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A Meeting of Old and New Worlds
Beginnings to 1750

T

he philosopher George Santayana once said of Christopher Columbus, “He gave
the world another world.” But the so-called New World was not really new at all.
Humans have populated the continents of the Americas since as early as 30,000 b.c.e.,
so any date we choose as the starting point of our national body of literature is arbitrary;
in fact, many of the pieces in this chapter were not written by “Americans” as we
understand the term today, since neither the original inhabitants of the American
continents nor the earliest European explorers and settlers considered themselves
Americans. When Columbus landed in this new world, the land that became America
was inhabited by an estimated 5 million natives, living in hundreds of tribes, many
with rich traditions of myths and legends. “How the World Was Made” and “The
Earth on Turtle’s Back” are two origin stories in this chapter that exemplify this
oral tradition. Beyond the vibrant cultural life found in native tribes, many of them
had developed sophisticated social structures. Perhaps the most impressive of
these was the Iroquois Confederacy, an alliance of six nations governed by the Iroquois
Constitution, a document so democratic in philosophy that Benjamin Franklin reportedly presented it as a model when the Founding Fathers began drafting the U.S.
Constitution.
Many American schoolchildren learn that “in 1492, Columbus sailed the ocean
blue.” But Columbus never actually set foot on North America, nor was he the
first European explorer to reach the American continents — Leif Eriksson led a
Nordic expedition to Newfoundland in the eleventh century. Nevertheless, Columbus
remains a key figure in America’s history and imagination. This chapter includes a
group of texts considering his legacy, and the national holiday that bears his name.
Columbus’s four voyages across the Atlantic Ocean galvanized Europe’s interest in
and awareness of the American continent and initiated a period of fierce competition
to colonize “the New World.” In the 150 years after Columbus first set sail, Amerigo
Vespucci explored Brazil and the West Indies; John Cabot sought the Northwest
Passage; Hernando de Soto charted the southern region of North America; Hernán
Cortés and Francisco Pizarro, respectively, conquered the Aztecs and the Incas of South
America; George Weymouth explored New England; Henry Hudson sailed the river
that now bears his name; and the Pilgrims reached Plymouth Rock. From the fifteenth
to the early eighteenth century, America was little more than a loose collection of
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This woodcut from a 1493 pamphlet printed in Florence, Italy, shows King
Ferdinand of Spain dispatching Columbus’s fleet for the New World.

settlements, some commissioned by European monarchs for economic and imperial
purposes, some privately funded for farming and trading, and others composed of
religious dissenters seeking refuge from discrimination in their native lands.
This heady period of discovery was also a time when cultures clashed violently.
Waves of settlers brought with them disease and destruction that eradicated a large
percentage of the indigenous population of the Americas. Acknowledgment of the damage done, respect for the cultures eradicated, and curiosity about the ways of life now
lost have been relatively recent phenomena. One notable exception to this rule can be
found in the writings of the Spanish explorer Cabeza de Vaca, whose account of
his harrowing journey through the American south is a unique, and comparatively
sympathetic, anthropological exploration of the native populations he encountered.
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This is the title page of a pamphlet by the Virginia Company, whose aim was to
entice investors to buy stock in the enterprise. It reads: “Nova Brittania. Offering most
excellent fruits by planting in Virginia. Exciting all such as be well affected to further
the same.”
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This chapter includes many pieces that explore the tension between Native
Americans and white settlers. Most are told from the perspective of the colonists,
chronicling the genuine dangers of colonial life. One such narrative by Mary
Rowlandson, a colonist in the Massachusetts Bay Colony, tells her story of captivity
by Native Americans in 1676 and her eventual ransom. When it was published in
1682, it became the first best seller of American literature. Another group of texts
revolving around Pocahontas examines the divide between the real woman, who
was a daughter of a Native American chief and who married a white settler, and the
mythical icon of popular culture. The texts question why Pocahontas is still important to our culture, what she represents, and how she is and has been represented,
both textually and graphically.

NATHANIEL CURRIER, THE LANDING
C. 1840, COLOR LITHOGRAPH.

OF THE

PILGRIMS

AT

PLYMOUTH, 11TH DECEMBER 1620,

Arguably the most famous group of settlers was the Pilgrims, who founded
Plymouth Colony, in present-day Massachusetts, after arriving at Plymouth Rock on
the Mayflower in 1620. The Pilgrims were a branch of English Puritans who advocated not just reform of the Church of England, as most Puritans did, but total separation from it. Religious dissent in England was illegal, with fines and imprisonment
for those who did not attend Church of England services or who held their own. The
Pilgrims fled England both to avoid punishment and to pursue the freedom to worship as they saw fit.
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American School, (19th century)/Private Collection/The Bridgeman Art Library

Soon, other religious dissenters in England followed the Pilgrims’ path across the
Atlantic. Between 1620 and 1640, approximately 21,000 Puritans made the journey.
Puritan settlers in the colonies of New England, particularly in the Massachusetts Bay
Colony, lived extremely strict, religious lives. The colonies banned nonreligious entertainment, games, alcohol, and even the celebration of Christmas. They valued education,
frugality, family, and hard work — values that would come to typify the American way
of life. In this chapter, the poetry of Edward Taylor provides glimpses into the Puritan
mind-set and helps us understand colonial life from a religious and spiritual perspective,
while Anne Bradstreet’s work explores the struggles of being a woman, and particularly
a literary woman, within the confines of the rigid and hierarchical Puritan society.

WITCHCRAFT AT SALEM VILLAGE, 1883,
PIONEER LIFE BY AUGUSTUS L. MASON.

ENGRAVING, FROM

THE ROMANCE

AND

TRAGEDY

OF

This chapter also explores an ignominious series of events during the Puritan
era. The Salem Witch Trials, which occurred in colonial Massachusetts in 1692–1693,
are seen through sermons and speeches by Cotton Mather, calling for his fellow
Puritans to root out what he and many others believed was the work of the devil, and
John Hale, reflecting on the aftermath when the community sought to find a way to
heal from the hysteria and injustice.
In the Conversation on the American Jeremiad — a jeremiad being a style of
writing and oration that laments a decline while celebrating the possibility of an
ideal — you will study more of the sermons of this period. Puritan ministers utilized
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the rhetorical strategy of the jeremiad to strike fear — and hope — in the hearts and
minds of colonists; politicians, religious leaders, and journalists still use it today.
When you read the jeremiads, some of which were written centuries apart, you will
have an opportunity to think about the ways Puritan literature, culture, and thought
remain alive in the contemporary United States.
In this chapter, you will explore the earliest literature of a chaotic new world,
formed as two old worlds collided. In this transitional period, a wide assortment
of religious refugees, explorers, imperialists, merchants, and indigenous people
coexisted — sometimes in harmony, sometimes in conflict — for more than two
centuries before anything resembling the United States of America was born. And
out of this chaos we begin to see the formation of narratives that define the national
character: the Puritan work ethic, a deep spiritual devotion, the pioneering spirit, the
self-reliance, and even a nascent feminism, as expressed in the work of Anne Bradstreet.
These narratives continue to echo down the corridors of American history.

Native American Origin Stories
The tribes that inhabited the land that would become America held a wide variety
of beliefs but also shared some commonalities. Most tribes recognized a supreme
creator, although by different names and with different attributes. Most tribes also
held beliefs that would now be called animism, which maintains that animals,
plants, and other aspects of nature have a sacred or spiritual aspect. Included here
are origin stories that show how two tribes explain the beginning of life on earth.
It is important to remember that what remains of these stories is fragmentary and
in written form, thus lacking the power of performance that was, and is, a fundamental part of the oral tradition. The first, “How the World Was Made,” comes to
us from the Cherokee tradition. The Cherokee were originally a southeastern tribe,
but they were forcibly relocated to Arkansas and Oklahoma in the 1830s on the
now infamous route known as the Trail of Tears. Today, the Cherokee Nation, the
federally recognized government of the Cherokee people, is based in Tahlequah,
Oklahoma. The second story, “The Earth on Turtle’s Back,” is from the Onondaga
tribe, or “People of the Hill.” Originally from northern New York, the Onondaga
were one of the five original tribes of the Iroquois Nation. Members of the
Onondaga tribe currently reside on the Six Nations Reserve in Onondaga County,
New York, and in Ontario, Canada.

How the World Was Made

T

he earth is a great island floating in a sea of water, and suspended at each of the
four cardinal points by a cord hanging down from the sky vault, which is of solid
rock. When the world grows old and worn out, the people will die and the cords will

Copyright © Bedford, Freeman & Worth Publishers.
Distributed by Bedford, Freeman & Worth Publishers. Strictly for use with its products. Not for redistribution.

NATIVE AMERICAN ORIGIN STORIES

•

HOW THE WORLD WAS MADE

193

break and let the earth sink down into the ocean, and all will be water again. The
Indians are afraid of this.
When all was water, the animals were above in Gălûñ´lătĭ,1 beyond the arch; but
it was very much crowded, and they were wanting more room. They wondered what
was below the water, and at last Dâyuni´sĭ, “Beaver’s Grandchild,” the little Waterbeetle, offered to go and see if it could learn. It darted in every direction over the
surface of the water, but could find no firm place to rest. Then it dived to the bottom
and came up with some soft mud, which began to grow and spread on every side
until it became the island which we call the earth. It was afterward fastened to the sky
with four cords, but no one remembers who did this.
At first the earth was flat and very soft and wet. The animals were anxious to get
down, and sent out different birds to see if it was yet dry, but they found no place to
alight and came back again to Gălûñ´lătĭ. At last it seemed to be time, and they sent
out the Buzzard and told him to go and make ready for them. This was the Great
Buzzard, the father of all the buzzards we see now. He flew all over the earth, low
down near the ground, and it was still soft. When he reached the Cherokee country,
he was very tired, and his wings began to flap and strike the ground, and wherever
they struck the earth there was a valley, and where they turned up again there was a
mountain. When the animals above saw this, they were afraid that the whole world
would be mountains, so they called him back, but the Cherokee country remains full
of mountains to this day.
When the earth was dry and the animals came down, it was still dark, so they
got the sun and set it in a track to go every day across the island from east to west,
just overhead. It was too hot this way, and Tsiska´gĭlĭ´, the Red Crawfish, had his shell
scorched a bright red, so that his meat was spoiled; and the Cherokee do not eat it.
The conjurers put the sun another handbreadth higher in the air, but it was still too
hot. They raised it another time, and another, until it was seven handbreadths high
and just under the sky arch. Then it was right, and they left it so. This is why the
conjurers call the highest place Gûlkwâ´gine Di´gălûñ´lătiyûñ´, “the seventh height,”
because it is seven handbreadths above the earth. Every day the sun goes along under
this arch, and returns at night on the upper side to the starting place.
There is another world under this, and it is like ours in everything — animals,
plants, and people — save that the seasons are different. The streams that come down
from the mountains are the trails by which we reach this underworld, and the springs
at their heads are the doorways by which we enter it, but to do this one must fast and
go to water and have one of the underground people for a guide. We know that the
seasons in the underworld are different from ours, because the water in the springs
is always warmer in winter and cooler in summer than the outer air.
When the animals and plants were first made — we do not know by whom — they
were told to watch and keep awake for seven nights, just as young men now fast and
keep awake when they pray to their medicine. They tried to do this, and nearly all
were awake through the first night, but the next night several dropped off to sleep,

5

1

The sky vault where all creatures lived before the world was created. — Eds.

Copyright © Bedford, Freeman & Worth Publishers.
Distributed by Bedford, Freeman & Worth Publishers. Strictly for use with its products. Not for redistribution.

194

CHAPTER 5

•

A MEETING OF OLD AND NEW WORLDS

and the third night others were asleep, and then others, until, on the seventh night,
of all the animals only the owl, the panther, and one or two more were still awake. To
these were given the power to see and to go about in the dark, and to make prey
of the birds and animals which must sleep at night. Of the trees only the cedar,
the pine, the spruce, the holly, and the laurel were awake to the end, and to them
it was given to be always green and to be greatest for medicine, but to the others it
was said: “Because you have not endured to the end you shall lose your hair every
winter.”
Men came after the animals and plants. At first there were only a brother and sister
until he struck her with a fish and told her to multiply, and so it was. In seven days a
child was born to her, and thereafter every seven days another, and they increased very
fast until there was danger that the world could not keep them. Then it was made that
a woman should have only one child in a year, and it has been so ever since.

The Earth on Turtle’s Back

B

efore this Earth existed, there was only water. It stretched as far as one could see,
and in that water there were birds and animals swimming around. Far above, in
the clouds, there was a Skyland. In that Skyland there was a great and beautiful tree.
It had four white roots which stretched to each of the sacred directions, and from its
branches all kinds of fruits and flowers grew.
There was an ancient chief in the Skyland. His young wife was expecting a child,
and one night she dreamed that she saw the Great Tree uprooted. The next morning
she told her husband the story.
He nodded as she finished telling her dream. “My wife,” he said, “I am sad that
you had this dream. It is clearly a dream of great power and, as is our way, when one
has such a powerful dream we must do all that we can to make it true. The Great Tree
must be uprooted.”
Then the ancient chief called the young men together and told them that they
must pull up the tree. But the roots of the tree were so deep, so strong, that they could
not budge it. At last the ancient chief himself came to the tree. He wrapped his arms
around it, bent his knees and strained. At last, with one great effort, he uprooted the
tree and placed it on its side. Where the tree’s roots had gone deep into the Skyland
there was now a big hole. The wife of the chief came close and leaned over to look
down, grasping the tip of one of the Great Tree’s branches to steady her. It seemed as
if she saw something down there, far below, glittering like water. She leaned out further to look and, as she leaned, she lost her balance and fell into the hole. Her grasp
slipped off the tip of the branch, leaving her with only a handful of seeds as she fell,
down, down, down, down.
Far below, in the waters, some of the birds and animals looked up.
“Someone is falling toward us from the sky,” said one of the birds.
“We must do something to help her,” said another. Then two Swans flew up. They
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caught the Woman From the Sky between their wide wings. Slowly, they began to
bring her down toward the water, where the birds and animals were watching.
“She is not like us,” said one of the animals. “Look, she doesn’t have webbed feet.
I don’t think she can live in the water.”
“What shall we do, then?” said another of the water animals.
“I know,” said one of the water birds. “I have heard that there is Earth far below
the waters. If we dive down and bring up Earth, then she will have a place to stand.”
So the birds and animals decided that someone would have to bring up Earth.
One by one they tried.
The Duck dove down first, some say. He swam down and down, far beneath the
surface, but could not reach the bottom and floated back up. Then the Beaver tried.
He went even deeper, so deep that it was all dark, but he could not reach the bottom,
either. The Loon tried, swimming with his strong wings. He was gone a long long
time, but he, too, failed to bring up Earth. Soon it seemed that all had tried and all
had failed. Then a small voice spoke up.
“I will bring up Earth or die trying.”
They looked to see who it was. It was the tiny Muskrat. She dove down and swam
and swam. She was not as strong or as swift as the others, but she was determined.
She went so deep that it was all dark, and still she swam deeper. She went so deep that
her lungs felt ready to burst, but she swam deeper still. At last, just as she was becoming unconscious, she reached out one small paw and grasped at the bottom, barely
touching it before she floated up, almost dead.
When the other animals saw her break the surface they thought she had failed.
Then they saw her right paw was held tightly shut.
“She has the Earth,” they said. “Now where can we put it?”
“Place it on my back,” said a deep voice. It was the Great Turtle, who had come up
from the depths.
They brought the Muskrat over to the Great Turtle and placed her paw against
his back. To this day there are marks at the back of the Turtle’s shell which were made
by Muskrat’s paw. The tiny bit of Earth fell on the back of the turtle. Almost immediately, it began to grow larger and larger and larger until it became the whole world.
Then the two Swans brought the Sky Woman down. She stepped onto the new
Earth and opened her hand, letting the seeds fall onto the bare soil. From those seeds
the trees and grass sprang up. Life on Earth had begun.

10
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Exploring the Text
1. What phenomenon or practice does each story seek to explain? Pay close attention
to the power relationships.
2. How does each story shed light on the specific tribe’s understanding of the relationship between humans, supernatural forces, and the natural world?
3. What element(s) of human behavior are explained or analyzed by each story?
Consider gender and familial roles.
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Native American Trickster Stories
The trickster in Native American stories is a complex cultural figure who often combines conflicting characteristics: he is shrewd yet foolish, mean yet kind, cunning yet
careless. The trickster takes the form of different animals, but the coyote is the most
common. The first tale reprinted here, “A Satisfying Meal,” comes from the Hopi
tribe. Members of a federally recognized sovereign nation, the Hopi Indians live
primarily on a reservation in northeastern Arizona. They were first encountered by
the Spaniards in the sixteenth century and claim ancestry from the Anasazi Indians,
who lived in cliff pueblos found throughout the Four Corners area (now New Mexico,
Utah, Arizona, and Colorado). The second tale in this section, “Coyote Gets Stuck,”
comes from the Shasta (or Casta) tribe, members of which continue to live in their
traditional homeland in northwestern California and southwestern Oregon.

A Satisfying Meal

C

oyote and Fox are not very fond of each other because they are always competing for the same kind of food. So whenever he has a chance to play a trick on
Fox, Coyote will do it.
One day Fox managed to catch a prairie dog. He killed it. He said: “This is a fine,
fat prairie dog. It will make a tasty meal.”
Fox got some wood and made a fire. When the wood had been reduced to glowing
embers, Fox pushed the prairie dog under the hot ashes to roast it. “It will take a while
until the meat is done,” Fox said to himself. “I think I’ll have a little nap in the meantime.” So he went to sleep.
Not far away, Coyote came walking along, scrounging for something to eat, sniffing around. The wind brought to him a scent of roasted meat. Coyote’s nose quivered
with delight. “Ah,” he said, “I am smelling something good.”
Following his nose, Coyote came to the spot where Fox was sleeping. He dug out
the prairie dog from under the still-glowing embers. He ate it up in no time at all. He
said: “This meat is very tender, cooked just the way I like it.” He left only the bare
bones. He took a little of the fat and smeared it around Fox’s mouth. Then Coyote
went off laughing.
Fox woke up. He noticed that his mouth was greasy. He said: “I must have eaten
the prairie dog. Funny, I don’t remember it.” He dug underneath the ashes and pulled
out what was left — the prairie dog’s bones. “I was right,” he said, “I did eat the meat,
even though I don’t remember it.”
Fox sat down on a rock. He was thinking. He said to himself: “If I had eaten that
prairie dog, I should feel sated. Instead I am hungry, very hungry. Therefore I did not
eat that meat.” He jumped up: “Now I know what happened. That evil trickster, that
no good Coyote, has stolen my meat. I will find him and kill him!”
Fox followed Coyote’s tracks. Coyote saw him coming. Coyote said to himself:
“Fox is faster than I am. I cannot get rid of him by running away.” So Coyote stood
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up and leaned against an overhanging cliff. Fox came running. “Watch out, Coyote,
you miserable trickster,” he cried. “I’ve come to kill you!”
“Fool,” Coyote cried. “Half-wit! Don’t you see that I’m holding up this overhanging cliff, which is about to crush us both to death? Here, you lean against the cliff and
hold it up while I go for a tree trunk to wedge against this rock wall, so that we both
can get out from under it without being crushed. Lean against it real hard or it will
flatten you. I’ll be right back!” Fox leaned against the cliff real hard. He waited and
waited, but Coyote did not come back. “This evil Coyote has tricked me again,” said
Fox, as he jumped away from the rock wall, still looking up to see whether it would
fall down on him. “Yes, Coyote has made a fool out of me.”
Once more, Fox followed Coyote’s tracks. He found him sitting on a tree stump
near a stream. Again Coyote did not try to flee. Fox came running, foaming at the
mouth: “Watch out, Coyote, this time I’ll make an end of you, once and for all. I’ll tear
your throat out!”
It was sunset. The red setting sun was reflected in the stream’s water. “Nitwit!”
Coyote shouted, pointing at the sun’s reflection. “Idiot, look at this hunk of fine red
meat in the water. Instead of bothering me, you should try to get it before the current
sweeps it away. Here, I’ll hold on to your tail to pull you up after you’ve grabbed the
meat!”
Fox fell for it. As he jumped into the water, Coyote quickly tied a heavy rock to
Fox’s tail. Fox drowned. “Finally I’m rid of this pest,” said Coyote. But of course he
was wrong. No matter how often Coyote and Fox kill each other, they always come
to life again.

10

Coyote Gets Stuck

C

oyote was roaming. He encountered Pitch. Coyote greeted him: “How are you,
uncle?” Pitch did not answer. Coyote said: “Did you not hear me?” Pitch remained
silent. Coyote was annoyed: “Hey, I am speaking to you. Why don’t you answer?” Pitch
said nothing.
Now Coyote was really angry: “You rude, impolite fellow, don’t you hear me? Are
you deaf?” There was still no answer. Coyote was furious. “I’ll teach you a lesson!” he
cried. Coyote struck Pitch with his right fist. It got stuck.
Coyote growled: “Let me go or I’ll kick you.” Pitch did not move.
Coyote kicked him with his right foot, which got stuck. Coyote tried to balance
himself on one leg.
He shook his left fist into Pitch’s face and threatened: “You evil, no-good fellow,
I’ll knock you senseless!” He gave Pitch a good whack, but now his left hand was
stuck.
Coyote got more and more frustrated. “I’ll knock you with my other foot,” he
shouted. He got no reaction. He kicked with all his might and his left foot was
stuck.
Coyote shouted: “You nasty lump! I shall whip you with my tail!” He struck Pitch
with his tail, but it, too, got stuck.

5
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Finally Coyote threatened Pitch: “My teeth are sharp. I will bite you to death!”
Pitch still did not react. Coyote sank his teeth deep into Pitch and, of course, his
mouth got stuck. He was helpless, glued to Pitch, unable to move. He could hardly
breathe. He croaked: “Oh, my aunt! Help me!”
Coyote’s aunt was powerful. She came running to his aid. “Set fire to him! Set
fire to him!” Coyote cried. Aunt took a burning stick and plunged it into Pitch’s side.
As soon as the flame touched Pitch, he grew soft. He began to melt. Then Coyote
could extricate himself. Coyote told his defeated opponent: “You will be nothing but
pitch. People will call you pitch. Now you are no longer a person, you are just a
gooey, sticky, unpleasant lump.” Then Coyote and his aunt went off to attend to some
matter.

Exploring the Text
1. In each of these stories, the coyote goes through a series of tricks (either tricking
or being tricked). What point is made by having a sequence of adventures or trials
rather than a single one?
2. The trickster embodies contradiction and paradox. How does the coyote’s interaction with the fox in the first tale and with Pitch in the second show conflicting
traits rather than just a single one?
3. Trickster tales serve both to entertain and to instruct. Discuss these two functions
in terms of one of these stories.
4. Author and folklorist Howard Norman has said of the trickster in Native
American cultures: “His presence demands, cries out for, compassion and generosity toward existence itself. Trickster is a celebrator of life, a celebration of life,
because by rallying against him a community discovers its own resilience and
protective skills.” How does this description apply to one of the tales you’ve just
read?

TALKBACK

N. Scott Momaday
Navarre Scott Momaday was born in 1934 at the Kiowa-Comanche Indian Hospital
in Lawton, Oklahoma. He is a member of the Kiowa tribe but has Cherokee heritage
on his mother’s side, and he was raised on Navajo and Apache reservations in
New Mexico and Arizona. Momaday’s novel House Made of Dawn won the
Pulitzer Prize for Fiction in 1969 and has influenced two subsequent generations of
Native American writers. President George W. Bush awarded Momaday a National
Medal of the Arts in 2007, and in the same year he was named Poet Laureate of
Oklahoma.
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The Becoming of the Native
Man in America Before Columbus
Momaday’s essay “The Becoming of the Native: Man in America Before
Columbus” is the first chapter of the anthology America in 1492: The World of the
Indian Peoples Before the Arrival of Columbus.

