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	A Reader-Response Critical Reading of Philip Freneau’s “America Independent”  


Read the poem carefully, then Answer the questions.

	               America Independent

'T is done! and Britain for her madness sighs

Take warning, tyrants, and henceforth be wise,

If o'er mankind man gives you regal sway,

Take not the rights of human kind away.

When God from chaos gave this world to be,

Man then he formed, and formed him to be free,

In his own image stampt the favourite race

How darest thou, tyrant, the fair stamp deface!

When on mankind you fix your abject chains,

No more the image of that God remains ;

O'er a dark scene a darker shade is drawn,

His work dishonoured, and our glory gone!

When first Britannia sent her hostile crew

To these far shores, to ravage and subdue,

We thought them gods, and almost seemed to say

No ball could pierce them, and no dagger slay-

Heavens! what a blunder half our fears were vain ;

These hostile gods at length have quit the plain,

On neighbouring isles the storm of war they shun,

Happy, thrice happy, if not quite undone.

[….]
To recommend what monarchies have done,

They bring, for witness, David and his son;

How one was brave, the other just and wise,

And hence our plain Republics they despise;

But mark how oft, to gratify their pride,

The people suffered, and the people died;

Though one was wise, and one Goliah slew,

Kings are the choicest curse that man e'er knew!

Americans! revenge your country's wrongs;

To you the honour of this deed belongs,

Your arms did once this sinking land sustain,

And saved those climes where Freedom yet must reign─

Your bleeding soil this ardent task demands,

Expel yon thieves from these polluted lands,

Expect no peace till haughty Britain yields,

Till humbled Britons quit your ravaged fields─

[….]

                                                         Philip Freneau (1778)
	Glossary

sighs: breathing deeply and heavily
tyrants: a cruel and oppressive dictator  

henceforth: from now on

regal sway: controlling influence belonging to or befitting a supreme ruler 

chaos: a state of extreme confusion and disorder
stampt: shaped; moulded

deface: distort; spoil the appearance of

abject: Showing humiliation or submissiveness
glory: a state of high honour
hostile: characterized by enmity

ravage: cause extensive destruction or ruin utterly
subdue: make subordinate, dependent, or subservient
blunder: an embarrassing mistake
vain: useless

shun: avoid and stay away from deliberately

thrice: three times

recommend: express a good opinion of; make attractive or acceptable

monarchies: kingdoms

wise: showing good judgment 

despise: hate

gratify: give satisfaction to  

curse: wish harm upon
revenge: action taken in return for an injury or offence
deed: action; something done

sustain: provide support for

reign: rule

ardent: characterized by strong enthusiasm and intense emotion

haughty: arrogant

yields: accept defeat; surrender 

humbled: defeated


Questions:

1. As you read the poem, why might different readers from different historical or political backgrounds respond very differently to the same passage?

2. Freneau writes from the perspective of an 18th-century American revolutionary. How does your own historical knowledge (e.g., of the American Revolution, of colonialism, of slavery in early America) shape, confirm, or challenge what the poem expects you to feel about “tyrants,” “monarchies,” and “Republics”? Where does the poem surprise or frustrate your expectations?

4. The poem directly addresses “Americans!” and commands revenge. Do you feel interpellated (hailed) as part of that “you,” or do you feel distance from the poem’s patriotic stance? How does your own identity (nationality, political beliefs, knowledge of U.S. history) affect your willingness or resistance to adopt the poem’s implied reader position?

5. Freneau denounces kings as “the choicest curse that man e’er knew,” yet he also acknowledges that some kings (David, Solomon) were “brave” and “just and wise.” As a reader, how do you reconcile this contradiction? Does it weaken or strengthen the poem’s argument for you? What does your negotiation of this contradiction reveal about how you process ideological texts?

6. Reread the opening lines (“’T is done! and Britain for her madness sighs”) as if you were a loyalist British reader in 1781, then as an American patriot, then as a contemporary reader aware of America’s later imperial actions. How does the meaning of “independent” and “tyrant” shift across these different reading positions?

7. Freneau calls for Americans to “revenge your country’s wrongs” and “expel yon thieves.” If you read this poem as a contemporary citizen of a former colony, or as a descendant of Indigenous peoples displaced by American independence, how might your ethical judgment of the speaker’s call to violence differ from that of a reader who uncritically celebrates the revolution?
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