the cultural, historical, and social dynamics
that shaped the United States during its formative years. Early American
literature is more than just stories and poems; it reflects the struggles,
beliefs, and aspirations of a young nation finding its voice. From the
Puritan sermons to Native American oral traditions, this body of work is rich
with diverse influences and distinct elements that set the foundation for
American literary identity.

Exploring the characteristics of early American literature helps us
appreciate how writers expressed their experiences and how these texts
mirrored the evolving American society. In this article, we'll delve into
these defining traits, uncovering the themes, styles, and contexts that make
early American literature uniquely compelling.

The Historical Context Behind Early American
Literature

Before diving into the literary characteristics, it’s essential to understand
the backdrop against which early American literature was created. The 17th
and 18th centuries were periods of colonization, religious fervor, and the
struggle for independence. These events deeply influenced the writing of the
time.

The earliest works were often practical and didactic, focusing on survival,
morality, and spirituality. Colonists and settlers used literature as a tool
to communicate their experiences, justify their actions, and establish a
sense of identity in the New World. Additionally, Native American
storytelling traditions, though largely oral, contributed to the cultural
tapestry that influenced later written works.

Key Characteristics of Early American
Literature



1. Religious and Moral Themes

One of the most prominent traits of early American literature is its strong
religious undertone. Puritanism, with its strict moral codes and emphasis on
a personal relationship with God, dominated the literary landscape. Many
early texts were sermons, hymns, and spiritual autobiographies designed to
instruct and inspire faith.

Writers often portrayed human life as a journey toward salvation, emphasizing
sin, grace, and redemption. This moralistic tone served both to unify the
community around shared values and to offer guidance in an often harsh and
uncertain world.

2. Simplicity and Plain Style

Unlike the ornate and elaborate prose common in European literature of the
same period, early American writing was characterized by a plain,
straightforward style. The Puritans, in particular, favored clarity and
directness, believing that language should serve to communicate truth rather
than decorate it.

This simplicity made literature accessible and practical, reflecting the
settlers’ pragmatic mindset. Writers avoided complex metaphors and flowery
language, focusing instead on clear, concise expression to convey moral
lessons or document experiences.

3. Focus on Nature and the New Land

The American landscape played a significant role in early literature. Writers
often described the vast, untamed wilderness as both a challenge and a source
of inspiration. Nature was portrayed with a sense of awe but also as a
testing ground for human endurance and faith.

This focus on the environment established a uniquely American literary theme,
celebrating the relationship between humans and the natural world. It also
laid the groundwork for later movements like Romanticism and
Transcendentalism, which would further explore nature’s spiritual
significance.

4. Exploration of Identity and Community

Early American literature frequently grappled with questions of identity,
both personal and collective. Settlers were carving out new lives and
societies, and their writings reflect an ongoing negotiation of what it meant
to be “American.”



Themes of community cohesion, social order, and individual responsibility are
common. Writers emphasized the importance of working together for survival
and moral righteousness, often portraying the community as an extension of
religious and ethical ideals.

5. Didactic Purpose and Practicality

Many early works were intended to teach or instruct, not just entertain.
Whether through sermons, diaries, or captivity narratives, literature served
a practical function: to provide lessons in morality, survival, or cultural
preservation.

This didacticism means that early American texts often have a clear message
or moral takeaway. They reflect a culture deeply concerned with education,
self-improvement, and the transmission of values to future generations.

6. Influence of Native American Stories and Oral
Traditions

Though early American literature is often associated with European settlers,
it’s important to recognize the influence of Native American oral
storytelling traditions. These narratives enriched the literary landscape
with their unique perspectives on nature, spirituality, and community.

While much of Native American literature remained oral, some stories and
themes were recorded by settlers and later incorporated into written works.
This blending of traditions contributed to the diversity and depth of early
American literary expression.

Common Genres and Forms in Early American
Literature

Early American literature didn’t develop in a vacuum; it was shaped by the
genres and forms popular during the period. Understanding these helps to
clarify the characteristics that define the literature.

Sermons and Religious Tracts

Given the centrality of religion, sermons were among the most common literary
forms. Delivered and later printed, these works aimed to guide the moral
compass of communities. Writers like Jonathan Edwards crafted sermons that
were both passionate and intellectually rigorous, reflecting the Puritan



emphasis on spiritual discipline.

Diaries and Journals

Personal diaries and journals provide invaluable insights into the everyday
lives and thoughts of early Americans. These writings often combined personal
reflection with practical information about the challenges of colonial life.