THURSDAY, 11 OCTOBER 1492
The moon, in its third quarter, rose in the east shortly before midnight. I estimate
that we were making about 9 knots and had gone some 671⁄2 miles between the
beginning of night and 2 o’clock in the morning. Then, at two hours after midnight, the Pinta fired a cannon, my prearranged signal for the sighting of land.
FRIDAY, 12 OCTOBER 1492
At dawn we saw naked people. . . .
— The Log of Christopher Columbus

It was not until 1498, when he explored what is now Venezuela, that Columbus
realized he had touched upon a continent. On his last voyage, in 1502, he
reached Central America. It is almost certain that he never knew of the great
landmass to the north, an expanse that reached almost to Asia and to the top
of the world, or that he had found a great chain of land that linked two of
the earth’s seven continents. In the little time that remained to him (he died in
1506) the enormity of his discovery was virtually unknown and unimagined.
Christopher Columbus, the Admiral of the Ocean Sea, went to his grave believing he had reached Asia. But his accomplishment was even greater than he
dreamed. He had in fact sailed beyond the orbis, the circle believed to describe
the limits of the earth, and beyond medieval geography. His voyage to the New
World was a navigation in time; it was a passage from the Middle Ages to the
Renaissance.
There are moments in history to which one can point and say, “At this hour,
on this day, the history of the world was changed forever.” Such a moment
occurred at two o’clock on the morning of October 12, 1492, when a cannon, fired
from the Spanish caravel Pinta, announced the sighting of land. The land sighted
was probably Samana Cay in the Bahamas. It was the New World.
It is this term, “New World,” with which I should like to begin this discussion, not only because it is everywhere a common designation of the Americas
but also because it represents one of the great anomalies of history. The British
writer J. B. Priestley, after visiting the United States, commented that “New
World” is a misnomer. The American Southwest seemed to him the oldest landscape he had ever seen. Indeed, the New World is ancient. Here is a quintessential irony.
For Americans in general, a real part of the irony consists of their Eurocentric
understanding of history. Columbus and his Old World contemporaries knew a
Copyright © Bedford, Freeman & Worth Publishers.
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good deal about the past, the past that was peculiarly theirs, for it had been
recorded in writing. It was informed by a continuity that could be traced back
to the story of Creation in the Old Testament. Most Americans have inherited
that same understanding of the past. American history, therefore, as distinct
from other histories, begins in the popular mind with the European intercession in the “New World.” Relatively little is known of the Americas and their
peoples before Columbus, although we are learning more all the time. On the
far side of 1492 in the Americas there is a prehistoric darkness in which are
mysteries as profound and provocative as are those of Stonehenge and Lascaux
and Afrasiab.1
Who were the “naked people” Columbus and his men observed at dawn on
that autumn day five hundred years ago? Columbus, the first ethnographer in
the New World, tells us a few things about them. They were broad in the forehead, straight and well-proportioned. They were friendly and bore gifts to
their visitors. They were skilled boat-builders and boatmen. They painted their
faces and their bodies. They made clothes and hammocks out of cotton. They
lived in sturdy houses. They had dogs. And they too lived their daily lives in
the element of language; they traded in words and names. We do not know
what name or names they conferred upon their seafaring guests, but on
October 17, on the sixth day of his sojourn among them, Columbus referred to
them in his log as “Indios.”
In 1492 the “Indians” were widespread in North, Central, and South America.
They were the only human occupants of a third of the earth’s land surface. And by
the year 1492 they had been in the New World for untold thousands of years.
The “Paleo-Indians,” as they are known, the ancestors of modern American
Indians, came from Asia and entered upon the continent of North America by
means of the Bering land bridge, a wide corridor of land, now submerged, connecting Siberia and Alaska. During the last glaciation (20,000 to 14,000 years
ago) the top of the world was dominated by ice. Even so, most of Asia and most
of Beringia were unglaciated. From Alaska to the Great Plains of the present
United States ran a kind of corridor between the Cordilleran and Laurentide ice
sheets, a thoroughfare for the migration of hunters and the animals they hunted.
It is known that human bands had reached the Lena River drainage in northeastern Siberia at least 18,000 years ago. Over the next 7,000 years these nomads
crossed the Bering bridge and dispersed widely throughout the Americas.
This dispersal is one of the great chapters in the story of mankind. It was an
explosion, a revolution on a scale scarcely to be imagined. By 1492 there were
untold numbers of indigenous human societies in the New World, untold numbers of languages and dialects, architecture to rival any monument of the Old
World, astronomical observatories and solar calendars, a profound knowledge of

5

1
Lascaux and Afrasiab are ancient archaeological sites. The cave paintings of Lascaux, in
France, date to c. 15,000 b.c.e., while the wall paintings of Afrasiab, in Uzbekistan, date
to the seventh century c.e. — Eds.
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natural medicine and the healing arts, very highly developed oral traditions,
dramas, ceremonies, and — above all — a spiritual comprehension of the universe, a sense of the natural and supernatural, a sense of the sacred. Here was
every evidence of man’s long, inexorable ascendancy to civilization.
It is appropriate that I interject here my particular point of view. I am an
American Indian, and I believe that I can therefore speak to the question of
America before Columbus with a certain advantage of ancestral experience, a
cultural continuity that reaches far back in time. My forebears have been in
North America for many thousands of years. In my blood I have a real sense of
that occupation. It is worth something to me, as indeed that long, unbroken
tenure is worth something to every Native American.
I am Kiowa. The Kiowas are a Plains Indian people who reside now in
Oklahoma. But they are newcomers to the Southern Plains, not having ventured
below the Arkansas River until the eighteenth century. In 1492 they were near
the headwaters of the Yellowstone River, in what is now western Montana. Their
migration to the Southern Plains is the most recent migration of all those which
have described the great dispersal of native peoples, and their Plains culture is
the last culture to evolve in North America.
According to their origin myth, the Kiowas entered the world through a
hollow log. Where was the log, I wonder. And what was at the other end? When
I imagine my blood back through generations to the earliest man in America, I
see in my mind’s eye a procession of shamanistic figures,2 like those strange
anthropomorphic forms painted on the cliffs of Barrier Canyon, Utah, emerging
from the mists. They proceed, it seems, from the source of geology itself, from
timelessness into time.
When man set foot on the continent of North America he was surely an
endangered species. His resources were few, as we think of them from our vantage point in the twentieth century. He was almost wholly at the mercy of the
elements, and the world he inhabited was hard and unforgiving. The simple
accomplishment of survival must have demanded all of his strength. But he had
certain indispensable resources. He knew how to hunt. He possessed tools and
weapons, however crude. He could make fire. He probably had dogs and travois,3
perhaps sleds. He had some sense of society, of community, of cooperation. And,
alone among the creatures of the earth, he could think and speak. He had a
human sense of morality, an irresistible craving for order, beauty, appropriate
behavior. He was intensely spiritual.
The Kiowas provide us with a fortunate example of migration and dispersal,
I believe. Although their migration from the Yellowstone to the Wichita Mountains is recent (nonetheless prehistoric in the main), it was surely preceded by

10

2

In Native American tradition, shamans are mystics and healers who enter trances in
order to interact with the spirit world. — Eds.
3
A simple sling made up of two poles and a piece of fabric that is pulled behind an
animal. — Eds.
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countless migrations of the same kind in the same landscape, generally speaking,
over a period of some thousands of years. The experience of the Kiowas, then,
from earliest evidence to the present, may serve to indicate in a general way the
experience of other tribes and other cultures. It may allow us to understand
something about the American Indian and about the condition of his presence
in America in 1492.
The hollow log of the Kiowa origin myth is a not uncommon image in comparative mythology. The story of the tree of life is found throughout the world,
and in most instances it is symbolic of passage, origination, evolution. It is
tempting to associate the hollow log with the passage to America, the peopling
of the Americas, to find in it a metaphorical reflection of the land bridge.
We tell stories in order to affirm our being and our place in the scheme of
things. When the Kiowas entered upon the Great Plains they had to tell new
stories of themselves, stories that would enable them to appropriate an unknown
and intimidating landscape to their experience. They were peculiarly vulnerable
in that landscape, and they told a story of dissension, finally of a schism in the
tribe, brought about by a quarrel between two great chiefs. They encountered
awesome forces and features in nature, and they explained them in story too.
And so they told the story of Man-Ka-Ih, the storm spirit, which speaks the
Kiowa language and does the Kiowas no harm, and they told of the tree that bore
the seven sisters into the sky, where they became the stars of the Big Dipper. In
so doing they not only accounted for the great monolith that is Devils Tower,
Wyoming (in Kiowa, Tsoai, “rock tree”), but related themselves to the stars in the
process. When they came upon the Plains they were befriended by the Crows,
who gave them the sun-dance fetish Tai-Me, which was from that time on their
most powerful medicine, and they told a story of the coming of Tai-Me in their
hour of need. Language was their element. Words, spoken words, were the manifestations of their deepest belief, of their deepest feelings, of their deepest life.
When Europeans first came to America, having had writing for hundreds of
years and lately the printing press, they could not conceive of the spoken word
as sacred, could not understand the American Indian’s profound belief in the
efficacy of language.
I have told the story of the arrowmaker many times. When I was a child I
heard it told more times than I can say. It was at the center of my oral tradition
long before I knew what that tradition was, and that is as it should be. The story
had never been written down. It had existed, perhaps hundreds of years, at the
level of the human voice.

15

If an arrow is well made, it will have tooth marks upon it. That is how you
know. The Kiowas made fine arrows and straightened them in their teeth.
Then they drew them to the bow to see that they were straight. Once there was
a man and his wife. They were alone at night in their tipi. By the light of a fire
the man was making arrows. After a while he caught sight of something.
There was a small opening in the tipi where two hides were sewn together.
Someone was there on the outside, looking in. The man went on with his
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work, but he said to his wife, “Someone is standing outside. Do not be afraid.
Let us talk easily, as of ordinary things.” He took up an arrow and straightened
it in his teeth; then, as it was right for him to do, he drew it to the bow and
took aim, first in this direction and then in that. And all the while he was talking, as if to his wife. But this is how he spoke: “I know that you are there on
the outside, for I can feel your eyes upon me. If you are a Kiowa, you will
understand what I am saying, and you will speak your name.” But there was
no answer, and the man went on in the same way, pointing the arrow all
around. At last his aim fell upon the place where his enemy stood, and he let
go of the string. The arrow went straight to the enemy’s heart.
Only after I had lived with the story for many years did I understand that it is
about language. The storyteller is anonymous and illiterate, but he exists in his
words, and he has survived for untold generations. The arrowmaker is a man made
of words, and he too is a storyteller. He achieves victory over his enemy by exerting
the force of language upon the unknown. What he does is far less important than
what he says. His arrows are words. His enemy (and the presence outside is an
enemy, for the storyteller tells us so) is vanquished by the word. The story is concise, beautiful, and alive. I know of nothing in literature that is more intensely alive.
Concurrent with the evolution of an oral tradition is the rise of ceremony.
The sun dance was the preeminent expression of the spiritual life of the Plains
culture. And it was a whole and intricate and profound expression.
And within the symmetry of this design of language and religion there came
art. Universal in the world of the American Indian is a profound aesthetic sense.
From ancient rock paintings to contemporary theater, through such forms as
beadwork, featherwork, leathercraft, wood carving, ceramics, ledger-book drawing, music, and dance, American Indian art has rivaled other great art of the
world. In museums and galleries around the globe are treasures of that art that
are scarcely to be imagined.
These various expressions of the human spirit, emblematic of the American
Indian today and five hundred years ago and long before that, are informed by
an equation of man and the landscape that has had to be perceived, if neither
appreciated nor acknowledged, by every society that has made contact with it.
The naked people Columbus saw in 1492 were the members of a society altogether worthy and well made, a people of the everlasting earth, possessed of
honor and dignity and a generosity of spirit unsurpassed.
(1993)
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Exploring the Text
1. What does N. Scott Momaday mean when he describes Christopher Columbus’s
voyage as “a passage from the Middle Ages to the Renaissance” (par. 1)?
2. Momaday discusses the “irony” of the term “New World” (pars. 3–4). What are
his reasons for this characterization?
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3. Nearly halfway through the essay, Momaday introduces himself: “It is appropriate that I interject here my particular point of view” (par. 9). What ethos
does he establish in the next several paragraphs? Why do you think he chose
not to “interject” his viewpoint earlier in the essay?
4. What does Momaday mean when he says of the hollow log origin story: “It
is tempting to associate the hollow log with the passage to America, the
peopling of the Americas, to find in it a metaphorical reflection of the land
bridge” (par. 14)?
5. What is the importance of the story of the arrowmaker that Momaday tells
near the end of the essay?
6. Momaday begins and ends his essay with a reference to an entry in Columbus’s
log that refers to Native inhabitants as “naked people.” Why does Momaday
find this description so significant?
7. Momaday states that Native Americans “tell stories in order to affirm our being
and our place in the scheme of things” (par. 15). What affirmation is in the stories in this essay, including his personal narrative?

Making Connections
1. Momaday writes that the diverse cultures referred to as Native American “tell
stories in order to affirm [their] being and [their] place in the scheme of things”
(par. 15). How do the Native American origin stories and trickster stories
(pp. 192–98) included in this chapter illustrate that purpose? Discuss at least
two of them.
2. Momaday characterizes the early inhabitants of North America as having “had
some sense of society, of community, of cooperation . . . a human sense of
morality, an irresistible craving for order, beauty, appropriate behavior” and as
“intensely spiritual” (par. 12). Support that characterization with examples and
details from the Native American origin stories and trickster stories.
3. What stereotypes of Native Americans and the New World does Momaday
challenge? Discuss two of them in terms of the Native American origin stories
and trickster stories.

Iroquois Confederacy
The Iroquois, or “People of the Longhouse,” were a coalition of six tribes: the
Onondaga, Cayuga, Mohawk, Oneida, Seneca, and Tuscarora. When exactly
the original confederacy formed is a matter of debate among historians, but the
most popular theory suggests 1142, well before contact with European explorers.
The Tuscarora tribe joined the confederacy much later, in the early eighteenth
century. At the height of their power, the Iroquois controlled land from the Hudson
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to the Illinois Rivers and from the Ottawa to the Tennessee Rivers, though most of
the population was based in what is now New York State. The confederacy dissolved in the eighteenth century, following the Revolutionary War.

from The Iroquois Constitution
The constitution of the Iroquois Confederacy, also called the Great Binding Law, or
Gayanashagowa, which means “the Great Law of Peace,” is a transcription of a
set of laws communicated orally and codified by wampum, strands of shell beads
that convey symbolic meaning. Scholars continue to debate to what extent the laws
and form of government described in the Iroquois Constitution influenced the
Founding Fathers of the United States.

1. I am Dekanawidah and with the Five Nations’ Confederate Lords I plant the
Tree of Great Peace. I plant it in your territory, Adodarhoh, and the Onondaga
Nation, in the territory of you who are Fire Keepers.
I name the tree the Tree of the Great Long Leaves. Under the shade of this
Tree of the Great Peace we spread the soft white feathery down of the globe
thistle as seats for you, Adodarhoh, and your cousin Lords.
We place you upon those seats, spread soft with the feathery down of the
globe thistle, there beneath the shade of the spreading branches of the Tree of
Peace. There shall you sit and watch the Council Fire of the Confederacy of the
Five Nations, and all the affairs of the Five Nations shall be transacted at this
place before you, Adodarhoh, and your cousin Lords, by the Confederate Lords
of the Five Nations.
2. Roots have spread out from the Tree of the Great Peace, one to the north, one
to the east, one to the south and one to the west. The name of these roots is the
Great White Roots and their nature is Peace and Strength.
If any man or any nation outside the Five Nations shall obey the laws of the
Great Peace and make known their disposition to the Lords of the Confederacy,
they may trace the Roots to the Tree and if their minds are clean and they are
obedient and promise to obey the wishes of the Confederate Council, they shall
be welcomed to take shelter beneath the Tree of the Long Leaves.
We place at the top of the Tree of the Long Leaves an Eagle who is able to see
afar. If he sees in the distance any evil approaching or any danger threatening
he will at once warn the people of the Confederacy. . . .
9. All the business of the Five Nations Confederate Council shall be conducted by
the two combined bodies of Confederate Lords. First the question shall be passed
upon by the Mohawk and Seneca Lords, then it shall be discussed and passed by
the Oneida and Cayuga Lords. Their decisions shall then be referred to the
Onondaga Lords (Fire Keepers), for final judgment.
The same process shall obtain when a question is brought before the council
by an individual or a War Chief. . . .

5
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19. If at any time it shall be manifest that a Confederate Lord has not in mind the
welfare of the people or disobeys the rules of this Great Law, the men or women
of the Confederacy, or both jointly, shall come to the Council and upbraid the
erring Lord through his War Chief. If the complaint of the people through the
War Chief is not heeded the first time it shall be uttered again and then if no
attention is given a third complaint and warning shall be given. If the Lord is
contumacious, the matter shall go to the council of War Chiefs. The War Chiefs
shall then divest the erring Lord of his title by order of the women in whom the
titleship is vested.1 When the Lord is deposed the women shall notify the
Confederate Lords through their War Chief, and the Confederate Lords shall
sanction the act. The women will then select another of their sons as a candidate and the Lords shall elect him. Then shall the chosen one be installed by the
Installation Ceremony. . . .
26. It shall be the duty of all of the Five Nations Confederate Lords, from time to
time as occasion demands, to act as mentors and spiritual guides of their people
and remind them of their Creator’s will and words. They shall say:
“Hearken, that peace may continue unto future days!
“Always listen to the words of the Great Creator, for he has spoken.
“United people, let not evil find lodging in your minds.
“For the Great Creator has spoken and the cause of Peace shall not become old.
“The cause of peace shall not die if you remember the Great Creator.”
Every Confederate Lord shall speak words such as these to promote peace.
27. All Lords of the Five Nations Confederacy must be honest in all things. They
must not idle or gossip, but be men possessing those honorable qualities that
make true royaneh.2 It shall be a serious wrong for anyone to lead a Lord into
trivial affairs, for the people must ever hold their Lords high in estimation out
of respect to their honorable positions.
28. When a candidate Lord is to be installed he shall furnish four strings of shells
(or wampum) one span in length bound together at one end. Such will constitute the evidence of his pledge to the Confederate Lords that he will live according to the constitution of the Great Peace and exercise justice in all affairs.
When the pledge is furnished the Speaker of the Council must hold the shell
strings in his hand and address the opposite side of the Council Fire and he shall
commence his address saying:
“Now behold him. He has now become a Confederate Lord. See how splendid he looks.”
An address may then follow. At the end of it he shall send the bunch of shell
strings to the opposite side and they shall be received as evidence of the pledge.
Then shall the opposite side say:

10
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1
Iroquois society was matrilineal, with descent traced through the female line. Male war chiefs
were nominated by the women of the tribe, and could be removed by them as well. — Eds.
2
Nobility. — Eds.
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“We now do crown you with the sacred emblem of the deer’s antlers, the
emblem of your Lordship. You shall now become a mentor of the people of the
Five Nations. The thickness of your skin shall be seven spans — which is to say
that you shall be proof against anger, offensive actions and criticism. Your heart
shall be filled with peace and good will and your mind filled with a yearning for
the welfare of the people of the Confederacy. With endless patience you shall
carry out your duty and your firmness shall be tempered with tenderness for your
people. Neither anger nor fury shall find lodgement in your mind and all your
words and actions shall be marked with calm deliberation. In all of your deliberations in the Confederate Council, in your efforts at lawmaking, in all your
official acts, self interest shall be cast into oblivion. Cast not over your shoulder
behind you the warnings of the nephews and nieces should they chide you for any
error or wrong you may do, but return to the way of the Great Law which is just
and right. Look and listen for the welfare of the whole people and have always in
view not only the present but also the coming generations, even those whose faces
are yet beneath the surface of the ground — the unborn of the future Nation.” . . .
55. A large bunch of shell strings, in the making of which the Five Nations
Confederate Lords have equally contributed, shall symbolize the completeness
of the union and certify the pledge of the nations represented by the Confederate
Lords of the Mohawk, the Oneida, the Onondaga, the Cayuga and the Seneca,
that all are united and formed into one body or union called the Union of the
Great Law, which they have established.
A bunch of shell strings is to be the symbol of the council fire of the Five
Nations Confederacy. . . .
Every five years the Five Nations Confederate Lords and the people shall
assemble together and shall ask one another if their minds are still in the same
spirit of unity for the Great Binding Law and if any of the Five Nations shall not
pledge continuance and steadfastness to the pledge of unity then the Great Binding
Law shall dissolve. . . .
57. Five arrows shall be bound together very strong and each arrow shall represent
one nation. As the five arrows are strongly bound this shall symbolize the complete union of the nations. Thus are the Five Nations united completely and
enfolded together, united into one head, one body and one mind. Therefore they
shall labor, legislate and council together for the interest of future generations.
The Lords of the Confederacy shall eat together from one bowl the feast of
cooked beaver’s tail. While they are eating they are to use no sharp utensils for if
they should they might accidentally cut one another and bloodshed would follow.
All measures must be taken to prevent the spilling of blood in any way. . . .
60. A broad dark belt of wampum of thirty-eight rows, having a white heart in the
center, on either side of which are two white squares all connected with the heart
by white rows of beads shall be the emblem of the unity of the Five Nations.
The first of the squares on the left represents the Mohawk nation and its
territory; the second square on the left and the one near the heart, represents the
Oneida nation and its territory; the white heart in the middle represents the

25
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Onondaga nation and its territory, and it also means that the heart of the Five
Nations is single in its loyalty to the Great Peace, that the Great Peace is lodged in
the heart (meaning the Onondaga Lords), and that the Council Fire is to burn
there for the Five Nations, and further, it means that the authority is given to
advance the cause of peace whereby hostile nations out of the Confederacy shall
cease warfare; the white square to the right of the heart represents the Cayuga
nation and its territory and the fourth and last white square represents the Seneca
nation and its territory.
White shall here symbolize that no evil or jealous thoughts shall creep into the
minds of the Lords while in Council under the Great Peace. White, the emblem of
peace, love, charity and equity surrounds and guards the Five Nations. . . .
92. If a nation, part of a nation, or more than one nation within the Five Nations
should in any way endeavor to destroy the Great Peace by neglect or violating
its laws and resolve to dissolve the Confederacy, such a nation or such nations
shall be deemed guilty of treason and called enemies of the Confederacy and
the Great Peace.
It shall then be the duty of the Lords of the Confederacy who remain faithful
to resolve to warn the offending people. They shall be warned once and if a second
warning is necessary they shall be driven from the territory of the Confederacy by
the War Chiefs and his men. . . .
117. Three strings of shell one span in length shall be employed in addressing the
assemblage at the burial of the dead. The speaker shall say:
“Hearken you who are here, this body is to be covered. Assemble in this place
again ten days hence for it is the decree of the Creator that mourning shall cease
when ten days have expired. Then shall a feast be made.”
Then at the expiration of ten days the speaker shall say:
“Continue to listen you who are here. The ten days of mourning have expired
and your minds must now be freed of sorrow as before the loss of a relative. The
relatives have decided to make a little compensation to those who have assisted at
the funeral. It is a mere expression of thanks. This is to the one who did the cooking while the body was lying in the house. Let her come forward and receive this
gift and be dismissed from the task.” In substance this shall be repeated for every
one who assisted in any way until all have been remembered.
(c. 1142)
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Exploring the Text
1. What elements of a democratic decision-making process are incorporated into the
Iroquois Constitution?
2. What symbols and rituals are prescribed in this document? How might these
contribute to establishing a sense of community among the individual tribes? Pay
special attention to the Tree of the Great Peace.
3. What qualifications, particularly of character, are recommended for those who
assume positions of authority?
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4. What procedures and safeguards are included to ensure fair and just resolution of
disagreements, including questionable behavior of the lords?
5. What guidelines for everyday life experiences are offered in this document? How
are these related to public issues of governance?
6. Historian Gerald Murphy made the following assertion:
During the bicentennial year of the Constitution of the United States, a number
of books were written concerning the origin of that long-revered document. One
of these, The Genius of the People, alleged that after the many weeks of debate a
committee sat to combine the many agreements into one formal document. The
chairman of the committee was John Rutledge of South Carolina. He had served
in an earlier time, along with Ben Franklin and others, at the Stamp Act Congress,
held in Albany, New York. This Committee of Detail was having trouble deciding
just how to formalize the many items of discussion into one document that
would satisfy one and all. Rutledge proposed they model the new government
they were forming into something along the lines of the Iroquois League of
Nations, which had been functioning as a democratic government for hundreds
of years, and which he had observed in Albany. While there were many desirable,
as well as undesirable, models from ancient and modern histories in Europe and
what we know now as the Middle East, only the Iroquois had a system that
seemed to meet most of the demands espoused by the many parties to the
debates. The Genius of the People alleged that the Iroquois had a Constitution
which began: “We the people, to form a union. . . .” That one sentence was
enough to light a fire under me, and cause me to do some deep research into
ancient Iroquoian lore. I never did find that one sentence backed up in what
writings there are concerning the ancient Iroquois. But I DID find sufficient data
and evidence to convince me that the Iroquois most certainly did have a considerable influence on the drafting of our own Constitution, and we present-day
Americans owe them a very large debt.

Murphy summarizes the position of other historians and scholars who have argued
the influence of the Iroquois Constitution on the U.S. Constitution. What evidence
in this selection from the Iroquois Constitution supports his position?

Álvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca
Álvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca (1488/90–1557/58) was a Spanish explorer of
the New World, who wrote detailed accounts of his expeditions and the native
peoples he encountered. In 1527, Cabeza de Vaca embarked from Spain as
treasurer of the royally commissioned Narváez expedition of the North American
mainland. The ill-fated expedition lost two ships in a hurricane off Cuba and
another on the way to Tampa Bay, Florida. The party then split up, with Cabeza
de Vaca’s faction fighting their way overland through the swamps of Florida, harried by attacks from the native population. Desperate to escape, the explorers
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crafted makeshift boats and once again set out to sea, only to be washed up on
Galveston Island, Texas. Those of the expedition who remained wandered
throughout Texas, northeastern Mexico, New Mexico, and Arizona for years,
facing starvation, disease, poverty, and even enslavement. Cabeza de Vaca was
one of only four survivors of the original 600-man party. He returned to Europe in
1537, but he was quickly asked to turn back to establish settlements in South
America. Because of his generous attitude toward the indigenous population and
the failure of one of his settlements at Buenos Aires, in present-day Argentina,
Cabeza de Vaca was arrested for poor administration in 1544 and returned to
Spain for trial in 1545. He was exonerated.

from The Relation of Cabeza de Vaca
La relación que dio Álvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca was first published in 1542 as a
formal report to Emperor Charles V of Spain. A second edition, published in 1555,
was translated into several languages, but an English version did not appear until
1625 as part of a collection of travel literature. The sections below include the proem
or preface; a description of his initial encounter with native inhabitants after he
washed up on Galveston Island; an account of his captivity when he was separated from others in his party; and a narrative of his later encounter with Spanish
slave hunters.

