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post test american literature through the eighteenth century offers an essential framework for
understanding the foundational texts and cultural narratives that shaped early American identity. This
period, extending from the initial colonial writings to the closing years of the 1700s, reflects the
evolving social, political, and religious dynamics of the New World. Key literary movements such as
Puritanism, Enlightenment thought, and early revolutionary ideals are critical to analyzing the texts
typically covered in a post test on American literature through the eighteenth century. This article
explores the major authors, genres, and historical contexts that inform the study of this era.
Additionally, it outlines common themes and stylistic characteristics that students and scholars must
recognize to excel in assessments focused on this formative literary period. The following sections
provide a detailed examination of early colonial writings, influential eighteenth-century authors,
thematic developments, and the historical impact on literary production, offering a comprehensive
guide for post test preparation.
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Genres and Styles in Early American Writing
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Common Post Test Topics and Sample Focus Areas

Overview of American Literature Through the
Eighteenth Century
American literature through the eighteenth century encompasses a broad spectrum of writings
produced in the colonial period and the early years of the United States. Initially dominated by
religious and didactic texts, the literature of this era gradually incorporated political discourse,
personal narratives, and poetic expressions. The period begins with the earliest Native American oral
traditions and colonial writings, moving toward the Enlightenment and revolutionary rhetoric that
foreshadowed the birth of a new nation. Understanding this literature involves recognizing the
changing purposes of writing, from spiritual guidance and moral instruction to political persuasion and
national identity formation.



Early Colonial Writings
Early colonial texts were primarily influenced by Puritan religious beliefs, focusing on sermons,
spiritual autobiographies, and theological treatises. These writings aimed to reinforce community
values and provide moral exemplars. Examples include the works of Anne Bradstreet and Edward
Taylor, whose poetry and prose blend personal reflection with religious devotion. Additionally,
captivity narratives and exploration accounts offered insight into colonial experiences and
interactions with Indigenous peoples, reflecting the complexities of early American life.

Transition to Enlightenment and Revolutionary Literature
By the mid-eighteenth century, American literature began to reflect Enlightenment ideals such as
reason, liberty, and individual rights. This shift is evident in political pamphlets, essays, and speeches
that advocated for independence and democratic principles. Writers like Benjamin Franklin and
Thomas Paine exemplify this trend, using their works to influence public opinion and promote
revolutionary causes. This transition marks a critical evolution in the thematic and stylistic elements
of early American literature.

Major Literary Movements and Themes
The eighteenth century in America was marked by several literary movements that shaped the
content and style of written works. These movements often overlapped and interacted, creating a
dynamic literary landscape. Key themes such as religious faith, exploration, identity, and freedom
recur throughout the period, reflecting the concerns and aspirations of early American society.

Puritanism and Religious Writing
Puritanism dominated early American literature, emphasizing the sovereignty of God, human
depravity, and the importance of salvation. Literary works served as spiritual tools, reinforcing
communal values and individual piety. The use of plain style, characterized by clarity and simplicity,
was prevalent to ensure accessibility and focus on moral messages.

The Enlightenment and Rationalism
Enlightenment thought introduced rationalism, skepticism of traditional authority, and scientific
inquiry into American literature. Writers adopted persuasive rhetoric and logical argumentation,
especially in political essays and pamphlets. This movement encouraged exploration of human rights,
governance, and social contracts, which became central to revolutionary literature.

Emerging National Identity
As the American colonies moved toward independence, literature began to emphasize themes of
liberty, patriotism, and national identity. This period saw the rise of political oratory and public
discourse that sought to unite disparate colonial populations under common ideals. Literature became



a vehicle for expressing hopes, grievances, and visions for the future of the emerging nation.

Prominent Authors and Their Contributions
Several key figures in eighteenth-century American literature contributed significantly to its
development and thematic diversity. Their works remain essential for understanding the literary and
historical context of the period.

Anne Bradstreet
As one of the first published poets in America, Anne Bradstreet's work reflects Puritan values
intertwined with personal emotion. Her poetry often explores themes of faith, family, and the human
experience within the framework of religious devotion. Bradstreet's significance lies in her ability to
articulate the complexities of colonial womanhood and spirituality.

Jonathan Edwards
Jonathan Edwards was a prominent preacher and theologian whose sermons exemplify the fervor of
the Great Awakening. His writing style combines vivid imagery with powerful rhetorical techniques
aimed at inspiring religious revival and moral reform among colonial audiences.

