
the narrative of the captivity of mary
rowlandson

the narrative of the captivity of mary rowlandson is a seminal work of
American colonial literature that recounts the harrowing experience of Mary
Rowlandson during her captivity by Native Americans in 1675. This captivity
narrative is not only a personal account of survival but also offers critical
insights into the cultural and historical context of King Philip’s War. As
one of the earliest and most famous captivity narratives, Rowlandson’s story
has been studied extensively for its portrayal of colonial and Native
American relations, religious faith, and the hardships of frontier life. This
article explores the background of the narrative, its themes, literary
significance, and its impact on American literature and culture.
Additionally, it examines the historical context and the life of Mary
Rowlandson to provide a comprehensive understanding of this important work.
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Historical Context of the Narrative

The narrative of the captivity of Mary Rowlandson is set against the backdrop
of King Philip’s War (1675–1678), a conflict between Native American
inhabitants of New England and English settlers. This war was one of the
bloodiest and most devastating in early American history, resulting from
tensions over land, resources, and cultural differences. The conflict deeply
affected the colonial frontier, where Mary Rowlandson lived.

Understanding the historical context is essential to grasp the significance
of Rowlandson’s account. The war exemplified the violent clashes between
expanding English settlements and Native American tribes trying to preserve
their territories and way of life. Rowlandson’s captivity took place during a
raid on Lancaster, Massachusetts, which was part of the larger Native
American strategy to resist colonial encroachment.

King Philip’s War Overview

King Philip’s War was named after Metacom, a Wampanoag leader known to the
English as King Philip. The war began in 1675 and resulted in widespread
destruction and loss of life on both sides. It fundamentally altered the
balance of power in New England and had a lasting impact on colonial and
Native American relations.



Colonial-Native Relations

The narrative reflects the broader tensions of the period, illustrating how
fear, mistrust, and cultural misunderstandings fueled violence. Rowlandson’s
experience and subsequent writing provide a colonial perspective that shaped
early American views of Native Americans and frontier life.

Mary Rowlandson’s Captivity Experience

Mary Rowlandson was captured during a Native American raid on Lancaster in
February 1676. Along with her three children, she was taken hostage and held
for nearly three months before her release was negotiated. Her narrative
recounts the physical and emotional trials she endured while in captivity.

Rowlandson’s detailed description of her captivity offers a rare and vivid
insight into the daily realities faced by captives during this tumultuous
period. Her account includes encounters with her captors, struggles for
survival, and the complex dynamics of captivity.

Conditions of Captivity

During her captivity, Rowlandson faced harsh conditions, including exposure
to the elements, scarcity of food, and constant movement through difficult
terrain. Her narrative highlights the physical hardships and psychological
trauma of being separated from her family and community.

Interactions with Native Americans

Rowlandson’s account provides observations about the customs, language, and
behavior of her Native American captors. While often portraying them as
hostile, she also notes moments of kindness and the complex human
relationships that developed during her imprisonment.

Themes and Literary Analysis

The narrative of the captivity of Mary Rowlandson is rich with themes that
reflect both personal and cultural struggles. It is widely regarded as one of
the earliest examples of American captivity literature, blending
autobiography, historical record, and spiritual reflection.

Survival and Resilience

A central theme is Rowlandson’s resilience in the face of extreme adversity.
Her story emphasizes endurance and resourcefulness, highlighting how she
adapted to survive physically and emotionally during captivity.

Colonial Identity and Otherness

The narrative explores the colonial mindset and the concept of otherness,
depicting the Native Americans as the “other” while affirming English



cultural and religious identity. This binary reflects broader colonial
attitudes that influenced early American literature and social perceptions.

Use of Language and Structure

Rowlandson’s narrative employs a straightforward, plain style characteristic
of Puritan writing. The structure includes episodic recounting of events
interspersed with scriptural references, reinforcing the religious framework
through which she interpreted her experience.

Religious Undertones and Puritan Influence

Religion plays a crucial role in the narrative of the captivity of Mary
Rowlandson. The Puritan worldview shapes her interpretation of events,
attributing her survival and eventual release to divine providence and faith.

Faith as a Source of Strength

Throughout the narrative, Rowlandson repeatedly turns to the Bible for
comfort and guidance. Her reflections on scripture illustrate how faith
provided her with hope and resilience during captivity.

Providence and Punishment

Rowlandson interprets her ordeal as part of God’s plan, viewing it
simultaneously as a punishment for sin and a test of faith. This spiritual
dimension underscores the Puritan belief in divine intervention in everyday
life.

Impact and Legacy of the Narrative

The narrative of the captivity of Mary Rowlandson holds a significant place
in American literary and cultural history. As one of the first bestselling
works in colonial America, it influenced the development of captivity
narratives as a genre and shaped early colonial identity.

Influence on Captivity Narratives

Rowlandson’s work set a precedent for numerous captivity stories that
followed, establishing thematic and structural conventions. These narratives
became popular in both colonial and early American literature, reflecting
ongoing conflicts and cultural exchanges.

Cultural and Historical Significance

The narrative also contributed to shaping perceptions of Native Americans
among European settlers. Its portrayal of captivity and conflict has been
analyzed for its role in constructing colonial ideologies and racial



attitudes.