Proem

S

acred Caesarian Catholic Majesty:

Among the many who have held sway, I think no prince can be found whose
service has been attended with the ardor and emulation shown for that of your
Highness at this time. The inducement is evident and powerful: men do not pursue
together the same career without motive, and strangers are observed to strive with
those who are equally impelled by religion and loyalty.
Although ambition and love of action are common to all, as to the advantages
that each may gain, there are great inequalities of fortune, the result not of conduct,
but only accident, nor caused by the fault of any one, but coming in the providence
of God and solely by His will. Hence to one arises deeds more signal than he thought
to achieve; to another the opposite in every way occurs, so that he can show no
higher proof of purpose than his effort, and at times even this is so concealed that it
cannot of itself appear.
As for me, I can say in undertaking the march I made on the main by the royal
authority, I firmly trusted that my conduct and services would be as evident and
distinguished as were those of my ancestors1 and that I should not have to speak in

1

Cabeza de Vaca’s grandfather Pedro de Vera was instrumental in helping Spain conquer the
Canary Islands off the west coast of Africa. — Eds.
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order to be reckoned among those who for diligence and fidelity in affairs your
Majesty honors. Yet, as neither my counsel nor my constancy availed to gain aught for
which we set out, agreeably to your interests, for our sins, no one of the many armaments that have gone into those parts has been permitted to find itself in straits great
like ours, or come to an end alike forlorn and fatal. To me, one only duty remains,
to present a relation of what was seen and heard in the ten years I wandered lost and
in privation through many and remote lands. Not merely a statement of positions and
distances, animals and vegetation, but of the diverse customs of the many and very
barbarous people with whom I talked and dwelt, as well as all other matters I could
hear of and discern, that in some way I may avail your Highness. My hope of going
out from among those nations was always small, still my care and diligence were none
the less to keep in particular remembrance everything, that if at any time God our
Lord should will to bring me where I now am, it might testify to my exertion in the
royal behalf.
As the narrative is in my opinion of no trivial value to those who in your name
go to subdue those countries and bring them to a knowledge of the true faith and
true Lord, and under the imperial dominion, I have written this with much exactness; and although in it may be read things very novel and for some persons difficult to believe, nevertheless they may without hesitation credit me as strictly faithful. Better than to exaggerate, I have lessened in all things, and it is sufficient to say
the relation is offered to your Majesty for truth. I beg it may be received in the
name of homage, since it is the most that one could bring who returned thence
naked. . . .

Chapter 14
To this island we gave the name Malhado. The people we found there are large and
well formed; they have no other arms than bows and arrows, in the use of which they
are very dexterous. The men have one of their nipples bored from side to side, and
some have both, wearing a cane in each, the length of two palms and a half, and the
thickness of two fingers. They have the under lip also bored, and wear in it a piece of
cane the breadth of half a finger. Their women are accustomed to great toil. The stay
they make on the island is from October to the end of February. Their subsistence
then is the root I have spoken of, got from under the water in November and
December. They have weirs of cane and take fish only in this season; afterwards they
live on the roots. At the end of February, they go into other parts to seek food; for
then the root is beginning to grow and is not food.
Those people love their offspring the most of any in the world, and treat them
with the greatest mildness. When it occurs that a son dies, the parents and kindred
weep as does everybody; the wailing continuing for him a whole year. They begin
before dawn every day, the parents first and after them the whole town. They do the
same at noon and at sunset. After a year of mourning has passed, the rites of the dead
are performed; then they wash and purify themselves from the stain of smoke. They
lament all the deceased in this manner, except the aged, for whom they show no
regret, as they say that their season has passed, they having no enjoyment, and that

5
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living they would occupy the earth and take aliment from the young. Their custom
is to bury the dead, unless it be those among them who have been physicians. These
they burn. While the fire kindles they are all dancing and making high festivity, until
the bones become powder. After the lapse of a year the funeral honors are celebrated,
every one taking part in them, when that dust is presented in water for the relatives
to drink.
Every man has an acknowledged wife. The physicians are allowed more freedom:
they may have two or three wives, among whom exist the greatest friendship and
harmony. From the time a daughter marries, all that he who takes her to wife kills in
hunting or catches in fishing, the woman brings to the house of her father, without
daring to eat or take any part of it, and thence victuals are taken to the husband. From
that time neither her father nor mother enters his house, nor can he enter theirs,
nor the houses of their children; and if by chance they are in the direction of meeting,
they turn aside, and pass the distance of a crossbow shot from each other, carrying the
head low the while, the eyes cast on the ground; for they hold it improper to see or
to speak to each other. But the woman has liberty to converse and communicate with
the parents and relatives of her husband. The custom exists from this island the distance of more than fifty leagues inland. . . .

Chapter 15
On an island of which I have spoken, they wished to make us physicians without
examination or inquiring for diplomas. They cure by blowing upon the sick, and with
that breath and the imposing of hands they cast out infirmity. They ordered that we
also should do this, and be of use to them in some way. We laughed at what they did,
telling them it was folly, that we knew not how to heal. In consequence, they withheld
food from us until we should practise what they required. Seeing our persistence, an
Indian told me I knew not what I uttered, in saying that what he knew availed nothing; for stones and other matters growing about in the fields have virtue, and that
passing a pebble along the stomach would take away pain and restore health, and
certainly then we who were extraordinary men must possess power and efficacy over
all other things. At last, finding ourselves in great want we were constrained to obey;
but without fear lest we should be blamed for any failure or success.
Their custom is, on finding themselves sick to send for a physician, and after
he has applied the cure, they give him not only all they have, but seek among their
relatives for more to give. The practitioner scarifies2 over the seat of pain, and then
sucks about the wound. They make cauteries3 with fire, a remedy among them
in high repute, which I have tried on myself and found benefit from it. They afterwards blow on the spot, and having finished, the patient considers that he is
relieved.
2

Scarifying involves making numerous small cuts around a wound. — Eds.
Cauteries are instruments used for cauterizing wounds. Cauterizing is a means of closing a
wound by burning it. — Eds.
3
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Our method was to bless the sick, breathing upon them, and recite a Paternoster and an Ave-Maria, praying with all earnestness to God our Lord that he would
give health and influence them to make us some good return. In his clemency he
willed that all those for whom we supplicated, should tell the others that they were
sound and in health, directly after we made the sign of the blessed cross over them.
For this the Indians treated us kindly; they deprived themselves of food that they
might give to us, and presented us with skins and some trifles.
So protracted was the hunger we there experienced, that many times I was three
days without eating. The natives also endured as much; and it appeared to me a thing
impossible that life could be so prolonged, although afterwards I found myself in
greater hunger and necessity, which I shall speak of farther on.
The Indians who had Alonzo del Castillo, Andrés Dorantes, and the others that
remained alive, were of a different tongue and ancestry from these, and went to the
opposite shore of the main to eat oysters, where they stayd until the first day of April,
when they returned. The distance is two leagues in the widest part. The island is half
a league in breadth and five leagues in length.
The inhabitants of all this region go naked. The women alone have any part
of their persons covered, and it is with a wool that grows on trees. The damsels
dress themselves in deer-skin. The people are generous to each other of what they
possess. They have no chief. All that are of a lineage keep together. They speak two
languages; those of one are called Capoques, those of the other, Han. They have a
custom when they meet, or from time to time when they visit, of remaining half an
hour before they speak, weeping; and, this over, he that is visited first rises and gives
the other all he has, which is received, and after a little while he carries it away, and
often goes without saying a word. They have other strange customs; but I have told
the principal of them, and the most remarkable, that I may pass on and further relate
what befell us.

10

Chapter 16
After Dorantes and Castillo returned to the island, they brought together the
Christians, who were somewhat separated, and found them in all to be fourteen. As I
have said, I was opposite on the main, where my Indians had taken me, and where so
great sickness had come upon me, that if anything before had given me hopes of life,
this were enough to have entirely bereft me of them.
When the Christians heard of my condition, they gave an Indian the cloak of
marten skins we had taken from the cacique, as before related, to pass them over to
where I was that they might visit me. Twelve of them crossed; for two were so feeble
that their comrades could not venture to bring them. . . .
I was obliged to remain with the people belonging to the island more than a year,
and because of the hard work they put upon me and the harsh treatment, I resolved
to flee from them and go to those of Charruco, who inhabit the forests and country
of the main, the life I led being insupportable. Besides much other labor, I had to get
out roots from below the water, and from among the cane where they grew in the

15
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ground. From this employment I had my fingers so worn that did a straw but touch
them they would bleed. Many of the canes are broken, so they often tore my flesh, and
I had to go in the midst of them with only the clothing on I have mentioned.
Accordingly, I put myself to contriving how I might get over to the other Indians,
among whom matters turned somewhat more favorably for me. I set to trafficking,
and strove to make my employment profitable in the ways I could best contrive, and
by that means I got food and good treatment. The Indians would beg me to go from
one quarter to another for things of which they have need; for in consequence of
incessant hostilities, they cannot traverse the country, nor make many exchanges.
With my merchandise and trade I went into the interior as far as I pleased, and travelled along the coast forty or fifty leagues. The principal wares were cones and other
pieces of sea-snail, conchs used for cutting, and fruit like a bean of the highest value
among them, which they use as a medicine and employ in their dances and festivities.
Among other matters were sea-beads. Such were what I carried into the interior; and
in barter I got and brought back skins, ochre with which they rub and color the face,
hard canes of which to make arrows, sinews, cement and flint for the heads, and tassels of the hair of deer that by dyeing they make red. This occupation suited me well;
for the travel allowed me liberty to go where I wished, I was not obliged to work, and
was not a slave. Wherever I went I received fair treatment, and the Indians gave me
to eat out of regard to my commodities. My leading object, while journeying in this
business, was to find out the way by which I should go forward, and I became well
known. The inhabitants were pleased when they saw me, and I had brought them
what they wanted; and those who did not know me sought and desired the acquaintance, for my reputation. The hardships that I underwent in this were long to tell, as
well of peril and privation as of storms and cold. Oftentimes they overtook me alone
and in the wilderness; but I came forth from them all by the great mercy of God
our Lord. Because of them I avoided pursuing the business in winter, a season in
which the natives themselves retire to their huts and ranches, torpid and incapable
of exertion.
I was in this country nearly six years, alone among the Indians, and naked like
them. . . .

Chapter 33
When we saw sure signs of Christians, and heard how near we were to them, we gave
thanks to God our Lord for having chosen to bring us out of a captivity so melancholy and wretched. The delight we felt let each one conjecture, when he shall
remember the length of time we were in that country, the suffering and perils we
underwent. That night I entreated my companions that one of them should go back
three days’ journey after the Christians who were moving about over the country,
where we had given assurance of protection. Neither of them received this proposal
well, excusing themselves because of weariness and exhaustion; and although either
might have done better than I, being more youthful and athletic, yet seeing their
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unwillingness, the next morning I took the negro with eleven Indians, and, following the Christians by their trail, I travelled ten leagues, passing three villages, at
which they had slept.
The day after I overtook four of them on horseback, who were astonished at the
sight of me, so strangely habited as I was, and in company with Indians. They stood
staring at me a length of time, so confounded that they neither hailed me nor drew
near to make an inquiry. I bade them take me to their chief: accordingly we went
together half a league to the place where was Diego de Alcaraz, their captain.
After we had conversed, he stated to me that he was completely undone; he had
not been able in a long time to take any Indians; he knew not which way to turn, and
his men had well begun to experience hunger and fatigue. I told him of Castillo and
Dorantes, who were behind, ten leagues off, with a multitude that conducted us. He
thereupon sent three cavalry to them, with fifty of the Indians who accompanied him.
The negro returned to guide them, while I remained. I asked the Christians to give me
a certificate of the year, month, and day I arrived there, and of the manner of my coming, which they accordingly did. From this river to the town of the Christians, named
San Miguel, within the government of the province called New Galicia, are thirty
leagues.

20

Chapter 34
Five days having elapsed, Andrés Dorantes and Alonzo del Castillo arrived with
those who had been sent after them. They brought more than six hundred persons
of that community, whom the Christians had driven into the forests, and who had
wandered in concealment over the land. Those who accompanied us so far had drawn
them out, and given them to the Christians, who thereupon dismissed all the others
they had brought with them. Upon their coming to where I was, Alcaraz begged that
we would summon the people of the towns on the margin of the river, who straggled
about under cover of the woods, and order them to fetch us something to eat. This
last was unnecessary, the Indians being ever diligent to bring us all they could.
Directly we sent our messengers to call them, when there came six hundred souls,
bringing us all the maize in their possession. They fetched it in certain pots, closed
with clay, which they had concealed in the earth. They brought us whatever else they
had; but we, wishing only to have the provision, gave the rest to the Christians, that
they might divide among themselves. After this we had many high words with them;
for they wished to make slaves of the Indians we brought.
In consequence of the dispute, we left at our departure many bows of Turkish
shape we had along with us and many pouches. The five arrows with the points of
emerald were forgotten among others, and we lost them. We gave the Christians a
store of robes of cowhide and other things we brought. We found it difficult to induce
the Indians to return to their dwellings, to feel no apprehension and plant maize. They
were willing to do nothing until they had gone with us and delivered us into the
hands of other Indians, as had been the custom; for, if they returned without doing
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so, they were afraid they should die, and, going with us, they feared neither Christians
nor lances. Our countrymen became jealous at this, and caused their interpreter to
tell the Indians that we were of them, and for a long time we had been lost; that they
were the lords of the land who must be obeyed and served, while we were persons of
mean condition and small force. The Indians cared little or nothing for what was told
them; and conversing among themselves said the Christians lied: that we had come
whence the sun rises, and they whence it goes down; we healed the sick, they killed
the sound; that we had come naked and barefooted, while they had arrived in
clothing and on horses with lances; that we were not covetous of anything, but all
that was given to us we directly turned to give, remaining with nothing; that the
others had the only purpose to rob whomsoever they found, bestowing nothing on
any one.
In this way they spoke of all matters respecting us, which they enhanced by
contrast with matters concerning the others, delivering their response through the
interpreter of the Spaniards. To other Indians they made this known by means of
one among them through whom they understood us. Those who speak that tongue
we discriminately call Primahaitu, which is like saying Vasconyados.4 We found it in
use over more than four hundred leagues of our travel, without another over that
whole extent. Even to the last, I could not convince the Indians that we were of the
Christians; and only with great effort and solicitation we got them to go back to their
residences. We ordered them to put away apprehension, establish their towns, plant
and cultivate the soil.
From abandonment the country had already grown up thickly in trees. It is, no
doubt, the best in all these Indias, the most prolific and plenteous in provisions. Three
times in the year it is planted. It produces great variety of fruit, has beautiful rivers,
with many other good waters. There are ores with clear traces of gold and silver. The
people are well disposed: they serve such Christians as are their friends, with great
good will. They are comely, much more so than the Mexicans. Indeed, the land needs
no circumstance to make it blessed.
The Indians, at taking their leave, told us they would do what we commanded,
and would build their towns, if the Christians would suffer them; and this I say and
affirm most positively, that, if they have not done so, it is the fault of the Christians. . . .
(1542)

25

Exploring the Text
1. In the “proem,” what purpose or purposes does Álvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca
claim for his narrative? What ethos does he establish? Pay special attention to
4
Vasconyados is a term for the Basque people (Vasco, in Spanish), who live in a region of
northern Spain and southern France. The Basques are named for the language they speak,
just as Cabeza de Vaca named the Primahaitu after the language they spoke. — Eds.
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his qualification that “neither my counsel nor my constancy availed to gain
aught for which we set out” (par. 3) and his ending plea that the narrative be
“received in the name of homage, since it is the most that one could bring who
returned thence naked” (par. 4).
What details of the customs and practices of the indigenous people does Cabeza
de Vaca emphasize? In his descriptions of the different cultures he encounters,
what evidence do you find of his admiration? Of his criticism or disapproval? Of
uncertainty or ambivalence?
What is the response of Cabeza de Vaca and his crew to the expectation that they
would act as physicians or healers (pars. 8–10)? What different views of “healing” are revealed in this account?
Cabeza de Vaca learns to appreciate cultures and rituals different from his own,
yet there are lines — for example, “other strange customs” (par. 13) — that his own
background and beliefs will not allow him to cross. Identify two examples and
explain the nature of his resistance.
Since he does not outright renounce his Christian beliefs, how does Cabeza de
Vaca reconcile the behavior of his fellow Christians? To what extent does the
behavior of the Spanish slave traders in Chapters 33 and 34 shake the faith of
Cabeza de Vaca?
In what instances do you find Cabeza de Vaca portraying himself and members
of his expedition in a particularly flattering light? Do these detract from his
relatively enlightened view of the indigenous peoples’ behavior and beliefs?
Cabeza de Vaca is seen in many different roles in this narrative, among them as
conquistador, shaman, captive, diplomat, and missionary. From these excerpts,
do you see him juggling multiple, in some cases contradictory, roles, or do you
read the narrative as a journey of spiritual growth from one role to a very different one? Cite specific passages to support your viewpoint.
What strategies does Cabeza de Vaca employ to establish authenticity in his narrative? As you respond, consider his stated audience — Emperor Charles V — and
his larger audience of people becoming acquainted with the New World through
this narrative.
Cabeza de Vaca’s narrative is simultaneously a documentary account of a lived
experience and an attempt to interpret it and give it meaning. Identify one or
two places where the more anthropological style of the account gives way to
interpretation, and discuss the effect of these two rhetorical purposes in combination. Is the result a confusing or a more powerful description?
Cabeza de Vaca continues to be the subject of discussion, debate, and reconstruction. Following is an image of him by the twentieth-century southwestern
artist Ted DeGrazía (1909–1982). DeGrazía did a series of paintings about
Cabeza de Vaca and his journey. What elements of the explorer’s personality
and narrative does the artist emphasize in this interpretation? To what extent
does the visual depiction capture Cabeza de Vaca as you imagine him from
your reading?
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Richard Frethorne
Richard Frethorne was an Englishman who came to America in 1622 as an indentured servant and settled near the Jamestown colony in Virginia. Farmers, planters,
and even shopkeepers in early seventeenth-century America found it very difficult
to hire workers. They were unsuccessful in enslaving the local Indian population,
and it was very easy for potential workers to set up their own farms. Therefore,
they recruited laborers — primarily from England, Ireland, and Germany — as
indentured servants, who signed contracts for terms of uncompensated servitude in
exchange for passage to America.
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Letter to Father and Mother
Though very little is known about Frethorne’s life, the letters he wrote to his parents
provide a unique record of the hardships of colonial America, especially for indentured servants.

L

oving and kind father and mother:

My most humble duty remembered to you, hoping in God of your good health,
as I myself am at the making hereof. This is to let you understand that I your child
am in a most heavy case by reason of the nature of the country, [which] is such that
it causeth much sickness, [such] as the scurvy and the bloody flux and diverse other
diseases, which maketh the body very poor and weak. And when we are sick there is
nothing to comfort us; for since I came out of the ship I never ate anything but peas,
and loblollie (that is, water gruel). As for deer or venison I never saw any since I came
into this land. There is indeed some fowl, but we are not allowed to go and get it, but
must work hard both early and late for a mess of water gruel and a mouthful of bread
and beef. A mouthful of bread for a penny loaf must serve for four men which is most
pitiful. [You would be grieved] if you did know as much as I [do], when people cry
out day and night — Oh! that they were in England without their limbs — and would
not care to lose any limb to be in England again, yea, though they beg from door to
door. For we live in fear of the enemy every hour, yet we have had a combat with
them on the Sunday before Shrovetide, and we took two alive and made slaves of
them. But it was by policy, for we are in great danger; for our plantation is very weak
by reason of the death and sickness of our company. For we came but twenty for the
merchants, and they are half dead just; and we look every hour when two more
should go. Yet there came some four other men yet to live with us, of which there is
but one alive; and our Lieutenant is dead, and [also] his father and his brother. And
there was some five or six of the last year’s twenty, of which there is but three left, so
that we are fain1 to get other men to plant with us; and yet we are but 32 to fight
against 3000 if they should come. And the nighest help that we have is ten miles of
us, and when the rogues overcame this place [the] last [time] they slew 80 persons.
How then shall we do, for we lie even in their teeth? They may easily take us, but [for
the fact] that God is merciful and can save with few as well as with many, as he
showed to Gilead. And like Gilead’s soldiers, if they lapped water, we drink water
which is but weak.
And I have nothing to comfort me, nor there is nothing to be gotten here but
sickness and death, except [in the event] that one had money to lay out in some
things for profit. But I have nothing at all — no, not a shirt to my back but two rags
(2), nor no clothes but one poor suit, nor but one pair of shoes, but one pair of stockings, but one cap, [and] but two bands. My cloak is stolen by one of my own fellows,
1

Compelled. — Eds.
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and to his dying hour [he] would not tell me what he did with it; but some of my
fellows saw him have butter and beef out of a ship, which my cloak, I doubt [not],
paid for. So that I have not a penny, nor a penny worth, to help me to either spice or
sugar or strong waters, without the which one cannot live here. For as strong beer in
England doth fatten and strengthen them, so water here doth wash and weaken these
here [and] only keeps [their] life and soul together. But I am not half [of] a quarter so
strong as I was in England, and all is for want of victuals; for I do protest unto you that
I have eaten more in [one] day at home than I have allowed me here for a week. You
have given more than my day’s allowance to a beggar at the door; and if Mr. Jackson
had not relieved me, I should be in a poor case. But he like a father and she like a loving
mother doth still help me.
For when we go up to Jamestown (that is 10 miles of us) there lie all the ships
that come to land, and there they must deliver their goods. And when we went up to
town [we would go], as it may be, on Monday at noon, and come there by night,
[and] then load the next day by noon, and go home in the afternoon, and unload, and
then away again in the night, and [we would] be up about midnight. Then if it rained
or blowed never so hard, we must lie in the boat on the water and have nothing but
a little bread. For when we go into the boat we [would] have a loaf allowed to two
men, and it is all [we would get] if we stayed there two days, which is hard; and [we]
must lie all that while in the boat. But that Goodman Jackson pitied me and made me
a cabin to lie in always when I [would] come up, and he would give me some poor
jacks [to take] home with me, which comforted me more than peas or water gruel.
Oh, they be very godly folks, and love me very well, and will do anything for me. And
he much marvelled that you would send me a servant to the Company; he saith I had
been better knocked on the head. And indeed so I find it now, to my great grief and
misery; and [I] saith that if you love me you will redeem me suddenly, for which I do
entreat and beg. And if you cannot get the merchants to redeem me for some little
money, then for God’s sake get a gathering or entreat some good folks to lay out some
little sum of money in meal and cheese and butter and beef. Any eating meat will
yield great profit. Oil and vinegar is very good; but, father, there is great loss in
leaking. But for God’s sake send beef and cheese and butter, or the more of one
sort and none of another. But if you send cheese, it must be very old cheese; and at
the cheesemonger’s you may buy very good cheese for twopence farthing or halfpenny, that will be liked very well. But if you send cheese, you must have a care how
you pack it in barrels; and you must put cooper’s chips between every cheese, or
else the heat of the hold will rot them. And look whatsoever you send me — be it never
so much — look, what[ever] I make of it, I will deal truly with you. I will send it over
and beg the profit to redeem me; and if I die before it come, I have entreated
Goodman Jackson to send you the worth of it, who hath promised he will. If you
send, you must direct your letters to Goodman Jackson, at Jamestown, a gunsmith.
(You must set down his freight, because there be more of his name there.) Good
father, do not forget me, but have mercy and pity my miserable case. I know if you did
but see me, you would weep to see me; for I have but one suit. (But [though] it is a
strange one, it is very well guarded.) Wherefore, for God’s sake, pity me. I pray you to
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remember my love to all my friends and kindred. I hope all my brothers and sisters
are in good health, and as for my part I have set down my resolution that certainly
will be; that is, that the answer of this letter will be life or death to me. Therefore,
good father, send as soon as you can; and if you send me any thing let this be the
mark. ROT
Richard Frethorne
(March 20, April 2, 3, 1623)

Exploring the Text
1. Who is “the enemy” (par. 1) in Richard Frethorne’s account? Who are the “rogues”
(par. 1)?
2. What are the terms and conditions, according to Frethorne’s account, that contribute to his “miserable case” (par. 3)?
3. How might the fact that he is writing to his parents influence the picture he presents of his life in Virginia? Note that he addresses the letter to both of his parents
yet ends with an entreaty to his “good father.”
4. From this letter, what inferences can you draw about the life of the poor in
England during the early 1600s?
5. Following is the final paragraph from an essay on indentured servitude by historian Richard Hofstadter. In what way does Frethorne’s letter support or challenge
Hofstadter’s view?
Thoreau, brooding over the human condition in the relatively idyllic precincts
of Concord and Walden Pond, was convinced that the mass of men lead lives of
quiet desperation. His conviction quickens to life again when we contemplate
the human costs of what historians sometimes lightly refer to as the American
experiment. It is true that thousands came to the colonies in search of freedom
or plenty and with a reasonably good chance of finding them, and that the
colonies harbored a force of free white workers whose wages and conditions
might well have been the envy of their European counterparts. Yet these fortunate men were considerably outnumbered by persons, white or black, who
came to America in one kind of servitude or another. It is also true that for
some servants, especially for those who already had a skill, a little cash, or some
intelligence or education or gentility, servitude in America might prove not a
great deal worse than an ordinary apprenticeship, despite the special tribulations and hazards it inflicted. But when one thinks of the great majority of those
who came during the long span of time between the first settlements and the
disappearance of white servitude in the early nineteenth century — bearing in
mind the poverty and the ravaged lives which they left in Europe, the cruel filter
of the Atlantic crossing, the high mortality of the crossing and the seasoning,
and the many years of arduous toil that lay between the beginning of servitude
and the final realization of tolerable comfort — one is deeply impressed by the
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measure to which the sadness that is natural to life was overwhelmed in the
condition of servitude by the stark miseries that seem all too natural to the history of the poor. For a great many the journey across the Atlantic proved in the
end to have been only an epitome of their journey through life. And yet there
must have seemed to be little at risk because there was so little at stake. They
had so often left a scene of turbulence, crime, exploitation, and misery that
there could not have been much hope in most of them; and as they lay in their
narrow bedsteads listening to the wash of the rank bilge water below them,
sometimes racked with fever or lying in their own vomit, few could have
expected very much from American life, and those who did were too often
disappointed. But with white servants we have only begun to taste the anguish
of the early American experience.