They also reveal the writer’s inner struggles with faith, identity, and
survival, making them rich sources for understanding the human dimension of
early American literature.

Captivity Narratives

Captivity narratives, recounting stories of settlers captured by Native
Americans, were a popular genre. These tales often emphasized themes of
heroism, cultural conflict, and the triumph of Christian faith over
adversity.

Such narratives served both as entertainment and as moral lessons,
reinforcing the cultural and religious values of the time.

Poetry and Hymns

Poetry in early America was closely tied to religious practice, with many
poems serving as hymns or spiritual reflections. The style was generally
simple and functional, aimed at expressing devotion and reinforcing community
beliefs.

How Early American Literature Influenced Later
Literary Movements

Understanding what are the characteristics of early American literature also
involves seeing how these early traits shaped future developments. The
foundational themes of nature, identity, and morality persisted and evolved
in later movements.

For example, the emphasis on nature and individual experience paved the way
for Transcendentalism, while the plain style influenced the straightforward
narrative techniques of Realism. Early literature’s focus on community and
morality continued to resonate in American literature throughout the 19th
century.



Tips for Exploring Early American Literature Today

If you’re interested in diving deeper into early American literature,
consider starting with some of the foundational texts:

- **“Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God” by Jonathan Edwards** – a powerful
sermon exemplifying Puritan religious fervor.
- **Mary Rowlandson’s Captivity Narrative** – a gripping account of survival
and faith.
- **The poetry of Anne Bradstreet** – one of the first published American
poets, reflecting the Puritan worldview with a personal touch.
- **Native American oral stories and myths** – exploring these helps balance
the European settler perspective.

When reading, pay attention to the historical context and the intended
audience, as these greatly influence the tone and purpose of the texts.
Notice how authors use simple language to convey complex spiritual and social
ideas, and consider how the themes resonate with contemporary issues of
identity and belonging.

---

Early American literature offers a rich tapestry of voices and perspectives
that illuminate the origins of American culture and thought. By examining
what are the characteristics of early American literature, we gain insight
not only into the past but also into the enduring questions about faith,
nature, and community that continue to shape American storytelling today.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes found in early American
literature?
Early American literature often explores themes such as religion, survival,
the natural world, colonization, and the struggle for identity and freedom.

How did Puritan beliefs influence early American
literature?
Puritan beliefs deeply influenced early American literature by emphasizing
morality, piety, and the importance of living a righteous life, which is
reflected in the didactic and religious tone of many works.

What writing styles are characteristic of early



American literature?
Early American literature is characterized by plain style writing, focusing
on clarity and simplicity, often with a strong emphasis on sermons, diaries,
and personal narratives.

Who were some key authors in early American
literature and what were their contributions?
Key authors include Jonathan Edwards, known for his sermons like 'Sinners in
the Hands of an Angry God'; Anne Bradstreet, one of the first published poets
in America; and William Bradford, who wrote historical accounts such as 'Of
Plymouth Plantation.'

How does early American literature reflect the
historical context of its time?
Early American literature reflects the historical context by addressing
issues like colonization, interaction with Native Americans, religious
persecution, and the challenges of frontier life, providing insight into the
social and cultural environment of the 17th and 18th centuries.

Additional Resources
**Exploring the Characteristics of Early American Literature**

what are the characteristics of early american literature is a question that
invites a deep dive into the formative texts and cultural expressions that
emerged during the colonial and early national periods of the United States.
This era, spanning roughly from the early 17th century through the early 19th
century, reflects a unique confluence of historical context, cultural values,
and literary experimentation. Understanding these characteristics not only
sheds light on the origins of American literary tradition but also highlights
the social and ideological currents that shaped the fledgling nation.

Contextualizing Early American Literature

The landscape of early American literature was heavily influenced by the
socio-political environment of the period. The literature produced during
this time was not merely artistic expression but often served practical and
ideological purposes. Colonization, religious fervor, the struggle for
identity, and encounters with indigenous peoples all permeated the texts of
this era. Consequently, early American literature can be seen as both a
reflection of and a reaction to the challenges and aspirations of the early
settlers and their descendants.



Religious Influence and Didacticism

One of the most prominent characteristics of early American literature is its
strong religious foundation. Puritanism, in particular, dominated much of the
colonial literary output. Writings often had a didactic purpose, aiming to
instruct readers in moral and spiritual matters. Sermons, diaries, and poetry
frequently emphasized themes of divine providence, sin, redemption, and the
human struggle to live according to God’s will.

