Literature Unit 1: Beginnings to 1750

“We shall be as a City upon a Hill, the eyes of all people are upon us; so that if we shall deal falsely without God in this work we have undertaken and so cause him to withdraw his present help from us, we shall be made a story and a by-word through the world.”

· In the forward to The American Puritans, Perry Miller wrote this about the importance of understanding the Puritans and their code of ethics:  “Because their societies were tightly organized, and above all because they are a highly articulate people, the New Englanders established Puritanism—for better or worse—as one of the continuous factors in American life and thought. It has played so dominant a role because descendants of the Puritans have carried traits of the Puritan mind into a variety of pursuits and all the way across the continent.  Many of these qualities have persisted even though the original creed is lost.  Without some understanding of Puritanism, and that at its source, there is no understanding of America.”

· When Christopher Columbus reached North America in 1492, the continent was already populated, though sparsely, by several hundred Native American tribes.  It is difficult to know exactly how long these tribes had been present.  It may have been 12,000 years ago or as long ago as 70,000 years.  Regardless, they had been on the continent thirty times longer than the Europeans.  We do know that for the most part the tribes greeted the Europeans as friends and helped them to survive.

· Scholars now believe that “Native American” may be a misleading term, because these people actually originated in Asia.  They came to this continent by way of a land bridge across the Bering Strait, migrating southward and eastward and eventually spreading over the entire continents of North, South, and Central America. 

· A small group of Europeans sailed from England on the Mayflower in 1620.  The passengers were religious reformers known as Puritans who were critical of the Church of England.  Having given up hope of “purifying” the Church from within, they chose instead to withdraw from the Church.  This action earned them the name Separatists; we know them as Pilgrims.  Because separatists groups were illegal in England at the time, the Puritans spent a number of years in Holland before coming to the New World.  They landed in North America and established a settlement at what is now Plymouth, Massachusetts.  With the help of friendly Native Americans they were able to survive the harsh realities of the New World.  Eventually this colony was engulfed by the Massachusetts Bay Colony, a much larger settlement.

· Unlike the Separatists, these Puritans did not withdraw from the Church of England but still continued to reform it from within.  John Winthrop was the governor of this “city upon a hill.”  It was a model community guided in all aspects by the Bible.  Their form of government was a theocracy, a state under the immediate guidance of God. 

· Religion affected every aspect of the Puritan life.

· What exactly did the Puritans believe?  They believed human beings exist for the glory of God and that the Bible is the sole expression of God’s will.  They also believed in predestination—John Calvin’s doctrine that God has already decided who will achieve salvation and who will not.  BUT: those who are to be saved cannot take their salvation for granted, so the Puritans worked to accomplish good through continual hard work and self-discipline, a principle known today as the “Puritan ethic.”
· Puritanism was in decline by the early 1700’s, replaced by a more liberal Protestant belief.  The Great Awakening, occurring around 1735, was a series of religious revivals led by people such as Jonathan Edwards who attempted to bring the people back to the old beliefs.  This brought thousands to Protestant beliefs but did little to revive the old fashion Puritanism.  Nevertheless, Puritan ideas of hard work, frugality, self-improvement, and self-reliance are still regarded as the basic American virtues.

· It was an oddly assorted group that established the foundations of American literature: the Native Americans with their oral traditions, the Puritans with their preoccupation with sin and salvation, enslaved and free African Americans, (the first black slaves came to Virginia in 1619), and the Southern planters with their busy social lives.  Much of the literature the colonists read was produced in England, yet by 1750, there were the clear beginnings of a native literature. 