Anne Bradstreet
In 1630, Anne Bradstreet (1612/13–1678) and her husband Simon, the son of
a nonconformist minister, sailed to Massachusetts with Anne’s parents on the
Arabella, the flagship of the Massachusetts Bay Company. With The Tenth Muse
Lately Sprung Up in America (1650) — published in England, possibly without her
knowledge — she became the first female poet in America. Because the Puritan
community disdained female intellectual ambition, it was thought advisable to
append the words “By a Gentle Woman in Those Parts,” to reassure readers that
Bradstreet was a diligent Puritan mother. Bradstreet’s remarkable poetry consists
of thirty-five short reflective poems, explicit in their description of familial and
marital love. Some of these appeared in the 1678 edition of The Tenth Muse;
others remained hidden in her notebook until they were published in 1867. The
twentieth century saw a resurgence of interest in Bradstreet, with new editions of
her work in 1967 and 1981 and a 2005 scholarly biography by Charlotte
Gordon, entitled Mistress Bradstreet: The Untold Life of America’s First Poet. Both
of the following poems, published in The Tenth Muse, address the problematic role
of a female poet in seventeenth-century America.

The Prologue
1
To sing of wars, of captains, and of kings,
Of cities founded, commonwealths begun,
For my mean pen are too superior things:
Or how they all, or each their dates have run
Let poets and historians set these forth,
My obscure lines shall not so dim their worth.

5
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2
But when my wond’ring eyes and envious heart
Great Bartas’ sugared lines1 do but read o’er,
Fool I do grudge the Muses did not part
’Twixt him and me that overfluent store;
A Bartas can do what a Bartas will
But simple I according to my skill.

10

3
From schoolboy’s tongue no rhet’ric we expect,
Nor yet a sweet consort from broken strings,
Nor perfect beauty where’s a main defect:
My foolish, broken, blemished Muse so sings,
And this to mend, alas, no art is able,
’Cause nature made it so irreparable.

15

4
Nor can I, like that fluent sweet tongued Greek,2
Who lisped at first, in future times speak plain.
By art he gladly found what he did seek,
A full requital of his striving pain.
Art can do much, but this maxim’s most sure:
A weak or wounded brain admits no cure.

20

5
I am obnoxious to each carping tongue
Who says my hand a needle better fits,
A poet’s pen all scorn I should thus wrong,
For such despite they cast on female wits:
If what I do prove well, it won’t advance,
They’ll say it’s stol’n, or else it was by chance.

25

30

6
But sure the antique Greeks were far more mild
Else of our sex, why feigned they those nine
And poesy made Calliope’s own child;3
1

Guillaume du Bartas (1544–1590), French epic poet. — Eds.
Demosthenes, an Athenian orator who put stones in his mouth to improve his
enunciation. — Eds.
3
In Greek mythology, Calliope was the Muse of epic poetry. — Eds.
2
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So ’mongst the rest they placed the arts divine:
But this weak knot they will full soon untie,
The Greeks did nought, but play the fools and lie.

35

7
Let Greeks be Greeks, and women what they are
Men have precedency and still excel,
It is but vain unjustly to wage war;
Men can do best, and women know it well.
Preeminence in all and each is yours;
Yet grant some small acknowledgement of ours.

40

8
And oh ye high flown quills that soar the skies,
And ever with your prey still catch your praise,
If e’er you deign these lowly lines your eyes,
Give thyme or parsley wreath, I ask no bays;
This mean and unrefined ore of mine
Will make your glist’ring gold but more to shine.

45

(1650)

Exploring the Text
1. In the opening stanza, how does Anne Bradstreet as the speaker in the poem
address the concerns her largely male audience is likely to have? What does she
claim is outside the scope of her work?
2. In the second stanza, what does Bradstreet mean by “I do grudge the Muses did
not part / ’Twixt [Great Bartas] and me that overfluent store” (ll. 9–10)?
3. How does Bradstreet characterize her own talents in stanza 3? What has “nature”
made “so irreparable”?
4. How do you interpret Bradstreet’s concluding lines in stanza 4: “Art can do much,
but this maxim’s most sure: / A weak or wounded brain admits no cure” (ll. 23–24)?
5. What shift in attitude does the fifth stanza introduce (ll. 25–30)? Check the
archaic definitions of obnoxious and despite. Who is Bradstreet referring to as
“they” in line 28?
6. What is the point Bradstreet makes in stanzas 6 and 7 in her reference to “the
antique Greeks”? Does she undermine her own argument when she writes, “Men
can do best, and women know it well” (l. 40)? Why or why not?
7. Thyme and parsley are herbs used in cooking, and bays are laurel leaves that were
used in ancient Greece and Rome to crown triumphant athletes or great artists.
Why in the final stanza does she ask for a “thyme or parsley wreath” but “no bays”
(l. 46)?
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8. This poem was the prologue to The Tenth Muse when it was first published in
England in 1650. Think about its purpose as an introduction to the collection.
How would you characterize the complex tone? Is the speaker rebellious?
Apologetic? Humble? Sarcastic? Aggressive? Conciliatory? Cite specific phrases
and lines to support your response.
9. What was the rhetorical situation of Bradstreet and her readers? Analyze the poem,
which is often read as an argument that Bradstreet builds stanza by stanza, by considering formal characteristics such as claim, assumptions, counterargument, and
evidence.

The Author to Her Book
Thou ill-formed offspring of my feeble brain,
Who after birth didst by my side remain,
Till snatched from thence by friends, less wise than true,
Who thee abroad, exposed to public view,
Made thee in rags, halting to th’ press to trudge,
Where errors were not lessened (all may judge).
At thy return my blushing was not small,
My rambling brat (in print) should mother call,
I cast thee by as one unfit for light,
Thy visage was so irksome in my sight;
Yet being mine own, at length affection would
Thy blemishes amend, if so I could:
I washed thy face, but more defects I saw,
And rubbing off a spot still made a flaw.
I stretched thy joints to make thee even feet,
Yet still thou run’st more hobbling than is meet;
In better dress to trim thee was my mind,
But nought save homespun cloth i’ th’ house I find.
In this array ’mongst vulgars mayst thou roam.
In critic’s hands beware thou dost not come,
And take thy way where yet thou art not known;
If for thy father asked, say thou hadst none;
And for thy mother, she alas is poor,
Which caused her thus to send thee out of door.

5

10

15

20

(1678)

Exploring the Text
1. The title signals the extended metaphor — or conceit — of the poem. What is it?
Identify several specific characteristics that the two elements being compared share.
2. Why does Anne Bradstreet describe her “offspring” as “ill-formed” (l. 1)?
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3. How does Bradstreet characterize the process of revision? Cite specific details and
descriptions to support your response.
4. What point does Bradstreet make by juxtaposing “vulgars” (l. 19) with “critic[s]”
(l. 20)?
5. What are two possible interpretations of the speaker’s admonition, “If for thy
father asked, say thou hadst none” (l. 22)?
6. During this period, women who wrote often faced social censure for stepping
outside what was considered their “place” — that is, the domestic sphere of wife
and mother. In what ways does Bradstreet address this prevailing cultural viewpoint at the same time she asserts her identity as a poet? Do you think her choice
of the motherhood metaphor undermines or celebrates her authority as a writer
in a patriarchal society?
7. Taken together, how do “Prologue” and “The Author to Her Book” stake a claim for
the woman artist in seventeenth-century America?

TALKBACK

Eavan Boland
Eavan Boland (b. 1944) spent the first six years of her life in Dublin, moving to
London when her father was appointed Irish ambassador and then to New York
when he was appointed president of the UN General Assembly. Boland returned
to Dublin for college, earning a BA in English and Latin from Trinity College
Dublin. She has taught at Stanford University since 1996. Boland established her
reputation with her collection In Her Own Image (1980) and has published regularly since then. She is a feminist and a poet but, she maintains, not a feminist
poet. She sees a fundamental difference between the “ethic” of feminism and the
“aesthetic” of poetry, arguing that feminism is a definite moral position, whereas
poetry, like all art, begins where certainty ends.

Becoming Anne Bradstreet
Boland wrote the following poem for a chapbook called Shakespeare’s Sisters, a
series of poems by contemporary poets commissioned to complement the Folger
Shakespeare Library’s 2012 exhibit Shakespeare’s Sisters: Voices of English and
European Women Writers, 1500–1700.

It happens again
As soon as I take down her book and open it.
I turn the page.
My skies rise higher and hang younger stars.
The ship’s rail freezes.
Mare Hibernicum1 leads to Anne Bradstreet’s coast.

5

1

Latin for “Irish Sea,” the body of water that separates Ireland from Great Britain. — Eds.
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A blackbird leaves her pine trees
And lands in my spruce trees.
I open my door on a Dublin street.
Her child/her words are staring up at me:

10

In better dress to trim thee was my mind,
But nought save home-spun cloth, i’ th’ house I find.
We say home truths
Because her words can be at home anywhere —
At the source, at the end and whenever
The book lies open and I am again

15

An Irish poet watching an English woman
Become an American poet.
(2012)

Exploring the Text
1. How do you interpret the title? What relationship is Eavan Boland, as the
speaker of the poem, suggesting?
2. In what ways does “Mare Hibernicum [lead] to Anne Bradstreet’s coast”?
What is Boland suggesting by this statement?
3. Why do you think Boland chose to include two lines (ll. 11–12) from “The
Author to Her Book” in her own poem? Why might those particular lines
appeal to Boland?
4. To whom does “We” refer (l. 13)?

Making Connections
1. What connections with Bradstreet does Boland as speaker of her poem suggest when she writes, “My skies rise higher and hang younger stars” (l. 4)?
What symbolic links do these lines suggest: “A blackbird leaves her pine trees /
And lands in my spruce trees” (ll. 7–8)?
2. Boland’s poem ends with a description of transformation: “An Irish poet
watching an English woman / Become an American poet” (ll. 17–18). In what
ways does the historical relationship between England and Ireland and
between England and the North American colony of Bradstreet’s time contribute to the bond between Bradstreet and Boland?
3. Would you characterize Boland’s poem as a tribute to Anne Bradstreet, a
eulogy, a reflection on her importance in a tradition of literature, a defense of
the quality of her work, a dialogue between two artists who have faced similar
challenges, or a combination of these — or as something else entirely?
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4. In “Becoming Anne Bradstreet,” Boland asserts that Bradstreet’s “words can
be at home anywhere” (l. 14), including, obviously, the present. Discuss the
extent to which you agree, using “Prologue” and “The Author to Her Book”
as evidence for your viewpoint.

Anonymous
Mrs. Elizabeth Freake and Baby Mary

Worcester Art Museum, Massachusetts, USA/The Bridgeman Art Library

This portrait by an anonymous painter depicts Elizabeth Freake (1642–1713),
the wife of John Freake, a wealthy merchant and attorney who lived in
Boston, Massachusetts, and their daughter Mary, the youngest of their six children. It is believed that this portrait was painted in 1671; an earlier version
depicted only the mother, with baby Mary added three years later. Around
ten surviving portraits painted between 1670 and 1674 are attributed to this
painter.

ANONYMOUS, MRS. ELIZABETH
FREAKE AND BABY MARY,
C. 1671, OIL ON CANVAS,
421⁄2" × 363⁄4", WORCESTER
ART MUSEUM, WORCESTER,
MASSACHUSETTS.
(See color insert, Image 12.)
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Exploring the Text

De Agostini Picture Library/A. Dagli Orti/The Bridgeman Art Library

1. What does this portrayal of a mother and her child tell you about early New England
attitudes toward children and child raising? Use evidence from the painting to
support your interpretation.
2. Strict Puritan New Englanders followed sumptuary laws that forbade them to
wear bright colors and ornate materials. How do you explain the outfits of the
mother and daughter portrayed here? Hint: consider the social and economic
status of the subjects.
3. Art historian Milton Brown has described this painting as having “a surprisingly
authentic psychological mood.” Explain what that mood is and cite details in the
portrait that contribute to it.
4. Art historians have alternately identified the painter as an untrained artist, a Dutch
itinerant from New York, and even an artist working in the French style. What elements in the painting can you identify that suggest formal artistic training? What
examples suggest that the painter was most likely self-taught?
5. Look at the portrait below of a mother and child painted more than a hundred
years before the Freake portrait by the Italian painter Agnolo Bronzino. What
are the differences between the two portraits? Do you see any similarities? How
might you explain the different skill level demonstrated by the Italian painter?

AGNOLO BRONZINO, ELEONORA OF
TOLEDO WITH HER SON GIOVANNI,
C. 1545, OIL ON WOOD,
451⁄4" × 377⁄8", UFFIZI GALLERY,
FLORENCE, ITALY.
(See color insert, Image 13.)
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Edward Taylor
A Protestant dissenter in England, Edward Taylor (1642–1729) immigrated to
the Massachusetts Bay Colony in 1668 after refusing to sign England’s Act of
Uniformity and losing his teaching position in Leicestershire. Taylor chronicled his
Atlantic crossing and began studying at Harvard upon his arrival in the colonies.
He trained as both a pastor and a physician and settled on the western frontier of
Massachusetts. Taylor left strict instructions to his heirs that none of his writing ever
be published; as a result, his work was forgotten for two centuries, until a 7,000page manuscript of his poems was discovered in the Yale University library in
1937. This unearthing established him as one of colonial America’s foremost poets.

Huswifery
Taylor’s poem “Huswifery” is characteristic of his poetry, which reflects his deeply
held religious views. His style shows his admiration of seventeenth-century British
metaphysical poets, such as John Donne and George Herbert, who often employed
extended metaphor or conceits in their work. The title “Huswifery” refers to
household duties, usually those of a wife, in this case cloth making. Taylor assumes
his audience is familiar with a spinning wheel. With a spinning wheel, raw material fibers, such as flax (linen), cotton, or wool, are gathered onto a stick, or distaff.
These fibers are then fed onto a spool that spins and twists the fibers into thread.
This thread is gathered using a flyer that evenly winds it onto a reel. The thread
can then be woven into cloth with a loom and cleaned, or “fulled,” at a fulling mill.

Make me, O Lord, thy Spining Wheele compleate.
Thy Holy Worde my Distaff make for mee.
Make mine Affections thy Swift Flyers neate
And make my Soule thy holy Spoole to bee.
My Conversation make to be thy Reele
And reele the yarn thereon spun of thy Wheele.
Make me thy Loome then, knit therein this Twine:
And make thy Holy Spirit, Lord, winde quills:
Then weave the Web thyselfe. The yarn is fine.
Thine Ordinances make my Fulling Mills.
Then dy the same in Heavenly Colours Choice,
All pinkt with Varnisht Flowers of Paradise.
Then cloath therewith mine Understanding, Will,
Affections, Judgment, Conscience, Memory
My Words, and Actions, that their shine may fill
My wayes with glory and thee glorify.

5

10

15
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Then mine apparell shall display before yee
That I am Cloathd in Holy robes for glory.
(c. 1680)

Exploring the Text
1. In the first six lines, the speaker equates each part of the spinning wheel with an
aspect of spiritual life. What is the correspondence with the distaff (a piece of
wood on which flax or wool is spun into thread), the “Swift Flyers” (a device to
regulate the action of the spinner), the “Spoole” (the instrument that twists the
yarn into consistent cords), and the “Reele” (the instrument that winds the finished thread)?
2. In the second stanza, the speaker compares himself to a loom — that is, a mechanism on which to weave the thread into cloth. What is he asking when he
implores, “Make me thy Loome” (l. 7)? What is the role of the Holy Spirit and the
Lord in this process suggested by the conceit? (Note that “quills” are spindles on
which thread is woven; “Fulling Mills” are where cloth is cleansed and prepared
for dyeing.)
3. According to stanza 3, what role does the speaker believe he can play once he
is attired in the elaborate garment — “Holy robes for glory” — described in
stanza 2?
4. The conceit of a mundane task, one usually reserved for women, roots the poem in
everyday human experience in the physical world, yet its subject is spirituality and
the relationship with the Divine. How does Edward Taylor bring the human and the
spiritual together without appearing to be inappropriate or, possibly, heretical?
5. Taylor approached writing poetry not only as an artistic expression but also as an
act of devotion. In what ways can this poem be interpreted as a prayer?

Mary Rowlandson
Mary Rowlandson (c. 1637–1711) was abducted and held captive for three
months by Wampanoag Indians in 1676 during what was known as Metacomet’s
(or King Philip’s) War, named for the Wampanoag Indian leader. The war, which
spanned from 1675 to 1678, was caused by territorial disputes between EuroAmerican settlers and the Algonquin Indian tribes. During an attack on the small town
of Lancaster, Massachusetts, Indians seized Rowlandson, her three children, and
nineteen of their neighbors. During the next three months, she witnessed the death
of her young daughter and other English colonists. Rowlandson was sold by her
captor to Quannopin, who became her “master,” and his three wives became her
“mistresses.” On May 2, 1676, Rowlandson’s captors, who were themselves starving and uprooted, agreed to the ransom her husband, a minister, offered.
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from A Narrative of the Captivity and Restoration

of Mrs. Mary Rowlandson
In 1682, six years after her release, Rowlandson published a narrative about her
captivity experience, entitled The Sovereignty and Goodness of God: Being a
Narrative of the Captivity and Restoration of Mrs. Mary Rowlandson. She claimed
that she wrote it for her children. The first North American captivity narrative with
a woman as the central figure, it went through four printings in a short time and
gained a wide readership in both New England and London. The following
excerpts reflect Rowlandson’s division of her narrative into twenty “removes,” her
designation for the occasions when she and her captors traveled from one geographical location or camp to another.

O

n the tenth of February, 1675. came the Indians with great numbers upon Lancaster.
Their first coming was about Sun-rising. Hearing the noise of some Guns, we
looked out; several Houses were burning, and the Smoke ascending to Heaven. There
were five Persons taken in one House, the Father, and the Mother, and a sucking Child
they knock’d on the head; the other two they took, and carried away alive. There were
two others, who being out of their Garrison upon some occasion, were set upon; one was
knock’d on the head, the other escaped. Another there was who running along was shot
and wounded, and fell down; he begged of them his Life, promising them Money (as
they told me); but they would not hearken to him, but knock’d him on the head, stripped
him naked, and split open his Bowels. Another seeing many of the Indians about his
Barn, ventured and went out, but was quickly shot down. There were three others
belonging to the same Garrison who were killed. The Indians getting up upon the Roof
of the Barn, had advantage to shoot down upon them over their Fortification. Thus these
murtherous Wretches went on, burning and destroying before them.
At length they came and beset our own House, and quickly it was the dolefullest
day that ever mine eyes saw. The House stood upon the edge of a Hill; some of the
Indians got behind the Hill, others into the Barn, and others behind any thing that
would shelter them: from all which Places they shot against the House, so that the
Bullets seemed to fly like Hail: and quickly they wounded one Man among us, then
another, and then a third. About two Hours (according to my observation in that
amazing time) they had been about the House, before they could prevail to fire it,
(which they did with Flax and Hemp which they brought out of the Barn, and there
being no Defence about the House, onely two Flankers, at two opposite Corners, and
one of them not finished.) They fired it once, and one ventured out and quenched it;
but they quickly fired it again, and that took. Now is that dreadful Hour come, that I
have often heard of, (in the time of the War, as it was the Case of others) but now
mine Eyes see it. Some in our House were fighting for their Lives, others wallowing
in their Blood; the House on fire over our Heads, and the bloody Heathen ready to
knock us on the Head if we stirred out. Now might we hear Mothers and Children
crying out for themselves, and one another, Lord, what shall we do! Then I took my
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Children (and one of my Sisters, hers) to go forth and leave the House: But as soon
as we came to the Door and appeared, the Indians shot so thick; that the Bullets ratled
against the House, as if one had taken an handful of Stones and threw them; so that
we were fain to give back. We had six stout Dogs belonging to our Garrison, but none
of them would stir, though another time, if an Indian had come to the Door, they
were ready to fly upon him, and tear him down. The Lord hereby would make us the
more to acknowledge his Hand, and to see that our Help is always in him. But out we
must go, the Fire increasing, and coming along behind us roaring, and the Indians
gaping before us with their Guns, Spears, and Hatchets, to devour us. No sooner were
we out of the House, but my Brother-in-Law (being before wounded (in defending
the House) in or near the Throat) fell down dead, whereat the Indians scornfully
shouted, and hallowed, and were presently upon him, stripping off his Clothes. The
Bullets flying thick, one went thorow my Side, and the same (as would seem) thorow
the Bowels and Hand of my dear Child in my Arms. One of my eldest Sisters Children
(named William) had then his Leg broken, which the Indians perceiving, they knock’d
him on the head. Thus were we butchered by those merciless Heathen, standing
amazed, with the Blood running down to our Heels. My elder Sister being yet in the
House, and seeing those woful Sights, the Infidels haling Mothers one way, and
Children another, and some wallowing in their Blood, and her elder son telling her
that (her Son) William was dead, and my self was wounded; she said, And Lord, let me
die with them: Which was no sooner said, but she was struck with a Bullet, and fell
down dead over the Threshold. . . . The Indians laid hold of us, pulling me one way,
and the Children another, and said, Come, go along with us: I told them, they would
kill me: They answered, If I were willing to go along with them, they would not hurt me.
O the doleful Sight that now was to behold at this House! Come, behold the
Works of the Lord, what desolation he has made in the Earth. Of thirty seven Persons
who were in this one House, none escaped either present Death, or a bitter Captivity,
save onely one, who might say as he, Job 1. 15. And I onely am escaped alone to tell the
News. There were twelve killed, some shot, some stabb’d with their Spears, some
knock’d down with their Hatchets. When we are in prosperity, Oh the Little that we
think of such dreadful Sights, and to see our dear Friends and Relations lie bleeding
out their Heart-blood upon the Ground! There was one who was chopp’d into the
Head with a Hatchet, and stripp’d naked, and yet was crawling up and down. It is a
solemn Sight to see so many Christians lying in their Blood, some here, and some
there, like a company of Sheep torn by Wolves. All of them stript naked by a company of hell-hounds, roaring, singing, ranting and insulting, as if they would have
torn our very hearts out, yet the Lord by his Almighty power, preserved a number of
us from death, for there were twenty four of us taken alive: and carried Captive.
I had often before this said, that if the Indians should come, I should chuse rather
to be killed by them, than taken alive: but when it came to the trial my mind changed:
their glittering Weapons so daunted my Spirit, that I chose rather to go along with
those (as I may say) ravenous Bears, than that moment to end my daies. And that I
may the better declare what happened to me during that grievous Captivity, I shall
particularly speak of the several Removes we had up and down the Wilderness.
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The First Remove
Now away we must go with those Barbarous Creatures, with our bodies wounded
and bleeding, and our hearts no less than our bodies. About a mile we went that
night; up upon a hill within sight of the Town where they intended to lodge. There
was hard by a vacant house (deserted by the English before, for fear of the Indians) I
asked them whether I might not lodge in the house that night? to which they
answered, what will you love English-men still? this was the dolefullest night that
ever my eyes saw. Oh the roaring, and singing, and dancing, and yelling of those
black creatures in the night, which made the place a lively resemblance of hell: And
as miserable was the waste that was there made, of Horses, Cattle, Sheep, Swine,
Calves, Lambs, Roasting Pigs, and Fowls (which they had plundered in the Town)
some roasting, some lying and burning, and some boyling, to feed our merciless
Enemies; who were joyful enough though we were disconsolate. To add to the dolefulness of the former day, and the dismalness of the present night, my thoughts ran
upon my losses and sad bereaved condition. All was gone, my Husband gone (at
least separated from me, he being in the Bay; and to add to my grief, the Indians told
me they would kill him as he came homeward) my Children gone, my Relations and
Friends gone, our house and home, and all our comforts within door, and without, all was gone (except my life) and I knew not but the next moment that might
go too.
There remained nothing to me but one poor wounded Babe, and it seemed at present worse than death, that it was in such a pitiful condition, bespeaking Compassion,
and I had no refreshing for it, nor suitable things to revive it. Little do many think, what
is the savageness and bruitishness of this barbarous Enemy! . . .

