literature during the american
revolution

literature during the american revolution played a pivotal role in shaping
public opinion, inspiring patriotism, and documenting the revolutionary era.
This period saw a surge in pamphlets, poems, speeches, and newspapers that
fueled the ideological fire behind the quest for independence. Writers and
thinkers used literature as a tool to communicate revolutionary ideas,
challenge British authority, and unify the colonies. The literature of this
time not only reflected the political and social upheaval but also helped
forge a new American identity. This article explores the various forms and
themes of literature during the American Revolution, the key figures
involved, and the lasting impact on American culture and political thought.
The following sections provide a comprehensive overview of the literary
landscape during this transformative period in history.
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e Major Literary Forms and Genres
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The Role of Pamphlets and Newspapers
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Historical Context of Literature During the
American Revolution

Understanding the historical backdrop is essential to appreciating literature
during the American Revolution. The late 18th century was marked by
escalating tensions between the American colonies and Great Britain,
culminating in the Revolutionary War (1775-1783). Literature became a vital
medium for expressing political dissent, rallying support for independence,
and disseminating revolutionary ideas. The colonies, lacking formal political
representation, turned to printed materials to debate issues such as
taxation, liberty, and governance. This period witnessed a flourishing of
print culture, enabling widespread distribution of revolutionary literature
that reached diverse audiences.

Political and Social Climate

The political climate was charged with resistance to British policies like
the Stamp Act and the Intolerable Acts. Socially, the colonies were diverse
but increasingly united by a shared desire for self-determination. Literature
served as both reflection and catalyst of this unity, often emphasizing
themes of freedom, justice, and natural rights. The spread of literacy and
printing presses facilitated the rapid exchange of ideas, making literature a



powerful force in shaping public consciousness.

Printing Technology and Accessibility

Advancements in printing technology and an expanding network of printers made
literature more accessible during the revolution. Newspapers, pamphlets, and
broadsides could be produced and circulated quickly, allowing revolutionary
messages to reach urban centers and rural areas alike. This accessibility
ensured that literature during the American Revolution was not confined to
elites but engaged a broader population in political discourse.

Major Literary Forms and Genres

Literature during the American Revolution encompassed various forms and
genres, each serving distinct purposes in the revolutionary movement. From
persuasive pamphlets to poetic odes, these literary works contributed to the
ideological and emotional sustenance of the revolutionary cause.

Pamphlets

Pamphlets were among the most influential forms, often used to argue
political positions and mobilize public opinion. Their relatively short
length and direct style made them effective tools for persuasion. Pamphlets
could be distributed widely and read aloud in public gatherings, amplifying
their reach.

Poetry and Songs

Poetry and songs played a key role in inspiring patriotism and commemorating
revolutionary events. These creative works often employed emotional appeals
and symbolism to evoke a sense of shared purpose and identity among
colonists.

Newspapers and Broadsides

Newspapers provided ongoing coverage of political developments, debates, and
military campaigns. Broadsides, large sheets printed with announcements or
proclamations, disseminated urgent information and rallying cries to the
public. Both forms were instrumental in maintaining momentum and cohesion
throughout the revolution.

Letters and Diaries

Personal letters and diaries offer valuable insights into the experiences and
sentiments of individuals during the revolution. While not always intended
for wide publication, these writings contribute to the broader understanding
of the era’s literary culture.



Notable Writers and Their Contributions

The literature during the American Revolution was shaped by several prominent
figures whose writings left a lasting impact on the revolutionary movement
and American literature as a whole.

Thomas Paine

Thomas Paine was one of the most influential revolutionary writers, best
known for his pamphlet Common Sense. Published in 1776, it made a compelling
case for independence and helped galvanize colonial support. Paine’s clear,
accessible prose and persuasive arguments exemplify the power of literature
during the American Revolution to sway public opinion.

Phillis Wheatley

Phillis Wheatley was the first African American poet to gain widespread
recognition. Her poetry often reflected themes of liberty and faith, and she
used her literary voice to engage with the revolutionary ideals of freedom
and human dignity. Wheatley’s work highlights the diverse contributions to
revolutionary literature.