Benjamin Franklin
Benjamin Franklin's diverse writings, including essays, autobiographical works, and political
commentary, showcase Enlightenment ideals and pragmatic wisdom. Franklin's emphasis on self-
improvement, civic responsibility, and scientific inquiry had a lasting impact on American literature
and culture.

Phillis Wheatley
Phillis Wheatley, the first African American poet to be published, made significant contributions by
blending classical forms with themes of faith, freedom, and identity. Her work challenges
contemporary social norms and provides a unique perspective on race and literature in eighteenth-
century America.

Genres and Styles in Early American Writing
The literary output of eighteenth-century America encompasses a variety of genres and styles,
reflecting the diverse purposes and audiences of the time. Understanding these genres is crucial for
interpreting the texts typically studied in post tests on American literature through the eighteenth
century.



Sermons and Religious Tracts
Sermons were a dominant genre, serving both spiritual and social functions. These texts often
employed persuasive rhetoric, vivid imagery, and moral exhortations to guide congregations and
influence public behavior.

Poetry
Poetry ranged from devotional and meditative works to occasional verse commemorating events or
individuals. The style was frequently influenced by European traditions but adapted to reflect colonial
experiences and sensibilities.

Political Pamphlets and Essays
Political writings played a critical role in shaping public opinion during the revolutionary period. These
texts utilized argumentative structures, appeals to reason, and emotive language to motivate
collective action and articulate emerging American ideals.

Captivity Narratives and Personal Accounts
Captivity narratives recounted the experiences of colonists captured by Indigenous peoples, providing
insights into cultural conflicts and survival. Personal narratives, including autobiographies and diaries,
offer valuable perspectives on everyday life and historical events.

Historical and Cultural Influences on Eighteenth-
Century Literature
The historical context of eighteenth-century America deeply influenced its literature. The confluence
of religious movements, colonial expansion, and political upheaval shaped the themes and forms of
literary expression.

The Great Awakening
The Great Awakening was a religious revival movement that emphasized emotional engagement and
personal salvation. It inspired a surge of sermonic literature and spiritual autobiographies aimed at
renewing faith and community commitment.

The American Revolution
The revolutionary era fostered a literature of persuasion and patriotism. Writers used their works to
argue for independence, articulate grievances against British rule, and envision a new political order
based on liberty and equality.



Colonial and Indigenous Interactions
Encounters between colonists and Indigenous peoples influenced narratives and representations in
literature. These interactions appear in captivity stories, travel accounts, and sometimes in poetic
reflections, revealing complexities of cultural exchange and conflict.

Common Post Test Topics and Sample Focus Areas
Students preparing for a post test on American literature through the eighteenth century should focus
on several key areas to demonstrate comprehensive knowledge and analytical skills.

Identification of major authors and their seminal works

Understanding of Puritan beliefs and their literary manifestations

Recognition of Enlightenment principles in political and philosophical writings

Analysis of thematic elements such as faith, freedom, identity, and nature

Familiarity with genre characteristics including sermons, poetry, and pamphlets

Contextualization of literature within historical events like the Great Awakening and American
Revolution

Interpretation of literary style and rhetorical devices used in eighteenth-century texts

Frequently Asked Questions

What are some common themes explored in American
literature through the eighteenth century?
Common themes include Puritanism and religious devotion, the struggle for identity and freedom, the
impact of colonization, Enlightenment ideals such as reason and individualism, and the beginnings of
American nationalism.

Who were some influential American writers in the eighteenth
century?
Influential writers include Jonathan Edwards, Benjamin Franklin, Phillis Wheatley, Thomas Paine, and
Jonathan Swift (though Swift was Irish, his works influenced American literature).



What role did the Enlightenment play in shaping eighteenth-
century American literature?
The Enlightenment emphasized reason, science, and individual rights, which influenced American
writers to focus on themes of liberty, democracy, and human rights, reflected in works like Thomas
Paine's 'Common Sense' and Benjamin Franklin's writings.

How did Puritan beliefs influence early American literature?
Puritan beliefs shaped early American literature by emphasizing religious themes, moral instruction,
and the importance of a pious life, often expressed through sermons, diaries, and poetry focused on
spiritual reflection and divine providence.