5

The Second Remove
But now (the next morning) I must turn my back upon the Town, and travel with
them into the vast and desolate Wilderness, I know not whither. It is not my tongue,
or pen can express the sorrows of my heart, and bitterness of my spirit, that I had at
this departure: But God was with me, in a wonderful manner, carrying me along, and
bearing up my Spirit, that it did not quite fail. One of the Indians carried my poor
wounded Babe upon a horse: it went moaning all a long, I shall die, I shall die. I went
on foot after it, with sorrow that cannot be exprest. At length I took it off the Horse,
and carried it in my arms, till my strength failed, and I fell down with it. Then they
set me upon a horse, with my wounded Child in my lap, and there being no Furniture
upon the horse back; as we were going down a steep hill, we both fell over the horses
head, at which they like inhuman creatures laught, and rejoiced to see it, though I
thought we should there have ended our dayes, as overcome with so many difficulties. But the Lord renewed my strength still, and carried me along, that I might see
more of his power, yea, so much that I could never have thought of, had I not
experienced it.
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The Third Remove
. . . Thus nine dayes I sat upon my knees, with my babe in my lap, till my flesh was
raw again: my child being even ready to depart this sorrowful world, they bid me
carry it out, to another Wigwam: (I suppose because they would not be troubled
with such spectacles.) Whither I went with a very heavy heart, and down I sate with
the picture of death in my lap. About two hours in the Night, my sweet Babe like a
Lamb departed this life, on Feb. 18. 1675. it being about six years and five months
old. It was nine dayes (from the first wounding) in this Miserable condition, without
any refreshing of one nature or other, except a little cold water. I cannot but take
notice, how at another time I could not bear to be in the room where any dead person was, but now the case is changed: I must and could lye down by my dead Babe,
side by side, all the night after. I have thought since of the wonderful goodness of
God to me, in preserving me so in the use of my reason and senses, in that distressed
time, that I did not use wicked and violent means to end my own miserable life. In
the morning, when they understood that my child was dead, they sent for me home
to my Masters Wigwam: (by my Master in this writing must be understood
Quannopin, who was a Saggamore and married King Philips wives Sister; not that he
first took me, but I was sold to him by another Narrhaganset Indian, who took me
when first I came out of the Garrison.) I went to take up my dead Child in my arms
to carry it with me, but they bid me let it alone: there was no resisting, but go I must
and leave it. When I had been a while at my Masters wigwam, I took the first opportunity I could get, to go look after my dead child: when I came I asked them what
they had done with it? they told me it was upon the hill: then they went and shewed
me where it was, where I saw the ground was newly digged, and there they told me
they had buried it. . . .

The Fourteenth Remove
Now must we pack up and be gone from this Thicket, bending our course towards
the Bay-Towns. I having nothing to eat by the way this day, but a few crumbs of Cake,
that an Indian gave my Girl, the same day we were taken. She gave it me, and I put it
into my pocket: there it lay till it was so mouldy (for want of good baking) that one
could not tell what it was made of; it fell all to crumbs, and grew so dry and hard, that
it was like little flints; and this refreshed me many times, when I was ready to faint.
It was in my thoughts when I put it into my mouth, that if ever I returned, I would
tell the World, what a blessing the Lord gave to such mean food. As we went along,
they killed a Deer, with a young one in her: they gave me a piece of the Fawn, and it
was so young and tender, that one might eat the bones as well as the flesh, and yet I
thought it very good. When night came on we sate down, it rained, but they quickly
got up a Bark Wigwam, where I lay dry that night. I looked out in the morning, and
many of them had lain in the rain all night, I saw by their Reeking. Thus the Lord
dealt mercifully with me many times: and I fared better than many of them. In the
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morning they took the blood of the Deer, and put it into the Paunch, and so boiled it
I could eat nothing of that, though they ate it sweetly. And yet they were so nice in
other things, that when I had fetcht water, and had put the Dish I dipt the water with,
into the Kittle of water which I brought, they would say, they would knock me down;
for they said, it was a sluttish1 trick. . . .

The Nineteenth Remove
My Master had three Squaws: living sometimes with one, and sometimes with another.
One, this old Squaw at whose Wigwam I was, and with whom my Master had been
those three weeks. Another was Wettimore, with whom I had lived and served all this
while. A severe and proud Dame she was; bestowing every day in dressing herself near
as much time as any of the Gentry of the land: powdering her hair and painting her
face, going with her Neck-laces, with Jewels in her ears, and bracelets upon her
hands. When she had dressed herself, her Work was to make Girdles of Wampom
and Beads. The third Squaw was a younger one, by whom he had two Papooses.2 By
that time I was refresht by the old Squaw, with whom my Master was, Wettimores
Maid came to call me home, at which I fell a weeping; then the old Squaw told me,
to encourage me, that if I wanted victuals, I should come to her, and that I should lye
there in her Wigwam. Then I went with the Maid, and quickly came again and lodged
there. The Squaw laid a Mat under me, and a good Rugg over me; the first time I had
any such Kindness shewed me. I understood that Wettimore thought, that if she
should let me go and serve with the old Squaw, she would be in danger to lose not
only my service but the redemption-pay also. And I was not a little glad to hear this;
being by it raised in my hopes, that in Gods due time there would be an end of
this sorrowful hour. Then came an Indian, and asked me to knit him three pair of
Stockins, for which I had a Hat, and a silk Handker chief. Then another asked me to
make her a shift, for which she gave me an Apron. . . .

10

The Twentieth Remove
But before I go any further, I would take leave to mention a few remarkable passages
of Providence; which I took special notice of in my afflicted time. . . .
5. Another, thing that I would observe is, the strange providence of God in turning
things about when the Indians were at the highest, and the English at the lowest. I
was with the Enemy eleven weeks and five days; and not one Week passed without
the fury of the Enemy, and some desolation by fire and sword upon one place or
other. They mourned (with their black faces) for their own losses: yet triumphed
and rejoyced in their inhumane (and many times devillish cruelty) to the
1

Dirty or slovenly. — Eds.
Narragansett word for baby. — Eds.

2
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English. They would boast much of their Victories; saying, that in two hours time,
they had destroyed such a Captain, and his Company, in such a place; and such a
Captain, and his Company, in such a place; and such a Captain, and his Company,
in such a place: and boast how many Towns they had destroyed, and then scoff,
and say, they had done them a good turn, to send them to Heaven so soon. Again
they would say, this Summer they would knock all the Rogues in the head, or drive
them into the Sea, or make them flie the Country: thinking surely, Agag-like,3 The
bitterness of Death is past. Now the Heathen begin to think that all is their own, and
the poor Christians hopes to fail (as to man) and now their eyes are more to God,
and their hearts sigh heaven-ward: and to say in good earnest, Help Lord, or we
perish; when the Lord had brought his People to this, that they saw no help in any
thing but himself; then he takes the quarrel into his own hand: and though they
had made a pit (in their own imaginations) as deep as hell for the Christians that
Summer; yet the Lord hurll’d themselves into it. And the Lord had not so many
wayes before, to preserve them, but now he hath as many to destroy them.
But to return again to my going home: where we may see a remarkable change
of providence: at first they were all against it, except my Husband would come for
me; but afterwards they assented to it, and seemed much to rejoyce in it: some asking
me to send them some Bread, others some Tobacco, others shaking me by the hand,
offering me a Hood and Scarf to ride in; not one moving hand or tongue against it.
Thus hath the Lord answered my poor desires, and the many earnest requests of others put up unto God for me. In my Travels an Indian came to me, and told me, if I
were willing, he and his Squaw would run away, and go home along with me. I told
him, No, I was not willing to run away, but desired to wait Gods time, that I might
go home quietly, and without fear. And now God hath granted me my desire. . . .
I can remember the time, when I used to sleep quietly without workings in my
thoughts, whole nights together: but now it is otherwise with me. When all are fast
about me, and no eye open, but his who ever waketh, my thoughts are upon things
past, upon the awful dispensations of the Lord towards us: upon his wonderful power
and might in carrying us through so many difficulties, in returning us in safety, and
suffering none to hurt us. I remember in the night season, how the other day I was
in the midst of thousands of enemies, and nothing but death before me: it was then
hard work to perswade my self that ever I should be satisfied with bread again. But
now we are fed with the finest of the Wheat, and (as I may so say) with honey out of
the rock: instead of the husks, we have the fatted Calf: the thoughts of these things in
the particulars of them, and of the love and goodness of God towards us, make it true
of me, what David said of himself, Psal. 6. 6. I water my Couch with my tears. Oh the
wonderful power of God that mine eyes have seen, affording matter enough for my
thoughts to run in, that when others are sleeping mine eyes are weeping.
3
A reference to 1 Samuel 15:32. King Saul killed all of Agag’s people but spared the king, in
violation of the Lord’s orders. Agag thought he had been spared, but Samuel killed him soon
thereafter. — Eds.
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I have seen the extream vanity of this World: one hour I have been in health, and
wealth, wanting nothing: but the next hour in sickness, and wounds, and death, having nothing but sorrow and affliction.
Before I knew what affliction meant, I was ready sometimes to wish for it. When
I lived in prosperity; having the comforts of this World about me, my Relations by
me, and my heart chearful: and taking little care for any thing; and yet seeing many
(whom I preferred before my self) under many trials and afflictions, in sickness, weakness, poverty, losses, crosses, and cares of the World, I should be sometimes jealous
least I should have my portion in this life; and that Scripture would come to my mind,
Heb. 12. 6. For whom the Lord loveth he chasteneth, and scourgeth every Son whom he
receiveth: but now I see the Lord had his time to scourge and chasten me. The portion
of some is to have their Affliction by drops, now one drop and then another: but the
dregs of the Cup, the wine of astonishment, like a sweeping rain that leaveth no food,
did the Lord prepare to be my portion. Affliction I wanted, and Affliction I had, full
measure (I thought) pressed down and running over: yet I see when God calls a
person to any thing, and through never so many difficulties, yet he is fully able to
carry them through, and make them see and say they have been gainers thereby. And
I hope I can say in some measure, as David did, It is good for me that I have been
afflicted. The Lord hath shewed me the vanity of these outward things, that they are
the Vanity of vanities, and vexation of spirit; that they are but a shadow, a blast, a
bubble, and things of no continuance; that we must rely on God himself, and our
whole dependance must be upon him. If trouble from smaller matters begin to arise
in me, I have something at hand to check my self with, and say when I am troubled,
It was but the other day, that if I had had the world, I would have given it for my
Freedom, or to have been a Servant to a Christian. I have learned to look beyond
present and smaller troubles, and to be quieted under them, as Moses said, Exod.
14. 13. Stand still, and see the salvation of the Lord.
(1682)

15

Exploring the Text
1. The full title of the surviving American second edition of this text is The Sovereignty
and Goodness of God. Together with the Faithfulness of His Promises Displayed:
Being a Narrative of the Captivity and Restoration of Mrs. Mary Rowlandson. In a
note on the title page, Mary Rowlandson states that she wrote the account for her
“private use” and that it was “made public at the earnest Desire of some Friends,
and for the Benefit of the afflicted.” In what ways are the title and this statement
of purpose appropriate for the colonial audience?
2. Imagine yourself a seventeenth-century reader in London, someone with little or
no first-hand experience of Native Americans. What “knowledge” would you gain
about Indian culture and values? Pay close attention to the terms that Rowlandson
uses to describe the Indians and their cultural practices.
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3. In the opening sections, how does Rowlandson combine action-packed storytelling with reflective commentary to characterize her captivity as a battle between
good and evil? How do both spiritual trial and physical torment contribute to this
struggle?
4. One scholar of this period interprets the narrative as follows: “For Rowlandson,
it was the situation of her captivity rather than native culture as such that
inverted the proper order of things.” How do her descriptions of Quannopin
and his wives, as well as her captors’ customs, support or challenge this interpretation?
5. Does Rowlandson in any way change her attitude toward her Indian captors
from the start to the end of the narrative? If so, how? If you believe she does not,
what instances of kindness or even mercy do you note that she does not
acknowledge?
6. Rowlandson sees events of her captivity as representing a biblical drama in which
she is a participant much like various characters in the Old and New Testaments.
Choose two or three key events or series of events from the narrative. How do they
reveal Rowlandson interpreting her experiences through the lens of her Puritan
belief in God’s providence and sovereignty? How do her scriptural quotations contribute to the power of her narrative?
7. Captivity narratives — an early form of travel literature and a forerunner of
fiction — have three common plotline characteristics: a separation, a transformation, and a return. Generally the longest part, the transformation includes adventures, as captives journey into the wilderness, encounter various obstacles and trials,
and become more familiar with their captors’ way of life. Explain these structural
components in Rowlandson’s narrative.
8. When Rowlandson’s narrative was first published in 1682, it was framed by two
documents: a preface that was anonymous but thought to have been written by the
Puritan minister Increase Mather and her late husband’s last sermon. The preface
included this analysis of Rowlandson’s intent:
This narrative was penned by the Gentlewoman her self, to be to her a memorandum
of Gods dealing with her, that she might never forget, but remember the same, and
the several circumstances thereof, all the days of her life. A pious scope which deserves
both commendation and imitation: Some friends having obtained a sight of it, could
not but be so much affected with the many passages of working providence discovered therein as to judge it worthy of public view, and although unmeet that such
works of God should be hid from the present and future Generations: And therefore
though this Gentlewomans modesty would not thrust it into the Press, yet her gratitude unto God made her not hardly persuadable to let it pass, that God might have
his due glory and others benefit by it as well as herself.

In light of this explanation in the preface and the framing of Rowlandson’s narrative
by two male sponsors, what evidence do you find in the narrative of her defense and
reinforcement of the male patriarchy of Puritan society? To what extent do you find
evidence that might challenge the traditional gender roles of the time?
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9. The following woodcut illustrated Rowlandson’s captivity narrative when it was
reprinted in Pioneers in the Settlement of America, by William A. Crafts, in 1876.
What is the artist’s interpretation of this encounter in Mrs. Rowlandson and Her
Indian Captors? Cite specific details of lighting, composition, and expression to
support your response.

TALKBACK

Louise Erdrich
Born in 1954, Louise Erdrich is a graduate of Dartmouth College and the author
of best-selling novels, volumes of poetry, and children’s books. Erdrich’s father was
German American, but she is Native American on her mother’s side and a member
of the Turtle Mountain Band of Chippewa Indians. Her work, which often contains
multiple narrators and moves backward and forward in time, concerns the political
and social struggles of Native Americans. Erdrich has received the O. Henry
Award, the Pushcart Prize for Poetry, a Guggenheim Fellowship, and the National
Book Critics Circle Award for Fiction, among many other awards. In 2007, she
turned down an honorary doctorate from the University of North Dakota in protest
of the university’s “Fighting Sioux” mascot; she received an honorary doctorate from
her alma mater, Dartmouth, in 2009.

Captivity
A response to Mary Rowlandson’s captivity narrative, Erdrich’s poem “Captivity”
explores a captive’s fear — and misunderstanding — of her captors. The poem is from
her collection Jacklight (1991).
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He (my captor) gave me a bisquit, which I put in my pocket, and not daring to eat
it, buried it under a log, fearing he had put something in it to make me love him.
— From the narrative of the captivity of Mrs. Mary Rowlandson,
who was taken prisoner by the Wampanoag when Lancaster,
Massachusetts, was destroyed, in the year 1676

The stream was swift, and so cold
I thought I would be sliced in two.
But he dragged me from the flood
by the ends of my hair.
I had grown to recognize his face.
I could distinguish it from the others.
There were times I feared I understood
his language, which was not human,
and I knelt to pray for strength.

5

We were pursued by God’s agents
or pitch devils, I did not know.
Only that we must march.
Their guns were loaded with swan shot.
I could not suckle and my child’s wail
put them in danger.
He had a woman
with teeth black and glittering.
She fed the child milk of acorns.
The forest closed, the light deepened.

10

I told myself that I would starve
before I took food from his hands
but I did not starve.
One night
he killed a deer with a young one in her
and gave me to eat of the fawn.
It was so tender,
the bones like the stems of flowers,
that I followed where he took me.
The night was thick. He cut the cord
that bound me to the tree.

20

After that the birds mocked.
Shadows gaped and roared
and the trees flung down
their sharpened lashes.
He did not notice God’s wrath.

15

25

30

35
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God blasted fire from half-buried stumps.
I hid my face in my dress, fearing He would burn us all
but this, too, passed.
Rescued, I see no truth in things.
My husband drives a thick wedge
through the earth, still it shuts
to him year after year.
My child is fed of the first wheat.
I lay myself to sleep
on a Holland-laced pillowbeer.1
I lay to sleep.
And in the dark I see myself
as I was outside their circle.
They knelt on deerskins, some with sticks,
and he led his company in the noise
until I could no longer bear
the thought of how I was.
I stripped a branch
and struck the earth,
in time, begging it to open
to admit me
as he was
and feed me honey from the rock.

40

45

50

55

(1991)

Exploring the Text
1. Who is the speaker, the “I” of the poem? What is the effect of this choice on
the poem’s impact? Who are “we” in lines 10 and 12?
2. In line 2, the speaker says she thought she would be “sliced in two.” What other
images of division or conflict do you find in the poem? How do they contribute
to your understanding of a central idea Louise Erdrich is developing in the poem?
3. Who is “he” (l. 3)? Why does the speaker say, “There were times I feared I
understood / his language” (ll. 7–8)?
4. How are the Indians depicted in the poem? Pay particular attention to their
relationship to the natural world and the final characterization of the man
leading “his company” (l. 50).
5. How would you describe the speaker’s relationship with her God and religion? Cite specific lines to support your response.
1

Pillowcase. — Eds.
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6. From the opening epigraph, Erdrich gives details about food and eating.
What are they? How do they work together to contribute to overall meaning?
7. To what extent and in what ways does your knowledge of Erdrich’s mixed
European American and Native American heritage influence your interpretation of the poem?

Making Connections
1. Traditionally, when a contemporary author revisits an older work, a person
spoken about becomes the speaker: thus, we say that the person gains “voice.”
For instance, a story about a woman that was originally told from a man’s
point of view might be retold in the woman’s voice. Erdrich does not do this.
Why do you think it would or would not have been more effective if she had
written her poem in the voice of a Native American?
2. In what ways does the ending of Erdrich’s poem challenge or even reverse the
ending of Rowlandson’s captivity narrative?
3. Compare and contrast Mary Rowlandson’s version of her captivity with that
of the speaker in “Captivity.” Pay attention to the specifics of event, setting,
and language that Erdrich uses from the original text (e.g., Rowlandson’s
Fourteenth Remove and Erdrich’s stanza 3, beginning “I told myself that I
would starve”). What is the significance of the similarities and differences?
4. Read the short story “Captivity,” from First Indian on the Moon, by Sherman
Alexie. In one section, Alexie writes, “It’s too late, Mary Rowlandson, for us to
sit together and dig up the past you buried under a log, salvage whatever else
you had left behind.” What does he mean? How would Erdrich respond to that
assertion? Explain your response within the context of her poem “Captivity.”

Cotton Mather
Cotton Mather (1663–1728) was a Puritan clergyman, writer, and historian from
Boston, Massachusetts, who is best remembered for persecuting witches during
the late 1600s. During the Salem Witch Trials (1692–1693), Mather served as
an advisor to Boston magistrates, attended the trials, wrote sermons against
witchcraft, and investigated many of the cases himself. He was, however, a complex thinker and prolific writer on many political and social, as well as scientific,
issues. A graduate of Harvard College and recipient of an honorary degree from
the University of Glasgow, Mather was elected Fellow of the Royal Society of
London and held progressive views for the time; for instance, he advocated for
inoculation against smallpox, a position that was opposed by many physicians of
the day. Furthermore, in his work Christian Philosopher (1721), he attempted to
provide a rational foundation for Christianity by reconciling scientific and theological principles.
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Wonders of the Invisible World
A Hortatory and Necessary Address to a Country Now
Extraordinarily Alarum’d by the Wrath of the Devil
In one of his most famous works, Wonders of the Invisible World, Mather gives
detailed descriptions of each case in the Salem Witch Trials. In all, nineteen
women were accused, tried, and executed and several others were incarcerated for witchcraft.

L

et us now make a good and a right use of the prodigious descent which the Devil in
Great Wrath is at this day making upon our Land. Upon the Death of a Great Man
once, an Orator call’d the Town together, crying out, Concurrite Cives, Dilapsa sunt
vestra Mœnio! that is, Come together, Neighbours, your Town-Walls are fallen down! But
such is the descent of the Devil at this day upon our selves, that I may truly tell you, The
Walls of the whole World are broken down! The usual Walls of defence about mankind
have such a Gap made in them, that the very Devils are broke in upon us, to seduce the
Souls, torment the Bodies, sully the Credits, and consume the Estates of our Neighbours,
with Impressions both as real and as furious, as if the Invisible World were becoming
Incarnate, on purpose for the vexing of us. And what use ought now to be made of so
tremendous a dispensation? We are engaged in a Fast this day; but shall we try to fetch
Meat out of the Eater, and make the Lion to afford some Hony for our Souls?
That the Devil is come down unto us with great Wrath, we find, we feel, we now
deplore. In many ways, for many years hath the Devil been assaying to Extirpate the
Kingdom of our Lord Jesus here. New-England may complain of the Devil, as in Psal.
129 · 1, 2, Many a time have they afflicted me, from my Youth, may New-England now
say; many a time have they afflicted me from my Youth; yet they have not prevailed
against me. But now there is a more than ordinary affliction, with which the Devil is
Galling of us: and such an one as is indeed Unparallelable. The things confessed by
witches, and the things endured by Others, laid together, amount unto this account
of our Affliction. The Devil, Exhibiting himself ordinarily as a small Black man, has
decoy’d a fearful knot of proud, froward, ignorant, envious and malicious creatures,
to lift themselves in his horrid Service, by entring their Names in a Book by him
tendred unto them. These Witches, whereof above a Score have now Confessed, and
shown their Deeds, and some are now tormented by the Devils, for Confessing, have
met in Hellish Randezvouzes, wherein the Confessors do say, they have had their
Diabolical Sacraments, imitating the Baptism and the Supper of our Lord. In these
hellish meetings, these Monsters have associated themselves to do no less a thing
than, To destroy the Kingdom of our Lord Jesus Christ, in these parts of the World; and
in order hereunto, First they each of them have their Spectres, or Devils, commission’d
by them, & representing of them, to be the Engines of their Malice. By these wicked
Spectres, they seize poor people about the Country, with various & bloudy Torments;
and of those evidently Preternatural torments there are some have dy’d. They have
bewitched some, even so far as to make Self-destroyers: and others are in many Towns
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here and there languishing under their Evil hands. The people thus afflicted, are miserably scratched and bitten, so that the Marks are most visible to all the World, but
the causes utterly invisible; and the same Invisible Furies do most visibly stick Pins
into the bodies of the afflicted, and scale them, and hideously distort, and disjoint all
their members, besides a thousand other sorts of Plagues beyond these of any natural
diseases which they give unto them. Yea, they sometimes drag the poor people out of
their chambers, and carry them over Trees and Hills, for divers miles together. A
large part of the persons tortured by these Diabolical Spectres, are horribly tempted
by them, sometimes with fair promises, and sometimes with hard threatnings, but
always with felt miseries, to sign the Devils Laws in a Spectral Book laid before them;
which two or three of these poor Sufferers, being by their tiresome sufferings overcome to do, they have immediately been released from all their miseries and they
appear’d in Spectre then to Torture those that were before their Fellow-Sufferers. The
Witches which by their covenant with the Devil, are become Owners of Spectres, are
oftentimes by their own Spectres required and compelled to give their consent, for the
molestation of some, which they had no mind otherwise to fall upon; and cruel depredations are then made upon the Vicinage.2 In the Prosecution of these Witchcrafts,
among a thousand other unaccountable things, the Spectres have an odd faculty of
cloathing the most substantial and corporeal Instruments of Torture, with Invisibility,
while the wounds thereby given have been the most palpable things in the World;
so that the Sufferers assaulted with Instruments of Iron, wholly unseen to the standers by, though, to their cost, seen by themselves, have, upon snatching, wrested the
Instruments out of the Spectres hands, and every one has then immediately not only
beheld, but handled, an Iron Instrument taken by a Devil from a Neighbour. These
wicked Spectres have proceeded so far, as to steal several quantities of Mony from
divers people, part of which Money, has, before sufficient Spectators, been dropt out
of the Air into the Hands of the Sufferers, while the Spectres have been urging them to
subscribe their Covenant with Death. In such extravagant ways have these Wretches
propounded, the Dragooning 3 of as many as they can, in their own Combination, and
the Destroying of others, with lingring, spreading, deadly diseases; till our Countrey
should at last become too hot for us. Among the Ghastly Instances of the success which
those Bloody Witches have had, we have seen even some of their own Children, so
dedicated unto the Devil, that in their Infancy, it is found, the Imps have sucked them,
and rendred them Venemous to a Prodigy. We have also seen the Devils first batteries
upon the Town, where the first Church of our Lord in this Colony was gathered, producing those distractions, which have almost ruin’d the Town. We have seen likewise
the Plague reaching afterwards into other Towns far and near, where the Houses of
good Men have the Devils filling of them with terrible Vexations!
This is the Descent, which, it seems, the Devil has now made upon us. But that
which makes this Descent the more formidable, is; The multitude and quality of
Persons accused of an interest in this Witchcraft, by the Efficacy of the Spectres which
1

Those who live in the vicinity. — Eds.
Compel through violence. — Eds.

