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Colonial Literary Works and the Enlightenment: Forging American Identity

Introduction

The intellectual currents of the Enlightenment, sweeping across Europe in the 18th
century, profoundly impacted the nascent literary landscape of the American colonies.
Colonial literary works from this era, imbued with Enlightenment ideals, served as crucial
conduits for disseminating new philosophies of reason, individual liberty, and societal
progress. This period saw a blossoming of writing that not only reflected the colonists’
burgeoning sense of self but also engaged with the era's most pressing intellectual and
political debates. From sermons and political pamphlets to poetry and personal narratives,
colonial literature became a powerful tool in shaping a distinct American identity, one
increasingly distinct from its European origins. Exploring these colonial literary works,
illuminated by the Enlightenment's influence, offers a vital understanding of the
intellectual foundations upon which the United States was built, showcasing how reason
and liberty were championed through the written word. This article delves into the
multifaceted ways the Enlightenment shaped colonial literature, examining key themes,
influential authors, and the enduring legacy of this transformative period.
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The Enlightenment's Core Tenets and Their
Colonial Manifestation

The Enlightenment, a philosophical movement emphasizing reason, individualism, and

skepticism towards traditional authority, provided a fertile intellectual ground for colonial
American writers. Central to Enlightenment thought were concepts such as natural rights,
the social contract, the separation of powers, and the importance of empirical observation.



These ideas resonated deeply with colonists who felt increasingly disenfranchised by
British rule. Colonial literary works actively translated these abstract philosophical
principles into practical applications relevant to their lived experiences. The emphasis on
human reason, for instance, encouraged colonists to question established hierarchies and
to seek rational solutions to societal problems. This intellectual awakening was not
confined to academic circles; it permeated public discourse through various forms of
writing, fostering a critical mindset among the colonial populace. The pursuit of
knowledge and the belief in human perfectibility, also hallmarks of the Enlightenment,
fueled a desire for self-improvement and societal reform within the colonies.

Reason and Rationalism in Colonial Thought

The Enlightenment's unwavering faith in human reason became a cornerstone of colonial
intellectual life. Colonial writers, influenced by thinkers like John Locke and Isaac Newton,
championed the use of logic and evidence in understanding the world and organizing
society. This rationalistic approach challenged the traditional reliance on divine revelation
or inherited authority. Sermons, a dominant literary form, began to incorporate more
reasoned arguments and less purely emotional appeals. Political pamphlets and essays
extensively debated governmental legitimacy and the rights of citizens, employing logical
reasoning to dismantle arguments for absolute monarchy. The scientific advancements of
the era also inspired a more empirical outlook, encouraging colonists to observe, analyze,
and experiment, a mindset that extended to their political and social endeavors.

Individualism and Natural Rights

The Enlightenment's elevation of individualism and the concept of natural rights, inherent
and inalienable, provided a powerful intellectual justification for colonial aspirations. John
Locke's theories on life, liberty, and property, which could not be legitimately infringed
upon by government, found enthusiastic adoption in colonial discourse. Colonial literary
works frequently explored themes of individual autonomy and the inherent rights of man.
This focus on the individual's worth and capacity for self-governance directly challenged
the hierarchical social structures prevalent in Europe and the rigid authority of the British
Crown. The burgeoning sense of personal liberty was articulated through essays, letters,
and even poetry, articulating a vision of a society where individuals were empowered and
respected.

The Social Contract and Civic Virtue

Enlightenment thinkers like Jean-Jacques Rousseau introduced the concept of the social
contract, wherein governments derive their legitimacy from the consent of the governed.
This idea proved particularly potent in the American colonies. Colonial literary works
frequently invoked the social contract to critique British policies and to advocate for self-
governance. The notion that citizens had a right, and even a duty, to alter or abolish a
government that became tyrannical was a central theme. Furthermore, the
Enlightenment's emphasis on civic virtue - the idea that citizens should prioritize the
common good over personal gain - was a recurring motif. Writers encouraged colonists to
cultivate a sense of responsibility towards their community and to participate actively in



the political process, laying the groundwork for a republican form of government.