Enduring Relevance

Today, the narrative of the captivity of Mary Rowlandson remains a key text
for scholars studying colonial history, literature, and intercultural
relations. Its complex portrayal of captivity and survival continues to offer
valuable insights into early American experiences and narratives.

Personal endurance and faith in adversity

Insight into 17th-century colonial and Native American relations

Foundational influence on American captivity literature

Reflection of Puritan religious beliefs and worldview

Historical documentation of King Philip’s War impact

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'The Narrative of the Captivity and
Restoration of Mrs. Mary Rowlandson' about?

It is a captivity narrative written by Mary Rowlandson, detailing her
experience as a colonial American woman taken captive by Native Americans
during King Philip's War in 1676, and her eventual release.

Why is Mary Rowlandson's narrative considered
significant in American literature?

Mary Rowlandson's narrative is one of the earliest and most famous captivity
narratives, providing insight into colonial and Native American relations,
Puritan beliefs, and early American identity. It is also notable for its
vivid descriptions and emotional depth.

How does Mary Rowlandson portray Native Americans in
her narrative?

Rowlandson often portrays Native Americans through the lens of her Puritan
background, sometimes depicting them as hostile captors but also
acknowledging moments of kindness, reflecting the complex and conflicted
views of the time.

What themes are prominent in 'The Narrative of the
Captivity of Mary Rowlandson'?

Prominent themes include survival, faith and providence, cultural conflict,
resilience, and the struggle between captivity and freedom.



How does Mary Rowlandson's faith influence her
narrative?

Her Puritan faith is central to the narrative; she interprets her captivity
as a test from God, frequently referencing scripture, and ultimately credits
her survival and release to divine providence.

What impact did Mary Rowlandson's narrative have on
later captivity literature?

Rowlandson's narrative set a precedent for the captivity narrative genre,
influencing later works by establishing a template that combines personal
experience, religious reflection, and cultural commentary.

Additional Resources
1. The Sovereignty and Goodness of God by Mary Rowlandson
This is the original captivity narrative written by Mary Rowlandson herself,
detailing her experience as a captive during King Philip's War. The book
provides a vivid and personal account of her capture, endurance, and eventual
release. It is one of the earliest and most influential captivity narratives
in American literature, offering insight into colonial and Native American
relations of the 17th century.

2. Captured by Indians: The Story of Mary Rowlandson by Joseph Bruchac
This retelling of Mary Rowlandson’s captivity is aimed at younger readers,
providing an accessible and engaging narrative of her experience. The book
explores themes of survival, faith, and cultural conflict, shedding light on
the broader historical context of King Philip’s War. Bruchac also provides
background information on Native American culture and colonial life.

3. Colonial Captivities: Narratives of American Indian Captivity from the
Seventeenth Century edited by Tera W. Hunter
This collection includes various captivity narratives, including Mary
Rowlandson’s story, offering diverse perspectives on the experience of
captivity. The anthology highlights the complexity of colonial and Native
American interactions and the role these narratives played in shaping
colonial identity. It provides historical context and critical analysis to
better understand the genre.

4. Indian Captive: The Story of Mary Jemison by Lois Lenski
Although focusing on a different woman’s experience, this book complements
the narrative of Mary Rowlandson by exploring Native American captivity from
another perspective. It highlights the cultural assimilation and challenges
faced by captives, offering a contrast to Rowlandson’s Puritan viewpoint. The
story enriches understanding of colonial-era captivity beyond one singular
narrative.

5. Our Beloved Kin: A New History of King Philip’s War by Lisa Brooks
This book provides a comprehensive history of King Philip’s War, the conflict
that resulted in Mary Rowlandson’s captivity. Brooks centers Native American
perspectives and reexamines colonial narratives, including captivity stories,
in a broader historical framework. It deepens readers’ understanding of the
war’s causes, consequences, and cultural significance.

6. Captivity Narratives and the Making of American Literature by Christopher



Castiglia
This scholarly work analyzes how captivity narratives, including
Rowlandson’s, have influenced American literary traditions. Castiglia
explores themes of identity, survival, and cultural conflict, situating these
narratives within the development of early American literature. The book
offers critical insights into the genre’s enduring impact.

7. Mary Rowlandson's Narrative: A Critical Edition edited by Kathryn Zabelle
Derounian-Stodola and Alice F. Wakely
This critical edition presents an annotated version of Rowlandson’s
narrative, accompanied by scholarly commentary and historical background. It
provides readers with tools to analyze the text’s religious, cultural, and
political dimensions. The edition is valuable for students and researchers
interested in captivity narratives and colonial history.

8. The Captive’s Position: Female Narrative, Male Identity, and Royal
Authority in Mary Rowlandson’s Captivity Narrative by Lori J. Walters
This academic book examines gender and power dynamics within Rowlandson’s
narrative, focusing on how captivity shapes female identity and colonial
authority. Walters discusses the intersections of narrative voice, religion,
and politics, offering a nuanced interpretation of the text. The work is
important for understanding the socio-political context of captivity
literature.

9. Redemption Songs: Suing for Freedom before Dred Scott by Ariela J. Gross
While not directly about Mary Rowlandson, this book explores themes of
captivity, freedom, and legal struggles in early American history. It
contextualizes the broader issues of enslavement and captivity that resonate
with narratives like Rowlandson’s. Gross’s work broadens the understanding of
captivity within American legal and cultural history.
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