2
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take their Name and shape upon them; causing very many good and wise Men to
fear, That many innocent, yea, and some vertuous persons, are by the Devils in this
matter, imposed upon; That the Devils have obtain’d the power, to take on them the
likeness of harmless people, and in that likeness to afflict other people, and be so
abused by Præstigious Dæmons, that upon their look or touch, the afflicted shall be
odly affected. Arguments from the Providence of God, on the one side, and from our
Charity towards Man on the other side, have made this now to become a most agitated Controversie among us. There is an Agony produced in the Minds of Men, lest
the Devil should sham us with Devices, of perhaps a finer Thred, than was ever yet
practised upon the World. The whole business is become hereupon so Snarled, and
the determination of the Question one way or another, so dismal, that our Honourable
Judges have a Room for Jehoshaphat’s Exclamation, We know not what to do! They
have used, as Judges have heretofore done, the Spectral Evidences, to introduce their
further Enquiries into the Lives of the persons accused; and they have thereupon, by
the wonderful Providence of God, been so strengthened with other evidences, that
some of the Witch Gang have been fairly Executed. But what shall be done, as to
those against whom the evidence is chiefly founded in the dark world? Here they do
solemnly demand our Addresses to the Father of Lights, on their behalf. But in the
mean time, the Devil improves the Darkness of this Affair, to push us into a Blind
Mans Buffet, and we are even ready to be sinfully, yea, hotly, and madly, mauling one
another in the dark.
The consequence of these things, every considerate Man trembles at; and the
more, because the frequent cheats of Passion, and Rumour, do precipitate so many,
that I wish I could say, The most were considerate.
But that which carries on the formidableness of our Trials, unto that which may be
called, A wrath unto the uttermost, is this: It is not without the wrath of the Almighty
God himself, that the Devil is permitted thus to come down upon us in wrath. It was said,
in Isa. 9 · 19, Through the wrath of the Lord of Hosts, the Land is darkned. Our Land is
darkned indeed; since the Powers of Darkness are turned in upon us: ’tis a dark time, yea
a black night indeed, now the Ty-dogs of the Pit are abroad among us: but, It is through
the wrath of the Lord of Hosts! Inasmuch as the Fire-brands of Hell it self are used for the
scorching of us, with cause enough may we cry out, What means the heat of this anger?
Blessed Lord! Are all the other Instruments of thy Vengeance, too good for the chastisement of such transgressors as we are? Must the very Devils be sent out of Their own place,
to be our Troublers: Must we be lash’d with Scorpions, fetch’d from the Place of Torment?
Must this Wilderness be made a Receptacle for the Dragons of the Wilderness? If a
Lapland should nourish in it vast numbers, the successors of the old Biarmi, who can
with looks or words bewitch other people, or sell Winds to Marriners, and have their
Familiar Spirits which they bequeath to their Children when they die, and by their
Enchanted Kettle-Drums can learn things done a Thousand Leagues off; If a Swedeland
should afford a Village, where some scores of Haggs, may not only have their Meetings
with Familiar Spirits, but also by their Enchantments drag many scores of poor children
out of their Bed-chambers, to be spoiled at those Meetings; This, were not altogether a

5
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TOMPKINS HARRISON MATTESON, THE TRIAL OF GEORGE JACOBS, 5TH AUGUST, 1692, 1855,
ON CANVAS, PEABODY ESSEX MUSEUM, SALEM, MASSACHUSETTS.
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In 1855, American artist Tompkins Harrison Matteson (1813–1884) painted this
depiction of the courtroom trial of George Jacobs, who was accused of witchcraft by
his granddaughter, found guilty, and hanged.
(See color insert, Image 14).

matter of so much wonder! But that New-England should this way be harassed! They are
not Chaldeans, that Bitter and Hasty Nation, but they are, Bitter and Burning Devils; They
are not Swarthy Indians, but they are Sooty Devils; that are let loose upon us. Ah, Poor
New-England! Must the plague of Old Ægypt come upon thee? Whereof we read in Psal.
78 · 49, He cast upon them the fierceness of his Anger, Wrath, and Indignation, and
Trouble, by sending Evil Angels among them. What, O what must next be looked for?
Must that which is there next mentioned, be next encountered? He spared not their soul
from death, but gave their life over to the Pestilence. For my part, when I consider what
Melancthon says, in one of his Epistles, That these Diabolical Spectacles are often
Prodigies; and when I consider, how often people have been by Spectres called upon, just
before their Deaths; I am verily afraid, lest some wasting Mortality be among the things,
which this Plague is the Forerunner of. I pray God prevent it!
(1693)
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Exploring the Text
1. In the opening paragraph, Cotton Mather speaks as a Puritan minister to his
congregation — or flock — telling them they are in danger. What rhetorical strategies does he use to impress on them the urgency of the situation?
2. Throughout the speech, Mather makes use of biblical references and passages
as evidence. Select at least three and discuss how they support the argument he is
making.
3. In this speech, Mather proceeds from a general warning that the devil has come
into the community to increasingly specific and frightening allegations of the
manifestations of the evil. What are they? How is each calculated to escalate the
level of fear?
4. Selecting either paragraph 2 or 3, analyze how through his choice of language
Mather dramatizes the battle between the forces of good and evil; note his use of
specific words as well as images.
5. During the Salem Witch Trials, a key issue was the inclusion of “spectral evidence” — that is, evidence that cannot be seen. As expressed in this address, what
is Mather’s position on the use and usefulness of such evidence?
6. What is it that Mather claims “makes this Descent [of the Devil into the community] the more formidable” (par. 3)?
7. What is the “wrath unto the uttermost” (par. 5)? What is the reasoning Mather
develops to support his claim?
8. How does Mather characterize “New-England” as the site of this conflict between
opposing forces? What significance is there to the fact that “New-England should
this way be harassed!” (par. 5)?
9. A “hortatory” address calls the audience to action — that is, it exhorts them.
What action is Mather urging his Salem community to take, and what rhetorical
strategies does he use to encourage them?
10. As a Puritan minister, Mather believed that God had chosen him for a special
mission in the New World: to root out evil and establish the kingdom of God.
Where in his text do you find evidence of this sense of personal destiny?
11. Look at the painting on page 00. How does it capture the fear and hysteria that
Mather calls on in his speech?

John Hale
Reverend John Hale (1636–1700) was a prominent clergyman associated with
the Salem Witch Trials who famously reconsidered his support of the trials after
his own wife was accused of witchcraft in November 1692. Although the last
trial was held in May 1693, the community was left to address legal issues of
compensation and the reconciliation of accusers and the accused. In addition,
public confidence in authority had been eroded by the magistrates’ willingness
to convict on the basis of problematic evidence. Hale, a minister for over thirty
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years, was one of the leaders trying to bring about healing in the aftermath of
the Salem Witch Trials.

from A Modest Inquiry into the Nature

of Witchcraft
In 1697, Hale wrote A Modest Inquiry into the Nature of Witchcraft, a book that
challenged the legal precedents and morality used by the court during the witch
trials. The following excerpts are from this book, which was published in 1702,
two years after his death. In “The Preface to the Christian Reader,” Hale explains
his decision to come forward and address the issue; in Chapter XVIII, he attempts
to put the tragic events in both scriptural and historical context.

The Preface to the Christian Reader

T

he Holy Scriptures inform us that the Doctrine of Godliness is a great Mystery,
containing the Mysteries of the Kingdom of Heaven: Mysteries which require
great search for the finding out: And as the Lord hath his Mysteries to bring us to
Eternal Glory; so Satan hath his Mysteries to bring us to Eternal Ruine: Mysteries not
easily understood, whereby the depths of Satan are managed in hidden wayes. So the
Whore of Babylon makes the Inhabitants of the Earth drunk with the Wine of her
Fornication, by the Mystery of her abominations, Rev. 17. 2. And the man of Sin hath
his Mystery of iniquity whereby he deceiveth men through the working of Satan in
signes and lying wonders, 2 Thes. 2. 3, 7, 9.
And among Satans Mysteries of iniquity, this of Witchcraft is one of the most
difficult to be searched out by the Sons of men; as appeareth by the great endeavours
of Learned and Holy men to search it out, and the great differences that are found
among them, in the rules laid down for the bringing to light these hidden works of
darkness. So that it may seem presumption in me to undertake so difficult a Theam,
and to lay down such rules as are different from the Sentiments of many Eminent
writers, and from the Presidents and practices of able Lawyers; yea and from the
Common Law it self.
But my Apology for this undertaking is;
1. That there hath been such a dark dispensation by the Lord, letting loose upon us
the Devil, Anno 1691 and 1692, as we never experienced before: And thereupon
apprehending and condemning persons for Witchcraft; and nextly acquitting others no less liable to such a charge; which evidently shew we were in the dark, and
knew not what to do; but have gone too far on the one or other side, if not on both.
Hereupon I esteemed it necessary for some person to Collect a Summary of that
affair, with some animadversions1 upon it, which might at least give some light to

1

Criticisms. — Eds.
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them which come after, to shun those Rocks by which we were bruised, and narrowly escaped Shipwrack upon. And I have waited five years for some other person to undertake it, who might doe it better than I can, but find none; and judge
it better to do what I can, than that such a work should be left undone. Better
sincerely though weakly done, then not at all, or with such a byas of prejudice as
will put false glosses upon that which was managed with uprightness of heart,
though there was not so great a spirit of discerning, as were to be wished in so
weighty a Concernment.
2. I have been present at several Examinations and Tryals, and knew sundry of those
that Suffered upon that account in former years, and in this last affair, and so have
more advantages than a stranger, to give account of these Proceedings.
3. I have been from my Youth trained up in the knowledge and belief of most of
those principles I here question as unsafe to be used. The first person that suffered
on this account in New-England, about Fifty years since, was my Neighbour, and
I heard much of what was charged upon her, and others in those times; and
the reverence I bore to aged, learned and judicious persons, caused me to drink
in their principles in these things, with a kind of Implicit Faith. Quo semel est
imbuta recens servabit odorem, Testa diu.2 A Child will not easily forsake the principles he hath been trained up in from his Cradle.
But observing the Events of that sad Catastrophe, Anno 1692, I was brought
to a more strict scanning of the principles I had imbibed, and by scanning, to
question, and by questioning at length to reject many of them, upon the reasons
shewed in the ensuing Discourse. It is an approved saying Nihil certius, quam quod
ex dubio fit certum; No truth more certain to a man, than that which he hath formerly doubted or denied, and is recovered from his error, by the convincing evidence of Scripture and reason. Yet I know and am sensible, that while we know
but in part, man is apt in flying from a discovered error, to run into the contrary
extream.
Incidit in Scyllam qui vult vitare Charybdim.3
The middle way is commonly the way of truth. And if any can shew me a better
middle way than I have here laid down, I shall be ready to embrace it: But the conviction must not be by vinegar or drollery, but by strength of argument.
4. I have had a deep sence of the sad consequence of mistakes in matters Capital;
and their impossibility of recovering when compleated. And what grief of heart
it brings to a tender conscience, to have been unwittingly encouraging of the
Sufferings of the innocent. And I hope a zeal to prevent for the future such sufferings is pardonable, although there should be much weakness, and some errors in
the pursuit thereof.

5

2

Quote from the Roman poet Horace that reads, “The jar will long retain the odor of that
with which it was once filled.” — Eds.
3
Latin. “Into Scylla falls he who tries to keep clear of Charybdis.” A reference to Homer’s
Odyssey, in which Odysseus and his crew must navigate the narrow strait between Scylla
(a rock) and Charybdis (a whirlpool). — Eds.
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5. I observe the failings that have been on the one hand, have driven some into that
which is indeed an extream on the other hand, and of dangerous consequences,
viz. To deny any such persons to be under the New Testament, who by the Devils
aid discover Secrets, or do work wonders. Therefore in the latter part of this
discourse, I have taken pains to prove the Affirmative, yet with brevity, because it
hath been done already by Perkins of Witchcraft. Glanvil his Saducismus
Triumphatus, Pt. 1. p. 1 to 90 and Pt. 2. p. 1 to 80. Yet I would not be understood
to justify all his notions in those discourses, but acknowledge he hath strongly
proved the being of Witches.
6. I have special reasons moving me to bear my testimony about these matters,
before I go hence and be no more; the which I have here done, and I hope with
some assistance of his Spirit, to whom I commit my self and this my labour, even
that God whose I am and whom I serve: Desiring his Mercy in Jesus Christ to
Pardon all the Errors of his People in the day of darkness; and to enable us to fight
with Satan by Spiritual Weapons, putting on the whole Armour of God.
And tho’ Satan by his Messengers may buffet Gods Children, yet there’s a promise upon right Resisting, he shall flee from them, Jam. 4. 7. And that all things shall
work together for the good of those that Love the Lord, Rom. 8. 28. So that I believe
Gods Children shall be gainers by the assaults of Satan, which occasion’d this
Discourse; which that they may, is the Prayer of, Thine in the Service of the Gospel.

10

Chapter XVIII
I shall conclude this Discourse with some Application of the whole.
1. We may hence see ground to fear, that there hath been a great deal of innocent
blood shed in the Christian World, by proceeding upon unsafe principles, in condemning persons for Malefick Witchcraft. . . .
3. But to come nigher home, we have cause to be humbled for the mistakes and
errors which have been in these Colonies, in their Proceedings against persons
for this crime, above fourty years ago and downwards, upon insufficient presumptions and presidents of our Nation, whence they came. I do not say, that all
those were innocent, that suffered in those times upon this account. But that
such grounds were then laid down to proceed upon, which were too slender to
evidence the crime they were brought to prove; and thereby a foundation laid to
lead into error those that came after. May we not say in this matter, as it is, Psal.
106. 6. We have sinned with our fathers? And as, Lam. 5. 7. Our fathers have
sinned and are not, and we have born their iniquities? And whether this be not
one of the sins the Lord hath been many years contending with us for, is worthy
our serious enquiry. If the Lord punished Israel with famine three years for a sin
of misguided zeal fourty years before that, committed by the breach of a
Covenant made four hundred years before that: 2 Sam. 21. 1, 2, Why may not
the Lord visit upon us the misguided zeal of our Predecessors about Witchcraft
above fourty years ago, even when that Generation is gathered to their Fathers.

15
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4. But I would come yet nearer to our own times, and bewail the errors and mistakes
that have been in the year 1692. In the apprehending too many we may believe
were innocent, and executing of some, I fear, not to have been condemned; by
following such traditions of our fathers, maxims of the Common Law, and
Presidents and Principles, which now we may see weighed in the balance of the
Sanctuary, are found too light. I heartily concur with that direction for our publick
prayers, emitted December 17, 1696, by our General Assembly, in an order for a
general Fast, viz. “That God would shew us what we know not, and help us
wherein we have done amiss, to do so no more: And especially that whatever
mistakes on either hand, have been fallen into, either by the body of this people,
or any order of men, referring to the late tragedy raised among us by Satan and his
Instruments, through the awful Judgment of God: He would humble us therefore,
and pardon all the errors of his Servants and People, that desire to love his Name,
and be attoned to his land.” I am abundantly satisfyed that those who were most
concerned to act and judge in those matters, did not willingly depart from the
rules of righteousness. But such was the darkness of that day, the tortures and
lamentations of the afflicted, and the power of former presidents, that we walked
in the clouds, and could not see our way. And we have most cause to be humbled
for error on that hand, which cannot be retrieved. So that we must beseech the
Lord, that if any innocent blood hath been shed, in the hour of temptation, the
Lord will not lay it to our charge, but be merciful to his people whom he hath
redeemed, Deut. 21. 8, And that in the day when he shall visit, he will not visit this
sin upon our land, but blot it out, and wash it away with the blood of Jesus Christ.
5. I would humbly propose whether it be not expedient, that some what more
should be publickly done then yet hath, for clearing the good name and reputation of some that have suffered upon this account, against whom the evidence of
their guilt was more slender, and the grounds for charity for them more convincing. And this (in order to our obtaining from the Lord farther reconciliation to
our land,) and that none of their surviving relations, may suffer reproach upon
that account. I have both read and heard of several in England, that have been
executed for Capital crimes, and afterwards upon sence of an error in the process
against them, have been restored in blood and honour by some publick act. . . .
9. Another extream we must beware of, is, viz. Because our fathers in the beginning
times of this Land, did not see so far into these mysteries of iniquity, as hath been since
discovered, Let us not undervalue the good foundations they laid for God and his
people, and for us in Church and Civil Government. For Paul that eminent Apostle
knew but in part; no wonder then, if our Fathers were imperfect men. In the purest
times in Israel, there were some Clouds of ignorance over-shadowing of them. . . .
Now he that shall reject all the good in doctrine and practice, which was maintained, professed and practiced by so many Godly leaders, because of some few
errors found among them, will be found to fight against God. A dwarf upon a giants
shoulders, can see farther than the giant.
It was a glorious enterprize of the beginners of these Colonies, to leave their
native Country to propagate the Gospel: And a very high pitch of faith, zeal, and

20
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courage that carryed them forth, to follow the Lord into this wilderness, into a
land that was not sown. Then was New England holiness to the Lord, and all that
did devour them, or attempted so to do, did offend, and evil did come upon them.
And the Lord did graciously remember this kindness of their Youth, and love of
their Espousals; In granting them many eminent tokens of his favour; by his presence with them in his Ordinances, for the Conversion of Souls, and edifying and
comforting the hearts of his Servants: By signal answering their prayers in times
of difficulty: By protecting them from their Enemies; By guiding of, and providing
for them in a Desart. And the Lord will still remember this their kindness unto
their Posterity, unless that by their Apostasy from the Lord, they vex his Holy
Spirit, to turn to be their Enemy: And thereby cut off the Entail of his Covenant
Mercies; which God forbid. Oh that the Lord may be with us, as he was with our
Fathers; and that he may not leave us, nor forsake us!
Finis.
(1697, 1702)

Exploring the Text
1. What is the purpose of John Hale’s opening paragraph? Why does he include so
many quotations from the Bible?
2. In the following paragraphs, Hale details why he believes he is qualified “for this
undertaking” (par. 3). What are the grounds he describes to establish his ethos
with his Puritan audience?
3. Why does Hale emphasize from the outset that this discourse in the aftermath of
the Salem Witch Trials must proceed “by strength of argument” (par. 8)?
4. What does Hale mean by the “misguided zeal of our Predecessors” (par. 15)? Is
this description sufficiently strong for the occasion, or should he have used a more
condemnatory phrase?
5. While Hale is concerned with the larger theological issues of repentance and
redemption, he also recommends some very practical measures to prevent further
suffering of individuals within the community. What are these?
6. What does Hale mean in this statement, “A dwarf upon a giants shoulders, can see
farther than the giant” (par. 19)?
7. What was the “glorious enterprize” that Hale reminds his readers of at the end
(par. 20)? Why does he raise this point near the end of his text?
8. Historians emphasize the anguish Hale felt about the witch hunt, the trials, and,
most of all, the executions. Where in this text do you find evidence of his personal
regret?
9. Reverend John Hale wrote this apologia not in the heat of debate or battle but as
a reflection. In it he fully acknowledges the burden he and other leaders must bear
for the hysteria, the division, and the executions. What rhetorical strategies does
he employ in this document to promote healing within the community of Salem?
Include in your analysis a discussion of his tone in this document.
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The American Jeremiad
The following selections are examples of American jeremiads — sermons, speeches,
visual texts, or essays that, in the words of the scholar Sacvan Bercovitch, “unify a
people by creating tension between ideal social life and its real manifestation.” The
traditional jeremiad presents a biblical or spiritual ideal for behavior, then describes
the ways individuals and communities have fallen from those standards, and finally
provides a vision for an ideal public life that will result from a return to these high
standards. It is named after the biblical lamentations of the prophet Jeremiah, who
prophesied the destruction of Jerusalem because the Israelites had turned their back
on the Lord and were worshipping false idols. Speaking through Jeremiah, God said,
“I had planted thee a noble vine, wholly a right seed: how then art thou turned into
the degenerate plant of a strange vine unto me?” (Jeremiah 2:21). The American version of the jeremiad began as a rhetorical strategy of Puritan preachers looking to set
high standards and high hopes in the New World, but the form has continued to find
a home in American discourse because of the lofty ideals outlined in the nation’s
founding documents and a strongly optimistic belief in progress.

Sources
John Winthrop, from A Modell of Christian Charity (1630)
Jonathan Edwards, from Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God (1741)
Frederick Douglass, from What, to the Slave, Is the Fourth of July? (1852)
Robert F. Kennedy, The Mindless Menace of Violence (1968)
Ronald Reagan, from Farewell Address (1989)
Stephen H. Webb, How Soccer Is Ruining America: A Jeremiad (2009)
American Lung Association, Sandwich. Snack. Arsenic. (2011)
Barack Obama, Tucson Memorial Speech (2011)

from A Modell of Christian Charity
John Winthrop
John Winthrop (1588–1649) was governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, a
settlement founded by a group of entrepreneurs who left Europe for opportunities
in the New World. He was a Puritan, like most of the members of the group, and
central to their vision was an ideal community in which all citizens would focus
their lives on the word of God. Interestingly, this pursuit of a perfect society based
on the teachings of the Bible resulted in tremendous secular success as well.
Winthrop gave this speech on board the ship Arabella, on its way from England
to the New World in 1630. The speech was, in some ways, a pep talk — to calm
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the immigrants’ fears about what they would face in the New World — but it was
also an exhortation to create an ideal community based on their covenant with
God.

It rests now to make some application of this discourse by the present design, which
gave the occasion of writing of it. Herein are four things to be propounded: first, the
persons; secondly, the work; thirdly, the end; fourthly, the means.
First for the persons. We are a company professing ourselves fellow members of
Christ, in which respect only though we were absent from each other many miles, and
had our imployments as far distant, yet we ought to account ourselves knit together
by this bond of love, and live in the exercise of it, if we would have comfort of our
being in Christ. This was notorious in the practice of the Christians in former times;
as is testified of the Waldenses, from the mouth of one of the adversaries Æneas
Sylvius, “mutuo [ament] pene antequam norunt,” they use to love any of their own
religion even before they were acquainted with them.
Secondly for the work we have in hand. It is by a mutual consent, through a special overvaluing providence and a more than an ordinary approbation of the churches
of Christ, to seek out a place of cohabitation and consortship under a due form of
government both civil and ecclesiastical. In such cases as this, the care of the public
must oversway all private respects, by which not only conscience but mere civil policy doth bind us. For it is a true rule that particular estates cannot subsist in the ruin
of the public.
Thirdly, the end is to improve our lives to do more service to the Lord; the comfort and encrease of the body of Christ whereof we are members; that ourselves and
posterity may be the better preserved from the common corruptions of this evil
world, to serve the Lord and work out our salvation under the power and purity of
his holy ordinances.
Fourthly, for the means whereby this must be effected. They are twofold, a conformity with the work and end we aim at. These we see are extraordinary, therefore
we must not content ourselves with usual ordinary means. Whatsoever we did or
ought to have done when we lived in England, the same must we do, and more also,
where we go. That which the most in their churches maintain as a truth in profession
only, we must bring into familiar and constant practice, as in this duty of love. We
must love brotherly without dissimulation; we must love one another with a pure
heart fervently. We must bear one another’s burthens. We must not look only on our
own things, but also on the things of our brethren, neither must we think that the
Lord will bear with such failings at our hands as he doth from those among whom
we have lived; and that for three reasons:
First, in regard of the more near bond of marriage between him and us, wherein
he hath taken us to be his after a most strict and peculiar manner, which will make
him the more jealous of our love and obedience. So he tells the people of Israel, “You
only have I known of all the families of the earth, therefore will I punish you for your
transgressions.” Secondly, because the Lord will be sanctified in them that come near
him. We know that there were many that corrupted the service of the Lord, some
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setting up altars before his own, others offering both strange fire and strange sacrifices also; yet there came no fire from heaven or other sudden judgment upon them,
as did upon Nadab and Abihu, who yet we may think did not sin presumptuously.
Thirdly, when God gives a special commission he looks to have it strictly observed in
every article. When he gave Saul a commission to destroy Amalek, he indented with
him upon certain articles, and because he failed in one of the least, and that upon a
fair pretense, it lost him the kingdom which should have been his reward if he had
observed his commission.
Thus stands the cause between God and us. We are entered into covenant with
him for this work. We have taken out a commission, the Lord hath given us leave to
draw our own articles. We have professed to enterprise these actions, upon these and
those ends, we have hereupon besought him of favor and blessing. Now if the Lord
shall please to hear us, and bring us in peace to the place we desire, then hath he
ratified this covenant and sealed our commission, [and] will expect a strict performance of the articles contained in it. But if we shall neglect the observation of these
articles which are the ends we have propounded and, dissembling with our God, shall
fall to embrace this present world and prosecute our carnal intentions, seeking great
things for ourselves and our posterity, the Lord will surely break out in wrath against
us, be revenged of such a perjured people, and make us know the price of the breach
of such a covenant.
Now the only way to avoid this shipwreck, and to provide for our posterity, is to
follow the counsel of Micah, to do justly, to love mercy, to walk humbly with our God.
For this end, we must be knit together in this work as one man. We must entertain
each other in brotherly affection, we must be willing to abridge ourselves of our superfluities, for the supply of others’ necessities. We must uphold a familiar commerce
together in all meekness, gentleness, patience, and liberality. We must delight in each
other, make others’ conditions our own, rejoice together, mourn together, labor and
suffer together, always having before our eyes our commission and community in the
work, our community as members of the same body. So shall we keep the unity of the
spirit in the bond of peace. The Lord will be our God, and delight to dwell among us
as his own people, and will command a blessing upon us in all our ways, so that we
shall see much more of his wisdom, power, goodness, and truth, than formerly we
have been acquainted with. We shall find that the God of Israel is among us, when ten
of us shall be able to resist a thousand of our enemies; when he shall make us a praise
and glory that men shall say of succeeding plantations, “the Lord make it like that of
New England.” For we must consider that we shall be as a city upon a hill. The eyes of
all people are upon us, so that if we shall deal falsely with our God in this work we
have undertaken, and so cause him to withdraw his present help from us, we shall be
made a story and a by-word through the world. We shall open the mouths of enemies
to speak evil of the ways of God, and all professors for God’s sake. We shall shame the
faces of many of God’s worthy servants, and cause their prayers to be turned into
curses upon us till we be consumed out of the good land whither we are agoing.
And to shut up this discourse with that exhortation of Moses, that faithful servant of the Lord, in his last farewell to Israel, Deuteronomy 30: Beloved, there is now
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set before us life and good, death and evil, in that we are commanded this day to love
the Lord our God, and to love one another, to walk in his ways and to keep his commandments and his ordinance and his laws, and the articles of our covenant with
him, that we may live and be multiplied, and that the Lord our God may bless us in
the land whither we go to possess it. But if our hearts shall turn away, so that we will
not obey, but shall be seduced, and worship other gods, our pleasures and profits, and
serve them; it is propounded unto us this day, we shall surely perish out of the good
land whither we pass over this vast sea to possess it.
Therefore let us choose life,
that we and our seed
may live by obeying his
voice and cleaving to him,
for he is our life and
our prosperity.
(1630)

Questions
1. As you read, look for the words and images that Governor John Winthrop uses to
create a sense of community in his audience. How does he use them to develop his
vision of an ideal community? Have you run across these words and images in
other sermons and public speeches? If so, explain.
2. Look carefully at the two metaphors — the shipwreck and the shining city on the
hill — in paragraph 8. How does each one help the speech fit the requirements of
a jeremiad?
3. What do you think Winthrop means when he says that “the care of the public
must oversway all private respects” (par. 3)? What suggestions does he make for
ensuring the “care of the public”?
4. What contrasts does Winthrop set up in his speech? How do they help guide his
instructions for creating a colonial enterprise that balances religion and commerce?
5. How does Winthrop address what the new colonists are leaving behind? How does
he focus them on the future?

from Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God
Jonathan Edwards
Preached on July 8, 1741, in Enfield, Massachusetts (now Connecticut), this sermon
was written by the Yale-educated Jonathan Edwards (1703–1758). Edwards
was a Congregational minister whose education was influenced both by the
open-mindedness of the Enlightenment and the strict Calvinist theology of
Puritanism. “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God” is considered typical of
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sermons of the Great Awakening, a movement that emphasized both the positive
and the negative images of God’s power, especially the belief that hell was real
rather than metaphorical and that it was the fate of those who did not embrace
the majesty of God.