Key Colonial Literary Genres Influenced by the
Enlightenment

The intellectual fervor of the Enlightenment manifested across a diverse range of colonial
literary genres, each serving to disseminate its core principles and foster a unique
American identity. These genres were not merely reflections of European trends but were
adapted and transformed to address the specific concerns and aspirations of the colonial
populace. The written word became a primary vehicle for intellectual exchange, political
debate, and the articulation of a nascent national consciousness. The accessibility and
impact of these literary forms played a significant role in mobilizing colonial sentiment
and preparing them for the eventual struggle for independence.

Political Pamphlets and Essays

The political pamphlet and essay emerged as arguably the most influential genres during
this period, serving as the primary battlegrounds for Enlightenment ideas in the colonies.
Authors like Thomas Paine, with his seminal work "Common Sense," masterfully employed
clear, persuasive language to champion republicanism and denounce monarchical rule.
These works were accessible to a broad audience, circulating widely and igniting public
discourse. They dissected complex political theories into digestible arguments, making
them powerful tools for persuasion and mobilization. The constant stream of essays in
colonial newspapers further fueled this intellectual ferment, providing a platform for
diverse viewpoints and contributing to a shared understanding of their grievances and
aspirations.

Sermons and Religious Literature

Even religious discourse was significantly shaped by the Enlightenment's emphasis on
reason. While sermons remained a vital part of colonial life, many preachers began to
integrate Enlightenment philosophies into their theological arguments. They often
appealed to the congregation's capacity for rational thought, using logical reasoning to
support moral and spiritual teachings. Some religious leaders, like Jonathan Edwards,
while deeply rooted in Puritan tradition, also grappled with Enlightenment ideas about
free will and determinism. This fusion of religious fervor with intellectual inquiry
demonstrated how Enlightenment principles were absorbed and adapted within existing
cultural frameworks, influencing not just political thought but also individual morality and
societal conduct.

Autobiographies and Personal Narratives

The Enlightenment's focus on the individual and human experience gave rise to a
significant body of autobiographical and personal narrative writing. Figures like Benjamin



Franklin, in his celebrated autobiography, exemplified the Enlightenment ideal of self-
improvement and the pursuit of knowledge. These narratives offered readers insights into
the lives and thoughts of prominent individuals, showcasing their journeys of intellectual
growth and their contributions to society. They often emphasized personal agency, moral
development, and the practical application of reason. These personal stories resonated
with a broad readership, providing relatable examples of how Enlightenment values could
be lived out in everyday life and contributing to a growing sense of shared experience and
identity.

Poetry and Verse

While often overshadowed by political prose, colonial poetry also bore the imprint of
Enlightenment ideals. Poets explored themes of nature, reason, virtue, and the human
condition, often employing classical allusions and structured forms favored by the
Enlightenment era. Phillis Wheatley, an enslaved African woman, used her poetic talent to
engage with themes of liberty and human dignity, subtly challenging the prevailing social
order. Her work, imbued with neoclassical sensibilities and Christian themes,
demonstrates the complex ways in which Enlightenment ideals of universal human worth
could be articulated even within the oppressive context of slavery. While perhaps less
overtly political than pamphlets, poetry offered a more introspective and emotional outlet
for exploring the era's intellectual currents.

Prominent Colonial Authors and Their
Enlightenment-Inspired Works

The American colonial period, particularly the 18th century, witnessed the rise of several
influential authors whose works profoundly reflected and disseminated the ideals of the
Enlightenment. These writers, through their diverse literary contributions, played a
pivotal role in shaping colonial thought, fostering a spirit of intellectual inquiry, and
ultimately, laying the groundwork for the American Revolution. Their writings are
essential for understanding the intellectual underpinnings of the nation’s founding
principles and the enduring impact of Enlightenment philosophy on American identity.

Benjamin Franklin: The Embodiment of Enlightenment
Pragmatism

Benjamin Franklin stands as a quintessential figure of the American Enlightenment. His
autobiography, "The Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin," is a seminal work that vividly
illustrates the Enlightenment emphasis on self-improvement, industry, and the rational
pursuit of knowledge. Franklin’s life and writings championed practicality, moderation,
and empirical observation. He was a polymath - inventor, scientist, diplomat, and writer -
whose endeavors embodied the Enlightenment belief in human potential and the
perfectibility of society through reason and innovation. His "Poor Richard's Almanack" was
a widely read publication filled with aphorisms promoting thrift, hard work, and common
sense, further disseminating Enlightenment values to the common populace.