Mercy Otis Warren

Mercy Otis Warren was a political writer and historian whose plays, poems,
and essays criticized British policies and supported the patriot cause. Her
writings provided intellectual depth and helped articulate the ideological
foundations of the revolution.

Other Key Figures

e John Dickinson - Known for his "Letters from a Farmer in Pennsylvania,"
advocating colonial rights.

e Benjamin Franklin - Prolific writer and printer who influenced
revolutionary thought.

e Alexander Hamilton - Contributor to the revolutionary discourse through
essays and later the Federalist Papers.

The Role of Pamphlets and Newspapers

Pamphlets and newspapers were the lifeblood of revolutionary communication,
essential for spreading ideas and coordinating political action. Their
widespread circulation created a shared political culture among disparate
colonies.



Impact of Pamphlets

Pamphlets like Paine’s Common Sense provided persuasive arguments for
independence, questioning monarchy and promoting republican ideals. These
texts were affordable and easy to distribute, enabling rapid dissemination of
revolutionary ideology.

Newspaper Influence

Newspapers kept colonists informed about British policies, debates within the
Continental Congress, and battlefield news. Editorials and letters to the
editor encouraged public participation and debate, fostering a sense of
community and shared purpose.

Broadsides and Public Notices

Broadsides were used to announce events, such as protests or troop movements,
and to publish revolutionary declarations. Their wvisual prominence in public
spaces made them effective tools for rallying support and communicating
urgent messages.

Literary Themes and Ideological Influence

The literature during the American Revolution was rich with themes that
reflected the ideological currents of the time. These themes helped to define
the revolution’s goals and justify the quest for independence.

Liberty and Freedom

The quest for liberty was central to revolutionary literature. Writers
emphasized natural rights and the illegitimacy of British rule, framing the
revolution as a struggle to secure fundamental freedoms.

Democracy and Republicanism

Many literary works advocated for democratic principles and republican forms
of government, rejecting monarchy and hereditary privilege. These ideas laid
the groundwork for the new American political system.

Unity and Patriotism

Literature fostered a sense of unity among the colonies, portraying the
revolution as a collective national endeavor. Patriotism was expressed
through calls for sacrifice and perseverance in the face of adversity.

Resistance and Revolution

The theme of resistance against tyranny permeated revolutionary writings,



encouraging active opposition to British authority. This rhetoric legitimized
acts of rebellion and civil disobedience.

Legacy of Revolutionary Literature

The literary output of the American Revolution has left an enduring legacy on
American culture and political thought. It established a tradition of
political engagement through literature and helped define the nation’s
founding ideals.

Influence on American Identity

Revolutionary literature contributed to the creation of a distinct American
identity centered on liberty, democracy, and justice. The writings from this
period continue to inspire patriotic sentiment and national pride.

Impact on Future Political Discourse

The themes and styles developed during the revolution influenced subsequent
political writings, including the Federalist and Anti-Federalist papers. The
emphasis on persuasive rhetoric and public debate remains central to American
political culture.

Preservation and Study

Many works from this era are preserved as foundational texts in American
literature and history. They provide critical insight into the revolutionary
mindset and serve as educational resources for understanding the nation’s
origins.

Summary of Key Contributions

e Promotion of revolutionary ideals through accessible literary forms
e Creation of a shared political culture among the colonies
e Support for the establishment of democratic governance

e Inspiration for future generations of writers and political thinkers

Frequently Asked Questions

What role did literature play during the American



Revolution?

Literature during the American Revolution was crucial for spreading
revolutionary ideas, boosting morale, and uniting colonists through
pamphlets, poems, essays, and speeches that promoted independence and
criticized British rule.

Who was Thomas Paine and what was his contribution to
revolutionary literature?

Thomas Paine was a political writer and pamphleteer whose work 'Common Sense'
(1776) played a pivotal role in encouraging American colonists to support
independence from Britain.

How did poetry influence the American Revolution?

Poetry during the American Revolution served as a powerful tool to inspire
patriotism, commemorate events, and express the emotional and ideological
fervor of the time, with poets like Phillis Wheatley gaining prominence.

What is 'Common Sense' and why is it significant?

'"Common Sense' is a pamphlet written by Thomas Paine in 1776 that argued for
American independence in clear and persuasive language, significantly
influencing public opinion and the revolutionary movement.