This that you have heard is the case of everyone of you that are out of Christ. That
world of misery, that lake of burning brimstone is extended abroad under you. There
is the dreadful pit of the glowing flames of the wrath of God; there is hell’s wide gaping mouth open; and you have nothing to stand upon, nor anything to take hold of:
there is nothing between you and hell but the air; ’tis only the power and mere pleasure of God that holds you up.
You probably are not sensible of this; you find you are kept out of hell, but don’t
see the hand of God in it, but look at other things, as the good state of your bodily
constitution, your care of your own life, and the means you use for your own preservation. But indeed these things are nothing; if God should withdraw his hand, they
would avail no more to keep you from falling, than the thin air to hold up a person that
is suspended in it.
Your wickedness makes you as it were heavy as lead, and to tend downwards with
great weight and pressure towards hell; and if God should let you go, you would
immediately sink and swiftly descend and plunge into the bottomless gulf, and your
healthy constitution, and your own care and prudence, and best contrivance, and all
your righteousness, would have no more influence to uphold you and keep you out of
hell, than a spider’s web would have to stop a falling rock. . . . There are the black
clouds of God’s wrath now hanging directly over your heads, full of the dreadful
storm, and big with thunder; and were it not for the restraining hand of God it would
immediately burst forth upon you. The sovereign pleasure of God for the present stays
his rough wind; otherwise it would come with fury, and your destruction would come
like a whirlwind, and you would be like the chaff of the summer threshing floor.
The wrath of God is like great waters that are dammed for the present; they
increase more and more, and rise higher and higher, till an outlet is given, and the
longer the stream is stopped, the more rapid and mighty is its course, when once it is
let loose. ’Tis true, that judgment against your evil works has not been executed hitherto; the floods of God’s vengeance have been withheld; but your guilt in the meantime is constantly increasing, and you are every day treasuring up more wrath; the
waters are continually rising and waxing more and more mighty; and there is nothing
but the mere pleasure of God that holds the waters back that are unwilling to be
stopped, and press hard to go forward; if God should only withdraw his hand from
the floodgate, it would immediately fly open, and the fiery floods of the fierceness
and wrath of God would rush forth with inconceivable fury, and would come upon
you with omnipotent power; and if your strength were ten thousand times greater
than it is, yea, ten thousand times greater than the strength of the stoutest, sturdiest
devil in hell, it would be nothing to withstand or endure it. . . .
And now you have an extraordinary opportunity, a day wherein Christ has flung
the door of mercy wide open, and stands in the door calling and crying with a loud
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voice to poor sinners; a day wherein many are flocking to him, and pressing into the
kingdom of God; many are daily coming from the east, west, north and south; many
that were very lately in the same miserable condition that you are in, are in now an
happy state, with their hearts filled with love to him that has loved them and washed
them from their sins in his own blood, and rejoicing in hope of the glory of God. How
awful is it to be left behind at such a day! To see so many others feasting, while you are
pining and perishing! To see so many rejoicing and singing for joy of heart, while you
have cause to mourn for sorrow of heart, and howl for vexation of spirit! How can you
rest one moment in such a condition? Are not your souls as precious as the souls of
the people at Suffield,4 where they are flocking from day to day to Christ?
(1741)

Questions
1. How does Jonathan Edwards personalize hell for his listeners?
2. In addition to the terrifying description of hell, what other ways does Edwards
appeal to his audience to heed his warnings and turn to Christ?
3. Historians consider the sermons of Edwards and other Great Awakening revivalists
to have helped sow the seeds of the American Revolution. What is it about a sermon like this that might have encouraged disassociation from English authority?
4. What evidence do you find in this sermon that Edwards knew about the newly
recognized physical property of gravity, discovered by Isaac Newton?
5. The American lawyer Clarence Darrow said of Jonathan Edwards, “Nothing but a
distorted or diseased mind could have produced his ‘Sinners in the Hands of an
Angry God.’ Nothing but the puritanical, cruel generation in which he lived could
have tolerated it.” And yet, we continue to read it today and consider it a classic of
early American literature. What does it have to offer a modern reader? What does
it tell us about the important transitions in American history? How does it connect
old and new ideas, such as individual freedom versus political or clerical authority,
even science versus scripture?

from What, to the Slave, Is the Fourth of July?
Frederick Douglass
Frederick Douglass (1818–1895), an escaped slave who became a passionate
orator and crusader against slavery, gave this speech — arguably his most
famous — in Rochester, New York, at a Fourth of July celebration, an event many
American cities marked with readings of the Declaration of Independence. The
speech was distributed later in pamphlet form and appeared in Douglass’s newspaper, Frederick Douglass Paper, on July 9, 1852.
1

The neighboring town. — Eds.
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Fellow-citizens; above your national, tumultuous joy, I hear the mournful wail of
millions! whose chains, heavy and grievous yesterday, are, to-day, rendered more
intolerable by the jubilee shouts that reach them. If I do forget, if I do not faithfully
remember those bleeding children of sorrow this day, “may my right hand forget her
cunning, and may my tongue cleave to the roof of my mouth!” To forget them, to pass
lightly over their wrongs, and to chime in with the popular theme, would be treason
most scandalous and shocking, and would make me a reproach before God and the
world. My subject, then fellow-citizens, is AMERICAN SLAVERY. I shall see, this
day, and its popular characteristics, from the slave’s point of view. Standing, there,
identified with the American bondman, making his wrongs mine, I do not hesitate to
declare, with all my soul, that the character and conduct of this nation never looked
blacker to me than on this 4th of July! Whether we turn to the declarations of the past,
or to the professions of the present, the conduct of the nation seems equally hideous
and revolting. America is false to the past, false to the present, and solemnly binds
herself to be false to the future. Standing with God and the crushed and bleeding
slave on this occasion, I will, in the name of humanity which is outraged, in the name
of liberty which is fettered, in the name of the constitution and the Bible, which are
disregarded and trampled upon, dare to call in question and to denounce, with all the
emphasis I can command, everything that serves to perpetuate slavery — the great sin
and shame of America! “I will not equivocate; I will not excuse;” I will use the severest
language I can command; and yet not one word shall escape me that any man, whose
judgment is not blinded by prejudice, or who is not at heart a slaveholder, shall not
confess to be right and just.
But I fancy I hear some one of my audience say, it is just in this circumstance that
you and your brother abolitionists fail to make a favorable impression on the public
mind. Would you argue more, and denounce less, would you persuade more, and
rebuke less, your cause would be much more likely to succeed. But, I submit, where
all is plain there is nothing to be argued. What point in the antislavery creed would
you have me argue? On what branch of the subject do the people of this country need
light? Must I undertake to prove that the slave is a man? That point is conceded
already. Nobody doubts it. The slaveholders themselves acknowledge it in the enactment of laws for their government. They acknowledge it when they punish disobedience on the part of the slave. There are seventy-two crimes in the State of Virginia,
which, if committed by a black man, (no matter how ignorant he be), subject him to
the punishment of death; while only two of the same crimes will subject a white man
to the like punishment. What is this but the acknowledgement that the slave is a
moral, intellectual and responsible being? The manhood of the slave is conceded. It
is admitted in the fact that Southern statute books are covered with enactments forbidding, under severe fines and penalties, the teaching of the slave to read or to write.
When you can point to any such laws, in reference to the beasts of the field, then I
may consent to argue the manhood of the slave. When the dogs in your streets, when
the fowls of the air, when the cattle on your hills, when the fish of the sea, and the
reptiles that crawl, shall be unable to distinguish the slave from a brute, then will I
argue with you that the slave is a man!
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For the present, it is enough to affirm the equal manhood of the Negro race. Is
it not astonishing that, while we are ploughing, planting and reaping, using all kinds
of mechanical tools, erecting houses, constructing bridges, building ships, working
in metals of brass, iron, copper, silver and gold; that, while we are reading, writing
and cyphering, acting as clerks, merchants and secretaries, having among us lawyers,
doctors, ministers, poets, authors, editors, orators and teachers; that, while we are
engaged in all manner of enterprises common to other men, digging gold in California,
capturing the whale in the Pacific, feeding sheep and cattle on the hill-side, living,
moving, acting, thinking, planning, living in families as husbands, wives and children, and, above all, confessing and worshipping the Christian’s God, and looking
hopefully for life and immortality beyond the grave, we are called upon to prove that
we are men!
Would you have me argue that man is entitled to liberty? that he is the rightful
owner of his own body? You have already declared it. Must I argue the wrongfulness
of slavery? Is that a question for Republicans? Is it to be settled by the rules of logic
and argumentation, as a matter beset with great difficulty, involving a doubtful application of the principle of justice, hard to be understood? How should I look to-day,
in the presence of Americans, dividing, and subdividing a discourse, to show that
men have a natural right to freedom? speaking of it relatively, and positively, negatively, and affirmatively. To do so, would be to make myself ridiculous, and to offer
an insult to your understanding. There is not a man beneath the canopy of heaven,
that does not know that slavery is wrong for him.
What, am I to argue that it is wrong to make men brutes, to rob them of their
liberty, to work them without wages, to keep them ignorant of their relations to
their fellow men, to beat them with sticks, to flay their flesh with the lash, to load
their limbs with irons, to hunt them with dogs, to sell them at auction, to sunder their
families, to knock out their teeth, to burn their flesh, to starve them into obedience
and submission to their masters? Must I argue that a system thus marked with blood,
and stained with pollution, is wrong? No! I will not. I have better employments for
my time and strength than such arguments would imply.
What, then, remains to be argued? Is it that slavery is not divine; that God did
not establish it; that our doctors of divinity are mistaken? There is blasphemy in the
thought. That which is inhuman, cannot be divine! Who can reason on such a proposition? They that can, may; I cannot. The time for such argument is past.
At a time like this, scorching irony, not convincing argument, is needed. O! had
I the ability, and could I reach the nation’s ear, I would, to-day, pour out a fiery stream
of biting ridicule, blasting reproach, withering sarcasm, and stern rebuke. For it is not
light that is needed, but fire; it is not the gentle shower, but thunder. We need the
storm, the whirlwind, and the earthquake. The feeling of the nation must be quickened; the conscience of the nation must be roused; the propriety of the nation must
be startled; the hypocrisy of the nation must be exposed; and its crimes against God
and man must be proclaimed and denounced.
What, to the American slave, is your 4th of July? I answer: a day that reveals to
him, more than all other days in the year, the gross injustice and cruelty to which he
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is the constant victim. To him, your celebration is a sham; your boasted liberty, an
unholy license; your national greatness, swelling vanity; your sounds of rejoicing are
empty and heartless; your denunciations of tyrants, brass fronted impudence; your
shouts of liberty and equality, hollow mockery; your prayers and hymns, your sermons and thanksgivings, with all your religious parade, and solemnity, are, to him,
mere bombast, fraud, deception, impiety, and hypocrisy — a thin veil to cover up
crimes which would disgrace a nation of savages. There is not a nation on the earth
guilty of practices, more shocking and bloody, than are the people of these United
States, at this very hour.
Go where you may, search where you will, roam through all the monarchies and
despotisms of the old world, travel through South America, search out every abuse,
and when you have found the last, lay your facts by the side of the everyday practices of this nation, and you will say with me, that, for revolting barbarity and shameless hypocrisy, America reigns without a rival.
(1852)

Questions
1. How does Frederick Douglass use religious language in this speech? Find examples and explain what they add to his argument.
2. What three issues, usually used by abolitionists to denounce slavery, does
Douglass examine? What conclusions does he come to? What is the tone of his
conclusions?
3. In what way does this excerpt from Douglass’s speech fit the definition of a jeremiad? Does it provide a standard? Does it show the ways in which the community has fallen from the standard? Does it provide a vision? Or does it adapt the
traditional form of the jeremiad to serve Douglass’s specific purpose? Explain
your answer, using examples from the speech.
4. The audience for Douglass’s speech probably shared his beliefs in regard to slavery.
In what ways does the speech acknowledge that shared ground? In what ways does
Douglass set himself apart from the audience?

The Mindless Menace of Violence
Robert F. Kennedy
Senator Robert F. Kennedy (1925–1968) made these remarks to the Cleveland
City Club, in Cleveland, Ohio, on April 5, 1968, the day after the assassination
of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Just hours after King had been shot, Kennedy had
spoken extemporaneously at a rally in Indianapolis, Indiana, where he broke the
news that King was dead. He had been warned that the police might not be able to
protect him if the crowd rioted. But he reminded the audience of King’s message
and also spoke publicly for the first time about the assassination of his brother,
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John F. Kennedy. His words had a calming effect, and the crowd left quietly. There
were riots in many other parts of the country — and Robert Kennedy would himself
be assassinated two months later.

This is a time of shame and sorrow. It is not a day for politics. I have saved this one
opportunity to speak briefly to you about this mindless menace of violence in America
which again stains our land and every one of our lives.
It is not the concern of any one race. The victims of the violence are black and
white, rich and poor, young and old, famous and unknown. They are, most important
of all, human beings whom other human beings loved and needed. No one — no
matter where he lives or what he does — can be certain who will suffer from some
senseless act of bloodshed. And yet it goes on and on.
Why? What has violence ever accomplished? What has it ever created? No martyr’s cause has ever been stilled by his assassin’s bullet.
No wrongs have ever been righted by riots and civil disorders. A sniper is only a
coward, not a hero; and an uncontrolled, uncontrollable mob is only the voice of madness, not the voice of the people.
Whenever any American’s life is taken by another American unnecessarily —
whether it is done in the name of the law or in the defiance of law, by one man or
a gang, in cold blood or in passion, in an attack of violence or in response to
violence — whenever we tear at the fabric of life which another man has painfully and
clumsily woven for himself and his children, the whole nation is degraded.
“Among free men,” said Abraham Lincoln, “there can be no successful appeal
from the ballot to the bullet; and those who take such appeal are sure to lose their
cause and pay the costs.”
Yet we seemingly tolerate a rising level of violence that ignores our common
humanity and our claims to civilization alike. We calmly accept newspaper reports of
civilian slaughter in far off lands. We glorify killing on movie and television screens
and call it entertainment. We make it easy for men of all shades of sanity to acquire
weapons and ammunition they desire.
Too often we honor swagger and bluster and the wielders of force; too often we
excuse those who are willing to build their own lives on the shattered dreams of others. Some Americans who preach nonviolence abroad fail to practice it here at home.
Some who accuse others of inciting riots have by their own conduct invited them.
Some look for scapegoats, others look for conspiracies, but this much is clear:
violence breeds violence, repression brings retaliation, and only a cleaning of our
whole society can remove this sickness from our soul.
For there is another kind of violence, slower but just as deadly, destructive as
the shot or the bomb in the night. This is the violence of institutions; indifference
and inaction and slow decay. This is the violence that afflicts the poor, that poisons
relations between men because their skin has different colors. This is a slow destruction of a child by hunger, and schools without books and homes without heat in the
winter.
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This is the breaking of a man’s spirit by denying him the chance to stand as a
father and as a man among other men. And this too afflicts us all. I have not come
here to propose a set of specific remedies nor is there a single set. For a broad and
adequate outline we know what must be done. When you teach a man to hate and
fear his brother, when you teach that he is a lesser man because of his color or his
beliefs or the policies he pursues, when you teach that those who differ from you
threaten your freedom or your job or your family, then you also learn to confront
others not as fellow citizens but as enemies — to be met not with cooperation but
with conquest, to be subjugated and mastered.
We learn, at the last, to look at our brothers as aliens, men with whom we share
a city, but not a community, men bound to us in common dwelling, but not in common effort. We learn to share only a common fear — only a common desire to retreat
from each other — only a common impulse to meet disagreement with force. For all
this there are no final answers.
Yet we know what we must do. It is to achieve true justice among our fellow
citizens. The question is now what programs we should seek to enact. The question
is whether we can find in our own midst and in our own hearts that leadership of
human purpose that will recognize the terrible truths of our existence.
We must admit the vanity of our false distinctions among men and learn to find
our own advancement in the search for the advancement of all. We must admit in
ourselves that our own children’s future cannot be built on the misfortunes of others.
We must recognize that this short life can neither be ennobled or enriched by hatred
or revenge.
Our lives on this planet are too short and the work to be done too great to let this
spirit flourish any longer in our land. Of course we cannot vanish it with a program,
nor with a resolution.
But we can perhaps remember — even if only for a time — that those who live
with us are our brothers, that they share with us the same short moment of life, that
they seek — as we do — nothing but the chance to live out their lives in purpose and
happiness, winning what satisfaction and fulfillment they can.
Surely this bond of common faith, this bond of common goal, can begin to teach
us something. Surely we can learn, at least, to look at those around us as fellow men
and surely we can begin to work a little harder to bind up the wounds among us and
to become in our hearts brothers and countrymen once again.
(1968)
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Questions
1. What purposes do you think this speech served? In what ways does it serve the
traditional purpose of the jeremiad, which is to restore social stability? What else
might the occasion have demanded of Robert F. Kennedy?
2. What patterns can you see in the speech — parallel structures, repeated images —
that helped Kennedy achieve the purposes of the speech?
3. How does Kennedy establish common ground with his audience?
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4. A jeremiad has been described as a rhetorical appeal that calls for its audience to
affirm rather than to question the reasons for their problems. John M. Murphy,
writing about this address in Quarterly Journal of Speech, notes, “The [American]
jeremiad deflects attention away from the possible institutional or systemic flaws
and toward considerations of individual sin. Redemption is achieved through the
efforts of the American people, not through a change in the system itself. . . . The
jeremiad, then, serves as a rhetoric of social control.” How does this speech draw
a direct connection between the self and society? How does this speech encourage
social control?
5. How does Kennedy connect his plea for nonviolence to his social agenda?

from Farewell Address
Ronald Reagan
Ronald Reagan (1911–2004) was the fortieth president of the United States.
What follows is a portion of the address he gave at the end of his second term
in 1989.

There is a great tradition of warnings in Presidential farewells, and I’ve got one that’s
been on my mind for some time.
But oddly enough it starts with one of the things I’m proudest of in the past
eight years: the resurgence of national pride that I called “the new patriotism.” This
national feeling is good, but it won’t count for much, and it won’t last unless it’s
grounded in thoughtfulness and knowledge.
An informed patriotism is what we want. And are we doing a good enough job
teaching our children what America is and what she represents in the long history
of the world? Those of us who are over 35 or so years of age grew up in a different
America. We were taught, very directly, what it means to be an American, and we
absorbed almost in the air a love of country and an appreciation of its institutions. If
you didn’t get these things from your family you got them from the neighborhood,
from the father down the street who fought in Korea or the family who lost someone
at Anzio. Or you could get a sense of patriotism from school. And if all else failed,
you could get a sense of patriotism from the popular culture. The movies celebrated
democratic values and implicitly reinforced the idea that America was special. TV
was like that, too, through the mid-Sixties.
But now we’re about to enter the Nineties, and some things have changed.
Younger parents aren’t sure that an unambivalent appreciation of America is the
right thing to teach modern children. And as for those who create the popular culture, well-grounded patriotism is no longer the style.
Our spirit is back, but we haven’t reinstitutionalized it. We’ve got to do a better
job of getting across that America is freedom — freedom of speech, freedom of religion, freedom of enterprise — and freedom is special and rare. It’s fragile; it needs
protection.

5
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We’ve got to teach history based not on what’s in fashion but what’s important:
Why the Pilgrims came here, who Jimmy Doolittle was, and what those 30 seconds
over Tokyo meant. You know, four years ago, on the 40th anniversary of D-Day, I
read a letter from a young woman writing to her late father, who’d fought on Omaha
Beach. Her name was Lisa Zanatta Henn, and she said, “We will always remember,
we will never forget what the boys of Normandy did.” Well, let’s help her keep her
word.
If we forget what we did, we won’t know who we are. I am warning of an eradication of that — of the American memory that could result, ultimately, in an erosion of
the American spirit. Let’s start with some basics — more attention to American
history and a greater emphasis of civic ritual. And let me offer lesson No. 1 about
America: All great change in America begins at the dinner table. So tomorrow night
in the kitchen I hope the talking begins. And children, if your parents haven’t been
teaching you what it means to be an American — let ’em know and nail ’em on it. That
would be a very American thing to do.
And that’s about all I have to say tonight. Except for one thing.
The past few days when I’ve been at that window upstairs, I’ve thought a bit of
the shining “city upon a hill.” The phrase comes from John Winthrop, who wrote it
to describe the America he imagined. What he imagined was important, because he
was an early Pilgrim — an early “Freedom Man.” He journeyed here on what today
we’d call a little wooden boat, and, like the other pilgrims, he was looking for a home
that would be free.
I’ve spoken of the shining city all my political life, but I don’t know if I ever quite
communicated what I saw when I said it. But in my mind, it was a tall proud city built
on rocks stronger than oceans, wind swept, God blessed, and teeming with people of
all kinds living in harmony and peace — a city with free ports that hummed with
commerce and creativity, and if there had to be city walls, the walls had doors, and
the doors were open to anyone with the will and the heart to get here.
That’s how I saw it, and see it still.
And how stands the city on this winter night? More prosperous, more secure and
happier than it was eight years ago. But more than that: after 200 years, two centuries,
she still stands strong and true on the granite ridge, and her glow has held steady no
matter what storm. And she’s still a beacon, still a magnet for all who must have freedom, for all the Pilgrims from all the lost places who are hurtling through the darkness, toward home.
We’ve done our part. And as I “walk off into the city streets,” a final word to the
men and women of the Reagan Revolution — the men and women across America
who for eight years did the work that brought America back:
My friends, we did it. We weren’t just marking time, we made a difference. We
made the city stronger — we made the city freer — and we left her in good hands.
All in all, not bad. Not bad at all.
And so, goodbye.
God bless you. And God bless the United States of America.
(1989)
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Questions
1. How does Ronald Reagan characterize John Winthrop? Why might he have
described him as an “early Pilgrim” traveling to the New World in a “little wooden
boat” (par. 9)?
2. How does Reagan use Winthrop’s “city upon a hill” metaphor to describe the goals
of his own political career? How does Reagan answer the question, “How stands
the city?” (par. 12)?
3. How would you describe Reagan’s persona in this speech? How does he create that
persona?
4. What aspects of Reagan’s speech fit the definition of a jeremiad? What parts don’t?
5. Critics have noted that the American jeremiad is essentially conservative, even
as it calls for change. What aspects of Reagan’s speech are conservative? What
aspects encourage change?

How Soccer Is Ruining America: A Jeremiad
Stephen H. Webb
Stephen H. Webb is a professor of religion and philosophy. This essay was posted
on the Web site First Things in 2009.