Thomas Paine: The Voice of Revolutionary Reason

Thomas Paine's arrival in America and his subsequent publications had a transformative
effect on colonial sentiment. His pamphlet "Common Sense" (1776) was a masterclass in
accessible political rhetoric, directly translating Enlightenment ideals of natural rights and
republicanism into a compelling argument for American independence. Paine’s later
works, "The American Crisis" series, provided crucial morale boosts during the
Revolutionary War, consistently invoking principles of liberty and self-governance. His
fearless embrace of reason and his ability to articulate complex political ideas in plain
language made him a pivotal figure in mobilizing colonial support for the revolutionary
cause.

Thomas Jefferson: Architect of Enlightenment Ideals

Thomas Jefferson, the principal author of the Declaration of Independence, was deeply
steeped in Enlightenment philosophy. His writings, particularly the Declaration itself, are
a powerful testament to the influence of thinkers like Locke. Jefferson articulated the
inherent rights to "life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness" as foundational principles for
a new nation. His advocacy for religious freedom, educational reform, and democratic
governance all stemmed from his unwavering belief in reason, human equality, and the
capacity of individuals to govern themselves. Jefferson’s intellectual contributions
provided the philosophical scaffolding for the American experiment.

Jonathan Edwards: Bridging Puritanism and
Enlightenment

Jonathan Edwards, a prominent theologian and philosopher, represents a fascinating
bridge between traditional Puritanism and the burgeoning Enlightenment. While deeply
committed to Calvinist doctrines, Edwards engaged with Enlightenment concepts of
human nature, free will, and the role of reason. His sermon "Sinners in the Hands of an
Angry God," though known for its fiery rhetoric, also reflects an attempt to rationally
persuade his congregation. Later works, like his treatise "Freedom of the Will," grappled
with complex philosophical questions about agency and determinism, demonstrating how
Enlightenment intellectual challenges were being absorbed and debated within religious
contexts.

The Role of Literature in Fostering Colonial Unity
and Revolution

Colonial literary works, fueled by the intellectual vigor of the Enlightenment, played an
indispensable role in forging a sense of shared identity and purpose among disparate
colonies. As discontent with British policies grew, literature served as a powerful unifying
force, articulating common grievances and aspirations. The dissemination of
Enlightenment ideals through various forms of writing helped to create a shared
intellectual landscape, making it easier for colonists to coalesce around common political



objectives. This shared intellectual framework was crucial in the eventual move towards
independence.

Articulating Grievances and Justifying Independence

Enlightenment literature provided the intellectual ammunition for colonial resistance.
Pamphlets, essays, and speeches articulated the colonists' grievances against British
taxation without representation and the infringement of their natural rights. Works like
"Common Sense" systematically deconstructed the arguments for monarchical rule and
presented a compelling case for self-governance based on principles of liberty and consent
of the governed. This literature helped to transform localized complaints into a unified
movement for independence by providing a coherent philosophical justification for
revolution, framing it not as rebellion but as a righteous assertion of inherent rights.

Building a Shared Identity Beyond Britishness

As colonists increasingly asserted their distinct identity, literature became a tool for
defining what it meant to be American, separate from being British. Authors explored
themes of a unique American destiny, emphasizing the opportunities for self-determination
and the establishment of a more just society. The focus on individual initiative, hard work,
and the pursuit of happiness resonated with the colonial experience. Personal narratives
and autobiographies showcased the lives of colonists who were actively shaping their own
destinies, contributing to a growing sense of collective identity. This literature helped to
create a shared narrative that transcended regional differences and fostered a nascent
nationalism.

Mobilizing Public Opinion and Fostering Political Action

The Enlightenment's emphasis on an informed citizenry meant that literature was not
merely for intellectual contemplation but was a tool for political action. Colonial writers
aimed to educate, persuade, and motivate the public. The widespread circulation of
pamphlets and newspaper articles meant that political ideas and debates reached a broad
cross-section of society. This widespread dissemination of Enlightenment thought was
instrumental in mobilizing public opinion in favor of revolutionary action. It fostered a
sense of civic responsibility and encouraged active participation in the political process,
leading to the formation of committees of correspondence and ultimately, the Continental
Congress.