What is the significance of Phillis Wheatley in eighteenth-
century American literature?
Phillis Wheatley was the first African American published poet. Her work challenged contemporary
views on race and intellect, and she became an important figure representing African American voices
during the eighteenth century.

How did the American Revolution influence literature in the
eighteenth century?
The American Revolution inspired patriotic literature, political pamphlets, and speeches that
promoted independence, liberty, and republican ideals, exemplified by works from Thomas Paine,
Patrick Henry, and others advocating for freedom from British rule.

What literary forms were popular in American literature
through the eighteenth century?
Popular literary forms included sermons, political pamphlets, poetry, autobiographies, and almanacs.
These forms were used to educate, persuade, and entertain early American audiences.

How did Benjamin Franklin's writings contribute to American
literature and culture?
Benjamin Franklin's writings, including his autobiography and 'Poor Richard's Almanack,' combined
wit, practical wisdom, and Enlightenment ideals, helping to shape American identity and promote
values like self-improvement and civic responsibility.

What distinguishes colonial American literature from later
American literary movements?
Colonial American literature is characterized by its focus on religious themes, practical concerns, and
political struggle for independence, whereas later movements like Romanticism introduced more
emphasis on individual emotion, nature, and imagination.



Additional Resources
1. The Norton Anthology of American Literature, Volume A: Beginnings to 1820
This comprehensive anthology offers a rich collection of early American literary works, including
Native American oral traditions, colonial writings, and early revolutionary texts. It provides historical
context alongside critical essays that explore the cultural and social dynamics of the period. Ideal for
understanding the foundations of American literature through the eighteenth century.

2. The Cambridge Companion to Early American Literature
This volume presents scholarly essays that delve into the literary output of America before the
nineteenth century. Covering authors, genres, and themes, it highlights the diversity of voices from
colonial times through the post-Revolutionary period. The book is a valuable resource for students
and scholars interested in the development of early American literary identity.

3. Early American Literature: A Journal of Colonial and Postcolonial Writing
As a leading academic journal, this publication features articles and critical analyses on texts written
during and after the colonial era up to the early nineteenth century. It explores topics such as
identity, politics, race, and gender in early American writing. This journal is essential for keeping up
with contemporary scholarship in the field.

4. The American Puritan Imagination: Essays in Revaluation by Sacvan Bercovitch
Bercovitch examines the Puritan influence on American literature up to the eighteenth century,
arguing that Puritanism shaped the nation's literary and cultural imagination. The essays discuss key
texts and figures, highlighting themes of covenant, providence, and community. This book deepens
understanding of how early American literature was intertwined with religious and ideological
frameworks.

5. Reading Early American Literature by Cathy N. Davidson
Davidson’s work provides a critical guide to interpreting early American texts, focusing on how
literature reflects and constructs social realities of the colonial and postcolonial periods. The book
addresses issues like race, gender, and nationhood through close readings of canonical and lesser-
known works. It is particularly useful for students seeking analytical tools for early American
literature.

6. The Oxford Handbook of Early American Literature
This handbook compiles essays from leading scholars covering a wide range of topics in early
American literature, including indigenous literatures, colonial narratives, and revolutionary writings. It
offers thorough historical and theoretical perspectives, making it a comprehensive reference for
advanced study. The volume bridges literary analysis with cultural and historical studies.

7. The Literature of the American Colonies by Lawrence Buell
Buell’s book explores the literary landscape of the American colonies, tracing the evolution of themes
and styles from the seventeenth through the eighteenth centuries. It contextualizes colonial literature
within broader political and intellectual movements. The work is notable for its attention to the
diversity of colonial experiences and voices.

8. American Literature to 1800 by Sacvan Bercovitch
This text surveys the trajectory of American literature up to the end of the eighteenth century,
emphasizing the interplay between literature and historical events such as the Revolution. Bercovitch
analyzes major authors and genres, offering insights into how early American literature forged
national identity. It serves as a foundational overview for students in the field.



9. Colonial and Early American Literature: A Comprehensive Guide
This guide provides an extensive overview of literary works from the colonial period through the late
eighteenth century, including poetry, sermons, diaries, and political writings. It contextualizes texts
within their historical and cultural milieus, helping readers understand their significance. The book is a
practical resource for those preparing for exams or conducting research in early American literature.
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