	
	Mohamed Kheider University of Biskra
	

	Module: Literature (American)
	Faculty of Letters and Languages
	Level: Third Year (L 3)

	Lecturer: Mr A. Boulegroune
	Dept. of English Language & Literature 
	Semester: Two


	Lecture II: 
The Revolutionary Period (1765-1800)


From a kingdom that bullies, and hectors, and swears,

We send up to heaven our wishes and prayers

That we, disunited, may freemen be still,

And Britain go on — to be damned if she will.

               (Philip Freneau, A Political Litany)

Introduction
The literary period included in the above term is, in general, the latter half of the eighteenth century; more particularly it extends from the Stamp Act (1765), which united the colonies in opposition to Britain's policy of taxation, to the adoption of the Constitution (1787) and the inauguration of George Washington as first president of the new nation. The Revolutionary period extends from 1765 to the close of the century. A large part of the literature of this period deals, in the early years, with the strife of Loyalists and Patriots or, in the later years, with the word wars of Federalists and Anti-Federalists. These are the political parties into which America was divided by the Revolution and by the question of the Constitution. In general, Revolutionary writing has a practical bent in marked contrast with the theological spirit of Colonial writing.

I. The Context

A. The Enlightenment
The Enlightenment, or Age of Reason, was an intellectual and cultural movement that succeeded the Scientific Revolution in the eighteenth century. Skeptical of tradition, church doctrine, and received wisdom in any form, the Enlightenment thinkers turned to reason above all in addressing the essential problems of society and individual experience. The defining philosophies of the Enlightenment thus embraced freedom, optimism, independence, tolerance, secularization, and change as vital concepts. The Age of Enlightenment brought to educated Europeans and their American counterparts a new worldview based on science, reason, and deism. Deists subscribed to a view of God as something like a watchmaker who created the world and set it in motion, then let it run on its own laws. In political theory, the Enlightenment thinkers advanced a set of philosophical principles that came to define the Western ideal: liberty, democracy, individual rights, and the sovereignty of the people.
B. The Political Scene
The writings of this stormy period reflect the temper of two very different classes who were engaged in constant literary Party warfare. In the tense years which preceded the Literature of the Revolution, the American people was separated into two hostile parties: the Tories, or Loyalists, who supported the mother country; and the Whigs, or Patriots, who insisted on the right of the colonies to manage their own affairs, and who furnished the armies that followed George Washington in the War of Independence. Then, when America had won a place among the free nations of the world, her people were again divided on the question of the Constitution. On the one side were the Federalists, who aimed at union in the strictest sense; that is, at a strongly centralized government with immense powers over all its parts. On the other side, were the Anti-Federalists, or Antis, who distrusted the monarchical tendency of every centralized government since time began, and who aimed to safeguard democracy by leaving the governing power as largely as possible in the hands of the several states. It is necessary to have these distinctions clearly in mind in reading Revolutionary literature, for a very large part of its prose and poetry reflects the antagonistic aims or ideals of two parties which stood in constant and most bitter opposition. 

II. The Literature of the Revolution

A. Pamphlets and Other Prose Writings
The most representative American Enlightenment thinkers—who, unlike their European counterparts, were also political leaders—were Thomas Jefferson, John Adams, and Benjamin Franklin. In a 1774, pamphlet titled A Summary View of the Rights of British America (1774), his earliest written contribution to the sovereignty debate, Jefferson stressed a number of Enlightenment ideas, such as natural rights. In practical political terms, he denied Parliament’s authority over the colonies, recognizing no colonial tie with the mother country other than to the king. Jefferson’s draft of the Declaration of Independence, with amendments by Adams and Franklin, linked Enlightenment principles directly to the circumstances of the colonies. To fight for American independence was to fight for a government based on popular consent rather than heredity or divine right.
As a type of the forceful political pamphlet, a weapon widely used in England and America in the eighteenth century, there is nothing equal to Thomas Paine's Common Sense (1776) and The Crisis (1776-1783). The former hastened on the Declaration of Independence; the latter cheered the young Patriots in their struggle to make that Declaration valid in the sight of all nations. Hence, it was quite often said that the American cause owed as much to the pen of Paine as to the sword of Washington. 

B. Poetry
Every important event of the Revolution was promptly celebrated in verse; but as the country was then sharply divided, almost every poem or song had a Whig or a Tory twist to it. Poetry became a weapon during the American Revolution, with both loyalists and revolutionists urging their forces on, stating their arguments, and celebrating their heroes in verse and songs. By far the best poet of the Revolution was Philip Freneau (1752-1832). Philip Freneau, nicknamed “The Poet of the Revolution”, was the most memorable American poet of the period, whose first well-known poems such as The British Prison-Ship, The House of Night, and Eutaw Springs served as effective propaganda; later he turned to various aspects of the American scene. 
III. Neutral Voices
There were neutral gentle spirits, too, in this period, endowed with delicate literary gifts, but quite unsuited for the clash of controversy. St Jean de Crèvecoeur's Letters from an American Farmer (1782) draws charming, almost idyllic, pictures of American life during the Revolutionary period, and incidentally calls attention to the "melting pot," in which people of various races are here fused into a common stock. Brought to America from West Africa and sold into slavery as a child, Phillis Wheatley created a sensation a decade later with her book of verse on classical and Christian themes, Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral (1773). That collection, which appeared in London in 1773 and America in 1786, was the first ever published by an African American poet.
Conclusion
It is in the orations and pamphlets and state papers inspired by the Revolutionary agitation that we find the most satisfactory expression of the thought and feeling of that generation. Its typical literature is civic rather than aesthetic, a sort of writing which has been incidental to the accomplishing of some political purpose, and which scarcely regards itself as literature at all. The style of most of the works of that era is predominantly rhetorical and eloquent. In general, the literature of the Revolution is dominated by political and practical interests; it deals frankly with this present world, aims to find the best way through its difficulties, and so appears in marked contrast with the theological bent and pervasive "other worldliness" of Colonial writings. In a nutshell, pure and distinctive American literature was not born in America until the nineteenth century was well under way.  
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