Conclusion

The symbiotic relationship between colonial literary works and the Enlightenment was
instrumental in shaping the intellectual, cultural, and political landscape of early America.
The core tenets of the Enlightenment - reason, individualism, natural rights, and the social
contract - were not merely abstract philosophical concepts but were actively translated
into compelling narratives and persuasive arguments through colonial literature. From the



pragmatic self-improvement espoused by Benjamin Franklin to the revolutionary fervor
ignited by Thomas Paine, and the foundational ideals articulated by Thomas Jefferson,
colonial writers utilized diverse genres like pamphlets, sermons, and personal narratives
to foster a nascent American identity. This literature served as a vital catalyst, articulating
grievances against British rule, justifying the pursuit of independence, and ultimately
forging a sense of unity among the colonies. The enduring legacy of these colonial literary
works lies in their profound contribution to the philosophical underpinnings of the United
States, demonstrating the transformative power of the written word in advancing liberty
and self-governance.

Frequently Asked Questions

How did Enlightenment ideals influence the writing of
colonial American authors like Benjamin Franklin?

Enlightenment ideals like reason, individualism, and secularism profoundly shaped
colonial literature. Franklin's autobiography, for instance, exemplifies the pursuit of self-
improvement and practical virtue, key tenets of the Enlightenment, advocating for a
rational approach to life and society.

In what ways did colonial writers use literature to
critique British colonial rule, drawing on Enlightenment
concepts?

Colonial writers employed Enlightenment concepts of natural rights, liberty, and the social
contract to critique British rule. Works by Thomas Paine, such as 'Common Sense,' argued
for self-governance and the inherent rights of the people, directly challenging the
legitimacy of monarchy and colonial authority.

What role did reason and empirical observation play in
colonial literary works, reflecting Enlightenment
thought?

The Enlightenment's emphasis on reason and empirical observation permeated colonial
literature. Scientific treatises, agricultural manuals, and even political pamphlets often
presented arguments based on logic, evidence, and observable phenomena, promoting a
rational understanding of the world and society.

How did colonial authors engage with the
Enlightenment concept of the 'noble savage' in their
writings?

Some colonial writers, influenced by Enlightenment thinkers like Rousseau, explored the
concept of the 'noble savage,' often portraying Native American societies as more natural



and less corrupted by civilization. This critique of European society, however, was often
romanticized and did not fully acknowledge the complexities of indigenous cultures.

What was the impact of Enlightenment ideas on colonial
educational and religious writings?

Enlightenment thought spurred a shift towards more rational and secular approaches in
colonial education and religious writing. Colleges began to incorporate scientific and
philosophical studies, and sermons sometimes emphasized moral philosophy and reason
alongside traditional religious doctrine, reflecting a move away from pure mysticism.

How did colonial literature reflect the Enlightenment's
focus on individual liberty and the pursuit of happiness?

Colonial literature frequently explored themes of individual liberty and the pursuit of
happiness. Autobiographies, personal letters, and political essays often celebrated the
freedom to express oneself, pursue one's own interests, and participate in civic life,
aligning with Enlightenment ideals of human agency and self-determination.

In what ways did colonial literary responses to
revolutions and political upheaval demonstrate
Enlightenment influence?

Colonial literary responses to revolutions, particularly the American Revolution, were
heavily influenced by Enlightenment political philosophy. Authors like Jefferson, in the
Declaration of Independence, articulated arguments for natural rights, popular
sovereignty, and the right to revolution against tyrannical governments, concepts central
to Enlightenment thought.

How did Enlightenment secularism manifest in colonial
literature, and what were its limitations?

The Enlightenment's secularizing tendencies appeared in colonial literature through an
increased focus on worldly affairs, human reason, and civic virtue. However, the influence
of religious thought remained strong, and many colonial writers sought to reconcile
Enlightenment principles with their Christian faith, rather than fully embracing pure
secularism.

What were the key Enlightenment texts that likely
informed colonial literary production and discourse?