This religious underpinning was not mere background; it shaped the very form
and content of the literature. For example, Anne Bradstreet’s poetry, one of
the earliest examples of American verse, combines personal reflection with
Puritan theology, revealing the tension between individual expression and
communal religious expectations.

Historical Narratives and Exploration

Another defining feature of early American literature is its engagement with
exploration and colonization narratives. These texts often served to document
encounters with the New World, indigenous populations, and the hardships of
settlement. John Smith’s writings, such as *The General History of Virginia*,
exemplify this trend, blending adventure tales with practical information and
promotional rhetoric designed to attract settlers.

These narratives often reflect Eurocentric perspectives and colonial
ideologies, portraying Native Americans through a lens of otherness or as
obstacles to civilization. Such portrayals are critical for understanding the
colonial mindset and the role literature played in justifying expansionist
policies.

Stylistic and Thematic Features

Early American literature is marked by particular stylistic and thematic
elements that distinguish it from later periods and from contemporaneous
European literature.

Plain Style and Puritanical Simplicity

One notable stylistic characteristic is the “plain style,” favored by many
Puritan writers. This approach emphasizes clarity, straightforwardness, and a
lack of ornamentation. The goal was to communicate religious and moral truths
directly and without distraction. This contrasts sharply with the elaborate
metaphors and ornate language of European Renaissance literature.



The plain style’s focus on simplicity and utility reflects the broader
cultural values of the time, where literature was a tool for spiritual
edification rather than entertainment or aesthetic innovation.

Emphasis on Community and Collective Identity

Early American literature often foregrounds themes of community, collective
identity, and social cohesion. This is evident in the prevalence of sermons,
communal histories, and covenantal language that stresses the importance of
group survival and moral rectitude.

In contrast to later American literature, which frequently celebrates
individualism and self-expression, early texts underscore the
interconnectedness of individuals within a religious or colonial community.
This thematic focus is a direct response to the challenges of establishing
stable settlements and social order in a new and often hostile environment.

Exploration of Identity and Nationhood

As the colonies matured and moved toward independence, early American
literature began to explore questions of identity, both personal and
national. Writers grappled with what it meant to be American, distinct from
European roots yet still influenced by them.

Poets like Phillis Wheatley, the first African American published poet,
introduced complex considerations of race, freedom, and belonging. Her work
represents an early challenge to dominant narratives and adds nuance to the
literary landscape of the time.

Genres and Forms in Early American Literature

The body of early American literature encompasses a variety of genres, each
serving different social and cultural functions.

Religious Texts and Sermons

Sermons were among the most widely read and influential texts in colonial
America. Figures like Jonathan Edwards used sermons not only to preach but to
shape public opinion and moral conduct. The famous “Sinners in the Hands of
an Angry God” exemplifies the emotional intensity and theological rigor
characteristic of this genre.



Diaries and Personal Narratives

Personal diaries and journals provide invaluable insights into the daily
lives and inner thoughts of early Americans. Writers such as Mary Rowlandson,
whose captivity narrative details her experiences during King Philip’s War,
contribute to the understanding of individual resilience and cultural
conflict.

Poetry and Early Fiction

Though less prevalent than religious or historical writings, poetry and early
fictional works also played a role. Poetry often served to explore spiritual
themes or commemorate significant events. Early fiction was limited but
growing, setting the stage for the rich literary traditions that would follow
in the 19th century.

Challenges and Critiques of Early American
Literature

While early American literature is foundational, it is not without its
limitations and critiques. The dominance of religious and colonial viewpoints
often marginalized alternative voices, such as those of Native Americans,
women, and enslaved Africans. The literature reflects the hierarchical and
exclusionary nature of colonial society.

Moreover, the Eurocentric perspectives embedded in many texts have been
scrutinized for their role in perpetuating stereotypes and justifying
colonial oppression. Contemporary scholarship continues to re-evaluate these
works, seeking a more inclusive understanding of America’s literary heritage.

Legacy and Influence

Despite these critiques, the characteristics of early American literature
laid essential groundwork for the development of a distinct American literary
identity. The themes of struggle, faith, community, and identity continue to
resonate in later American literature, albeit transformed by changing
historical contexts.

Writers of the early republic, such as Washington Irving and Edgar Allan Poe,
built upon and diverged from these early traditions, expanding the scope and
style of American literary expression.

Understanding what are the characteristics of early American literature thus
offers valuable insights into the nation’s cultural origins and the evolving



nature of its storytelling. This period’s literature acts as a prism through
which the complexities of early American life—its hopes, fears, and
contradictions—can be examined and appreciated.
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