Which female writers contributed to American
Revolutionary literature?

Women like Mercy Otis Warren and Phillis Wheatley contributed significantly;
Warren wrote political plays and histories supporting the revolution, while
Wheatley was the first African American poet to publish a volume of poetry
that included themes of freedom.

How did literature reflect the political ideals of
the American Revolution?

Revolutionary literature reflected ideals such as liberty, equality, natural
rights, and resistance to tyranny, often drawing on Enlightenment principles
to justify the colonies' break from Britain.

What types of literary works were most common during
the American Revolution?

Pamphlets, political essays, speeches, poems, and plays were the most common
literary forms, used to communicate revolutionary ideas and rally support for
the cause.

How did the American Revolution influence the
development of American literature?

The Revolution fostered a distinct American literary identity focused on
themes of freedom and democracy, laying the groundwork for future American



writers and literature that celebrated national values.

What impact did Phillis Wheatley have on American
Revolutionary literature?

Phillis Wheatley, as the first published African American poet, challenged
prevailing racial prejudices and used her poetry to advocate for liberty and
justice, highlighting the contradictions of slavery during the Revolution.

Were there any notable plays written during the
American Revolution?

Yes, Mercy Otis Warren wrote political plays such as 'The Group' and 'The
Blockheads' which satirized British officials and Loyalists, contributing to
revolutionary propaganda and public discourse.

Additional Resources

1. Common Sense

Written by Thomas Paine in 1776, "Common Sense" was a powerful and persuasive
pamphlet that advocated for American independence from British rule. It
played a crucial role in shaping public opinion and galvanizing the colonial
population toward revolution. Paine’s clear and direct language made complex
political ideas accessible to a wide audience.

2. The Federalist Papers

A collection of 85 essays written by Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, and
John Jay between 1787 and 1788, "The Federalist Papers" aimed to promote the
ratification of the United States Constitution. These writings offer deep
insights into the political philosophy and debates of the post-revolutionary
period. They remain foundational texts in American political literature.

3. Letters from an American Farmer

Authored by J. Hector St. John de Crévececur in 1782, this series of letters
explores the social and cultural landscape of the American colonies during
and after the Revolution. The work provides a unique perspective on American
identity, agriculture, and the immigrant experience. It is considered an
early example of American literary nationalism.

4. American Crisis

Another influential pamphlet series by Thomas Paine, "The American Crisis"
was written during the darkest days of the Revolutionary War. Beginning with
the famous line, "These are the times that try men's souls," these essays
inspired hope and resilience among the colonists. Paine's writings helped
sustain the revolutionary spirit through difficult times.

5. The Coquette

Written by Hannah Webster Foster in 1797, "The Coquette" is a novel based on
real events that reflect the social and moral challenges faced by women
during the revolutionary era. It explores themes of virtue, reputation, and
the limited roles available to women in early American society. The novel
provides insight into gender and cultural norms of the time.

6. Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral
This 1773 collection by Phillis Wheatley, the first African American woman to
publish a book of poetry, includes poems that reflect on freedom, religion,



and humanity. Wheatley’s work was highly influential during the Revolution,
challenging prevailing attitudes about race and intellect. Her poetry bridged
the gap between colonial and revolutionary ideals.

7. The Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass

Though published later in 1845, Frederick Douglass’s narrative recounts his
experiences as a slave during the revolutionary era and its aftermath. His
autobiographical work highlights the contradictions between the American
fight for liberty and the persistence of slavery. It is a seminal text in
both American literature and abolitionist history.

8. The Contrast

Written by Royall Tyler in 1787, "The Contrast" is considered the first
American comedy performed professionally. The play satirizes American and
British cultural differences in the aftermath of the Revolution, promoting
republican virtues over aristocratic pretensions. It reflects early American
attempts to establish a distinct national identity through literature.

9. History of the Rise, Progress, and Termination of the American War
Authored by Mercy Otis Warren and published in 1805, this comprehensive
history provides a detailed account of the Revolutionary War from a patriotic
perspective. Warren, an active participant in revolutionary politics, offers
both narrative and analysis, emphasizing the role of American leadership and
ideology. Her work is a valuable literary and historical document from the
revolutionary period.
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