Key Enlightenment texts that influenced colonial literature include John Locke's 'Two
Treatises of Government,' Jean-Jacques Rousseau's 'The Social Contract,' and works by
Voltaire and Montesquieu. These texts provided foundational arguments for natural rights,
liberty, separation of powers, and the critique of absolute monarchy.



How did colonial literary works contribute to the
development of a distinct American identity informed by
Enlightenment principles?

Colonial literary works, infused with Enlightenment ideals, played a crucial role in forging
a distinct American identity. By articulating principles of self-governance, individual
liberty, and republicanism, these works helped to differentiate the American experience
from that of Europe and laid the groundwork for a new national consciousness.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to colonial literary works and the Enlightenment in the US,
with descriptions:

1. The Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin

This seminal work chronicles the life and philosophical journey of one of America's most
influential Founding Fathers. Franklin details his rise from humble beginnings, his pursuit
of self-improvement, and his intellectual engagement with Enlightenment ideals like
reason, virtue, and pragmatism. The book offers a firsthand account of the burgeoning
American identity and the practical application of Enlightenment thought in shaping a new
nation.

2. Common Sense by Thomas Paine

A fiery and persuasive pamphlet, Common Sense articulated the case for American
independence from British rule in clear, accessible language. Paine powerfully argued
against monarchy and hereditary succession, advocating for republicanism and popular
sovereignty. Its widespread distribution and impact galvanized public opinion, becoming a
crucial intellectual catalyst for the American Revolution.

3. Poor Richard's Almanack by Benjamin Franklin

More than just an almanac, this publication served as a vehicle for Franklin's witty
aphorisms and practical advice, deeply infused with Enlightenment principles. It promoted
thrift, industry, and self-reliance, reflecting a belief in human perfectibility and the power
of reason to improve one's life. The Almanack reached a broad audience, shaping colonial
culture and moral values.

4. Letters from an American Farmer by J. Hector St. John de Crevecoeur

Through a series of beautifully crafted letters, Crevecoeur explored the emergence of a
new American identity shaped by the opportunities and freedoms of the New World. He
celebrated the "melting pot" of Europe transforming into a unique American character,
embodying Enlightenment ideals of natural rights and individual potential. The work
offered an optimistic and influential vision of America.

5. The Power of Sympathy by William Hill Brown

Often considered the first American novel, The Power of Sympathy delves into themes of
seduction, virtue, and societal consequences, reflecting early American sensibilities
influenced by Enlightenment moral philosophy. It explores the psychological impact of
actions and the importance of reason in navigating personal relationships. The novel
grappled with the anxieties of a society seeking to establish its own moral frameworks.



6. The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano

This powerful autobiography offers a harrowing account of Olaudah Equiano's experience
as an enslaved person and his eventual journey to freedom. His narrative, written with
sophisticated prose, critiques the institution of slavery through the lens of Enlightenment
humanism and the inherent rights of all individuals. Equiano's work was instrumental in
fueling the abolitionist movement and challenging colonial justifications for bondage.

7. The History of the Rise and Fall of the Ottoman Empire by Edward Gibbon

While not directly about colonial America, Gibbon's monumental work profoundly
influenced Enlightenment historical thought and the intellectual climate of the colonial
era. His emphasis on reason, empirical evidence, and the cyclical nature of civilizations
resonated with colonial thinkers. The book provided models for historical analysis and a
framework for understanding the rise and fall of empires, which the colonists were
actively defying.

8. The Federalist Papers by Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, and John Jay

This collection of essays argued for the ratification of the U.S. Constitution, presenting a
rigorous intellectual defense of republican government and separation of powers. The
authors drew heavily on Enlightenment political philosophy, particularly from thinkers like
Montesquieu and Locke, to articulate principles of checks and balances and individual
liberties. The Federalist Papers remain a cornerstone of American political thought.

9. Rip Van Winkle by Washington Irving

Although written after the colonial period, Irving's short story often reflects on the
transition from colonial life to the new American republic, echoing Enlightenment ideals of
progress and change. The tale of a man sleeping through the American Revolution and
waking to a changed world touches on themes of identity and national transformation.
Irving's use of satire and folklore also engages with the intellectual currents of his time.
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