Soccer is running America into the ground, and there is very little anyone can do
about it. Social critics have long observed that we live in a therapeutic society that
treats young people as if they can do no wrong. Every kid is a winner, and nobody is
ever left behind, no matter how many times they watch the ball going the other way.
Whether the dumbing down of America or soccer came first is hard to say, but soccer
is clearly an important means by which American energy, drive, and competitiveness
is being undermined to the point of no return.
What other game, to put it bluntly, is so boring to watch? (Bowling and golf come
to mind, but the sound of crashing pins and the sight of the well-attired strolling on
perfectly kept greens are at least inherently pleasurable activities.) The linear, twodimensional action of soccer is like the rocking of a boat but without any storm and
while the boat has not even left the dock. Think of two posses pursuing their prey in
opposite directions without any bullets in their guns. Soccer is the fluoridation of the
American sporting scene.
For those who think I jest, let me put forth four points, which is more points
than most fans will see in a week of games — and more points than most soccer players have scored since their pee-wee days.
1. Any sport that limits you to using your feet, with the occasional bang of the
head, has something very wrong with it. Indeed, soccer is a liberal’s dream of
tragedy: It creates an egalitarian playing field by rigorously enforcing a uniform
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disability. Anthropologists commonly define man according to his use of hands.
We have the thumb, an opposable digit that God gave us to distinguish us from
animals that walk on all fours. The thumb lets us do things like throw baseballs
and fold our hands in prayer. We can even talk with our hands. Have you ever
seen a deaf person trying to talk with their feet? When you are really angry and
acting like an animal, you kick out with your feet. Only fools punch a wall with
their hands. The Iraqi who threw his shoes at President [George W.] Bush was
following his primordial instincts. Showing someone your feet, or sticking your
shoes in someone’s face, is the ultimate sign of disrespect. Do kids ever say,
“Trick or Treat, smell my hands”? Did Jesus wash his disciples’ hands at the Last
Supper? No, hands are divine (they are one of the body parts most frequently
attributed to God), while feet are in need of redemption. In all the portraits of
God’s wrath, never once is he pictured as wanting to step on us or kick us; he
does not stoop that low.
2. Sporting should be about breaking kids down before you start building them up.
Take baseball, for example. When I was a kid, baseball was the most popular sport
precisely because it was so demanding. Even its language was intimidating, with
bases, bats, strikes, and outs. Striding up to the plate gave each of us a chance to
act like we were starring in a Western movie, and tapping the bat to the plate gave
us our first experience with inventing self-indulgent personal rituals. The boy
chosen to be the pitcher was inevitably the first kid on the team to reach puberty,
and he threw a hard ball right at you.
Thus, you had to face the fear of disfigurement as well as the statistical probability of striking out. The spectacle of your failure was so public that it was like
having all of your friends invited to your home to watch your dad forcing you to
eat your vegetables. We also spent a lot of time in the outfield chanting, “Hey batter batter!” as if we were Buddhist monks on steroids. Our chanting was compensatory behavior, a way of making the time go by, which is surely why at soccer
games today it is the parents who do all of the yelling.
3. Everyone knows that soccer is a foreign invasion, but few people know exactly
what is wrong with that. More than having to do with its origin, soccer is a European sport because it is all about death and despair. Americans would never
invent a sport where the better you get the less you score. Even the way most
games end, in sudden death, suggests something of an old-fashioned duel. How
could anyone enjoy a game where so much energy results in so little advantage,
and which typically ends with a penalty kick out, as if it is the audience that needs
to be put out of its misery. Shootouts are such an anticlimax to the game and are
so unpredictable that the teams might as well flip a coin to see who wins — indeed,
they might as well flip the coin before the game, and not play at all.
4. And then there is the question of gender. I know my daughter will kick me when
she reads this, but soccer is a game for girls. Girls are too smart to waste an entire
day playing baseball, and they do not have the bloodlust for football. Soccer
penalizes shoving and burns countless calories, and the margins of victory are almost
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always too narrow to afford any gloating. As a display of nearly death-defying stamina, soccer mimics the paradigmatic feminine experience of childbirth more than the
masculine business of destroying your opponent with insurmountable power.
Let me conclude on a note of despair appropriate to my topic. There is no way to
run away from soccer, if only because it is a sport all about running. It is as relentless
as it is easy, and it is as tiring to play as it is tedious to watch. The real tragedy is that
soccer is a foreign invasion, but it is not a plot to overthrow America. For those
inclined toward paranoia, it would be easy to blame soccer’s success on the political
left, which, after all, worked for years to bring European decadence and despair to
America. The left tried to make existentialism, Marxism, post-structuralism, and
deconstructionism fashionable in order to weaken the clarity, pragmatism, and drive
of American culture. What the left could not accomplish through these intellectual
fads, one might suspect, they are trying to accomplish through sport.
Yet this suspicion would be mistaken. Soccer is of foreign origin, that is certainly
true, but its promotion and implementation are thoroughly domestic. Soccer is a
self-inflicted wound. Americans have nobody to blame but themselves. Conservative
suburban families, the backbone of America, have turned to soccer in droves. Baseball
is too intimidating, football too brutal, and basketball takes too much time to develop
the required skills. American parents in the past several decades are overworked and
exhausted, but their children are overweight and neglected. Soccer is the perfect antidote to television and video games. It forces kids to run and run, and everyone can
play their role, no matter how minor or irrelevant to the game. Soccer and television
are the peanut butter and jelly of parenting.
I should know. I am an overworked teacher, with books to read and books to
write, and before I put in a video for the kids to watch while I work in the evenings,
they need to have spent some of their energy. Otherwise, they want to play with me!
Last year all three of my kids were on three different soccer teams at the same time.
My daughter is on a traveling team, and she is quite good. I had to sign a form that
said, among other things, I would not do anything embarrassing to her or the team
during the game. I told the coach I could not sign it. She was perplexed and worried.
“Why not?” she asked. “Are you one of those parents who yells at their kids?” “Not at
all,” I replied. “I read books on the sidelines during the game, and this embarrasses
my daughter to no end.” That is my one way of protesting the rise of this pitiful sport.
Nonetheless, I must say that my kids and I come home from a soccer game a very
happy family.
(2009)

10

Questions
1. At what point did you know that this piece is satirical? What was the giveaway?
2. What aspects of American society is Stephen H. Webb criticizing through the lens
of his jeremiad against soccer?
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3. The Web site First Things is published by the Institute on Religion and Public Life,
“an interreligious, nonpartisan research and education institute whose purpose is
to advance a religiously informed public philosophy for the ordering of society.”
What particular part of that audience do you think Webb is addressing? Explain
your answer.
4. What aspects of this piece fit the definition of a jeremiad? What aspects do not?
Do you think Webb has the right to call it a jeremiad? Explain your answer.
5. Why do you think Webb ends his piece by noting that he and his kids “come home
from a soccer game a very happy family”? How does that ending reinforce — or
contradict — Webb’s jeremiad against soccer?

Sandwich. Snack. Arsenic.
American Lung Association
The following 2011 public ser vice announcement (PSA) is by the American Lung
Association, an organization dedicated to improving lung health and preventing
lung disease.
Caption reads:

Courtesy of the American Lung Association

A new report, Toxic Air: The Case
for Cleaning up Cool-fired Power
Plants, from the American Lung
Association finds that coal-fired
power plants in the U.S. expose
our kids to 386,000 tons of 84
dangerous pollutants, like
mercury, arsenic, hydrogen chloride and formaldehyde. Many of
these pollutants trigger asthma
attacks in kids.
We can put a stop of those
threats. In fact, many power plants
already use technology to clean
up hazardous pollution before it
gets in the air. It’s time for the EPA
to make sure all power plants do.
Then we can all breathe a little
easier.
(See color insert, Image 15.)
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Questions
1. Consider the point of view from which you see the lunch box in this ad. Why do
you think it is photographed from directly above? Why is part of it out of the frame
of the photo? What does that “bird’s-eye” view add? What does the cutoff suggest?
2. In what ways does the photo hark back to simpler, and possibly healthier, times?
Is there anything else in the picture besides the test tube marked “POISON” that
suggests or hints at hazards for children? Explain your answer.
3. Find online the report mentioned in the ad. How do you think this ad summarizes the points that the report makes? Who is the audience for the PSA? Who is
probably the audience for the report?
4. How does this ad fit — or not fit — the definition of a jeremiad? Does it set a standard? Does it describe how we have fallen from the standard? Does it provide a
vision to help us return to that standard? Explain your answers.

Tucson Memorial Speech
Barack Obama
On January 12, 2011, forty-fourth president of the United States Barack Obama
made these remarks at the memorial ser vice for the victims of the shooting in
Tuscson, Arizona, that occurred four days earlier. Congresswoman Gabrielle
Giffords was among those shot. She survived; six others did not. In the aftermath
of the shooting, much national and international attention was given to the harsh
political rhetoric of the United States.

To the families of those we’ve lost; to all who called them friends; to the students
of this university, the public servants who are gathered here, the people of Tucson
and the people of Arizona: I have come here tonight as an American who, like all
Americans, kneels to pray with you today and will stand by you tomorrow.
There is nothing I can say that will fill the sudden hole torn in your hearts. But
know this: The hopes of a nation are here tonight. We mourn with you for the fallen.
We join you in your grief. And we add our faith to yours that Representative Gabrielle
Giffords and the other living victims of this tragedy will pull through.
Scripture tells us:
There is a river whose streams make glad the city of God,
the holy place where the Most High dwells.
God is within her, she will not fall;
God will help her at break of day.
On Saturday morning, Gabby, her staff and many of her constituents gathered
outside a supermarket to exercise their right to peaceful assembly and free speech.
They were fulfilling a central tenet of the democracy envisioned by our founders —
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representatives of the people answering questions to their constituents, so as to
carry their concerns back to our nation’s capital. Gabby called it “Congress on Your
Corner” — just an updated version of government of and by and for the people.
And that quintessentially American scene, that was the scene that was shattered
by a gunman’s bullets. And the six people who lost their lives on Saturday — they, too,
represented what is best in us, what is best in America.
Judge John Roll served our legal system for nearly 40 years. A graduate of this
university and a graduate of this law school, Judge Roll was recommended for the federal bench by John McCain 20 years ago, appointed by President George H. W. Bush
and rose to become Arizona’s chief federal judge.
His colleagues described him as the hardest-working judge within the Ninth
Circuit. He was on his way back from attending Mass, as he did every day, when he
decided to stop by and say hi to his representative. John is survived by his loving wife,
Maureen, his three sons and his five beautiful grandchildren.
George and Dorothy Morris — “Dot” to her friends — were high school sweethearts who got married and had two daughters. They did everything together —
traveling the open road in their RV, enjoying what their friends called a 50-year honeymoon. Saturday morning, they went by the Safeway to hear what their congresswoman
had to say. When gunfire rang out, George, a former Marine, instinctively tried to
shield his wife. Both were shot. Dot passed away.
A New Jersey native, Phyllis Schneck retired to Tucson to beat the snow. But in the
summer, she would return East, where her world revolved around her three children,
her seven grandchildren and 2-year-old great-granddaughter. A gifted quilter, she’d
often work under a favorite tree, or sometimes she’d sew aprons with the logos of the
Jets and the Giants to give out at the church where she volunteered. A Republican,
she took a liking to Gabby, and wanted to get to know her better.
Dorwan and Mavy Stoddard grew up in Tucson together — about 70 years ago.
They moved apart and started their own respective families. But after both were widowed they found their way back here, to, as one of Mavy’s daughters put it, “be boyfriend and girlfriend again.”
When they weren’t out on the road in their motor home, you could find them
just up the road, helping folks in need at the Mountain Avenue Church of Christ. A
retired construction worker, Dorwan spent his spare time fixing up the church along
with his dog, Tux. His final act of selflessness was to dive on top of his wife, sacrificing his life for hers.
Everything — everything — Gabe Zimmerman did, he did with passion. But his
true passion was helping people. As Gabby’s outreach director, he made the cares of
thousands of her constituents his own, seeing to it that seniors got the Medicare
benefits that they had earned, that veterans got the medals and the care that they
deserved, that government was working for ordinary folks. He died doing what he
loved — talking with people and seeing how he could help. And Gabe is survived by
his parents, Ross and Emily, his brother, Ben, and his fiancée, Kelly, who he planned
to marry next year.
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And then there is nine-year-old Christina Taylor Green. Christina was an A student; she was a dancer; she was a gymnast; she was a swimmer. She decided that she
wanted to be the first woman to play in the Major Leagues, and as the only girl on her
Little League team, no one put it past her.
She showed an appreciation for life uncommon for a girl her age. She’d remind
her mother, “We are so blessed. We have the best life.” And she’d pay those blessings
back by participating in a charity that helped children who were less fortunate.
Our hearts are broken by their sudden passing. Our hearts are broken — and yet,
our hearts also have reason for fullness.
Our hearts are full of hope and thanks for the 13 Americans who survived the
shooting, including the congresswoman many of them went to see on Saturday.
I have just come from the University Medical Center, just a mile from here, where
our friend Gabby courageously fights to recover even as we speak. And I want to tell
you — her husband Mark is here and he allows me to share this with you — right after
we went to visit, a few minutes after we left her room and some of her colleagues in
Congress were in the room, Gabby opened her eyes for the first time. Gabby opened
her eyes for the first time.
Gabby opened her eyes. Gabby opened her eyes, so I can tell you she knows we
are here. She knows we love her. And she knows that we are rooting for her through
what is undoubtedly going to be a difficult journey. We are there for her.
Our hearts are full of thanks for that good news, and our hearts are full of gratitude for those who saved others. We are grateful to Daniel Hernandez — a volunteer
in Gabby’s office.
And, Daniel, I’m sorry, you may deny it, but we’ve decided you are a hero because
you ran through the chaos to minister to your boss, and tended to her wounds and
helped keep her alive.
We are grateful to the men who tackled the gunman as he stopped to reload.
Right over there. We are grateful for petite Patricia Maisch, who wrestled away the
killer’s ammunition, and undoubtedly saved some lives. And we are grateful for the
doctors and nurses and first responders who worked wonders to heal those who’d
been hurt. We are grateful to them.
These men and women remind us that heroism is found not only on the fields of
battle. They remind us that heroism does not require special training or physical
strength. Heroism is here, in the hearts of so many of our fellow citizens, all around
us, just waiting to be summoned — as it was on Saturday morning. Their actions,
their selflessness poses a challenge to each of us. It raises a question of what, beyond
prayers and expressions of concern, is required of us going forward. How can we
honor the fallen? How can we be true to their memory?
You see, when a tragedy like this strikes, it is part of our nature to demand explanations — to try to impose some order on the chaos and make sense out of that which
seems senseless. Already we’ve seen a national conversation commence, not only
about the motivations behind these killings, but about everything from the merits of
gun safety laws to the adequacy of our mental health system. And much of this
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process, of debating what might be done to prevent such tragedies in the future, is an
essential ingredient in our exercise of self-government.
But at a time when our discourse has become so sharply polarized — at a time
when we are far too eager to lay the blame for all that ails the world at the feet of those
who happen to think differently than we do — it’s important for us to pause for a
moment and make sure that we’re talking with each other in a way that heals, not in
a way that wounds.
Scripture tells us that there is evil in the world, and that terrible things happen
for reasons that defy human understanding. In the words of Job, “When I looked for
light, then came darkness.” Bad things happen, and we have to guard against simple
explanations in the aftermath.
For the truth is none of us can know exactly what triggered this vicious attack.
None of us can know with any certainty what might have stopped these shots from
being fired, or what thoughts lurked in the inner recesses of a violent man’s mind. Yes,
we have to examine all the facts behind this tragedy. We cannot and will not be passive
in the face of such violence. We should be willing to challenge old assumptions in
order to lessen the prospects of such violence in the future. But what we cannot do is
use this tragedy as one more occasion to turn on each other. That we cannot do. That
we cannot do.
As we discuss these issues, let each of us do so with a good dose of humility.
Rather than pointing fingers or assigning blame, let’s use this occasion to expand our
moral imaginations, to listen to each other more carefully, to sharpen our instincts for
empathy and remind ourselves of all the ways that our hopes and dreams are bound
together.
After all, that’s what most of us do when we lose somebody in our family —
especially if the loss is unexpected. We’re shaken out of our routines. We’re forced to
look inward. We reflect on the past: Did we spend enough time with an aging parent,
we wonder. Did we express our gratitude for all the sacrifices that they made for us?
Did we tell a spouse just how desperately we loved them, not just once in a while but
every single day?
So sudden loss causes us to look backward — but it also forces us to look forward; to reflect on the present and the future, on the manner in which we live our
lives and nurture our relationships with those who are still with us.
We may ask ourselves if we’ve shown enough kindness and generosity and compassion to the people in our lives. Perhaps we question whether we’re doing right by
our children, or our community, whether our priorities are in order.
We recognize our own mortality, and we are reminded that in the fleeting time
we have on this Earth, what matters is not wealth, or status, or power, or fame — but
rather, how well we have loved and what small part we have played in making the
lives of other people better.
And that process — that process of reflection, of making sure we align our values
with our actions — that, I believe, is what a tragedy like this requires.
For those who were harmed, those who were killed — they are part of our family, an American family 300 million strong. We may not have known them person-
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ally, but surely we see ourselves in them. In George and Dot, in Dorwan and Mavy,
we sense the abiding love we have for our own husbands, our own wives, our own
life partners. Phyllis — she’s our mom or our grandma; Gabe our brother or son. In
Judge Roll, we recognize not only a man who prized his family and doing his job well,
but also a man who embodied America’s fidelity to the law.
And in Gabby — in Gabby, we see a reflection of our public-spiritedness; that
desire to participate in that sometimes frustrating, sometimes contentious, but always
necessary and never-ending process to form a more perfect union.
And in Christina — in Christina we see all of our children. So curious, so trusting,
so energetic, so full of magic. So deserving of our love. And so deserving of our good
example.
If this tragedy prompts reflection and debate — as it should — let’s make sure it’s
worthy of those we have lost. Let’s make sure it’s not on the usual plane of politics and
point-scoring and pettiness that drifts away in the next news cycle.
The loss of these wonderful people should make every one of us strive to be better. To be better in our private lives, to be better friends and neighbors and coworkers
and parents. And if, as has been discussed in recent days, their death helps usher in
more civility in our public discourse, let us remember it is not because a simple lack
of civility caused this tragedy — it did not — but rather because only a more civil and
honest public discourse can help us face up to the challenges of our nation in a way
that would make them proud.
We should be civil because we want to live up to the example of public servants
like John Roll and Gabby Giffords, who knew first and foremost that we are all
Americans, and that we can question each other’s ideas without questioning each
other’s love of country and that our task, working together, is to constantly widen the
circle of our concern so that we bequeath the American Dream to future generations.
They believed — they believed, and I believe that we can be better. Those who
died here, those who saved life here — they help me believe. We may not be able to
stop all evil in the world, but I know that how we treat one another, that’s entirely
up to us.
And I believe that for all our imperfections, we are full of decency and goodness,
and that the forces that divide us are not as strong as those that unite us.
That’s what I believe, in part because that’s what a child like Christina Taylor
Green believed.
Imagine — imagine for a moment, here was a young girl who was just becoming
aware of our democracy; just beginning to understand the obligations of citizenship;
just starting to glimpse the fact that some day she, too, might play a part in shaping
her nation’s future. She had been elected to her student council. She saw public service as something exciting and hopeful. She was off to meet her congresswoman,
someone she was sure was good and important and might be a role model. She saw
all this through the eyes of a child, undimmed by the cynicism or vitriol that we
adults all too often just take for granted.
I want to live up to her expectations. I want our democracy to be as good as
Christina imagined it. I want America to be as good as she imagined it. All of us — we
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should do everything we can to make sure this country lives up to our children’s
expectations.
As has already been mentioned, Christina was given to us on September 11th,
2001, one of 50 babies born that day to be pictured in a book called “Faces of Hope.”
On either side of her photo in that book were simple wishes for a child’s life. “I hope
you help those in need,” read one. “I hope you know all the words to the National
Anthem and sing it with your hand over your heart.” “I hope you jump in rain
puddles.”
If there are rain puddles in Heaven, Christina is jumping in them today. And here
on this Earth — here on this Earth, we place our hands over our hearts, and we commit ourselves as Americans to forging a country that is forever worthy of her gentle,
happy spirit.
May God bless and keep those we’ve lost in restful and eternal peace. May He love
and watch over the survivors. And may He bless the United States of America.
(2011)

45

Questions
1. How does Barack Obama’s speech consider the occasion? What aspects of the
speech make it uniquely a memorial speech?
2. What is the purpose of the minibiographies of those who died in the shooting?
How do they set the tone for Obama’s speech?
3. Obama says that some think the shooting may “usher in more civility in our
public discourse” (par. 37). How does he enlarge on that idea? Why does he
believe it is so important? How is it connected to what he believes we must do
going forward?
4. Some people have criticized this speech as being too sentimental or too centrist.
They believe Obama’s speech on this occasion should have been a stronger call for
action. Do you agree or disagree? Explain your answer.
5. Do you think this speech qualifies as a jeremiad? In what ways does or doesn’t it?

Making Connections
1. John Winthrop’s “A Modell of Christian Charity” (p. 254) and Jonathan Edwards’s
“Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God” (p. 257) are both considered masterpieces
of early American literature and are often presented together even though about a
hundred years separates their creation. What do they have in common? What do
you see as the greatest difference between them? What does that difference suggest
about the religious and spiritual life of pre–Revolutionary War Americans?
2. Robert F. Kennedy’s “The Mindless Menace of Violence” speech (p. 262) and
Barack Obama’s Tucson memorial speech (p. 271) are both responses to violence.
How is each one’s response and solution similar? How are they different?
Copyright © Bedford, Freeman & Worth Publishers.
Distributed by Bedford, Freeman & Worth Publishers. Strictly for use with its products. Not for redistribution.

ENTERING THE CONVERSATION

277

3. According to New York Times essayist Wen Stephenson, a jeremiad should be
“simultaneously lamenting a declension and celebrating a national dream.” What
declension and national dream do Kennedy, Ronald Reagan (p. 265) and Obama
lament and celebrate?
4. In what ways is Obama’s Tucson memorial speech similar to Winthrop’s “A Modell
of Christian Charity”? Look carefully at the ways each evokes the idea of faith in
American ideals.
5. Do you think Stephen H. Webb’s “How Soccer Is Ruining America: A Jeremiad”
(p. 267) is closer in its intent and language to Reagan’s farewell address or to
Kennedy’s “The Mindless Menace of Violence”? Explain your answer. Be sure to
consider occasion and speaker in your response.
6. David Howard Pitney, in his book The Afro-American Jeremiad, defines the black
jeremiad as “both radical and conservative.” In comparing it to the traditional
American jeremiad, he notes that “the jeremiad typically voiced by national black
leaders seems consistently . . . more searching in examining American social
faults and bolder in prescribing reforms than its usual white counterparts.” Contrast
the excerpt from Frederick Douglass’s Fourth of July speech (p. 259) to another
speech in this Conversation, noting the differences between a traditional
American jeremiad and what Pitney calls an Afro-American jeremiad.

Entering the Conversation
As you respond to the following prompts, support your position with appropriate
evidence, including at least three sources in this Conversation on the American jeremiad, unless otherwise indicated.
1. Write an essay in which you assess the effectiveness of the jeremiads in this
Conversation. You might begin by discussing the effectiveness of jeremiads in general. In what ways can they be tools that encourage civility, engagement, and
personal growth?
2. Write an essay in which you examine the rhetorical moves that the jeremiads in
this Conversation share.
3. In his essay “With God on His Side,” Gary Wills notes that the “dynamics of the
jeremiad move from rebuke to reform.” Write an essay in which you trace and
analyze that path in at least three of the pieces included here. Be sure to look for
other patterns that connect (or separate) the speeches.
4. Michael Tomasky, writing in American Prospect, says that the jeremiad is effective
when it is based not on religious faith but on “faith in America and its potential
to do good.” Conversely, American historian George McKenna suggests that it
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works when it “shock[s] the congregation into recognizing the enormity of their
sin . . . but also . . . remind[s] them that God chastens those he loves.” What do
you think? Is the nonreligious jeremiad as powerful as the jeremiad that evokes
God? Write an essay in which you examine that question.
5. Defend, challenge, or qualify the assertion that the American jeremiad remains a
central component to the rhetoric of public life.
6. It has been argued that the “city upon the hill” of Winthrop’s speech given on
the Arabella was the beginning of America’s “corporate identity” (as Sacvan
Bercovitch calls it): its view of itself as separate and distinct from human history.
Find other examples, either explicit or implicit, in modern public discourse of
the idea of America as a city on a hill. In what ways do they argue for American
exceptionalism? Do they have other purposes as well? How do they express
them? Write a roundtable discussion that includes Winthrop and Reagan from
this Conversation along with at least two other writers who have alluded to the
city on the hill.
7. In his essay “American Jeremiad: A Manifesto,” Wen Stephenson suggests that The
Great Gatsby, Thoreau’s Walden, the lyrics of Bob Dylan, and poetry by the Beats
are all examples of jeremiads. Choose one of these works or another work that you
think fills the qualifications of a jeremiad and write an essay explaining why. Refer
to at least three of the examples in this Conversation to support your analysis.

Conversation
The Columbus Day Controversy
In five thousand years of recorded history, scarcely another figure has ignited
as much controversy. . . . Christopher Columbus, rediscoverer of America, was
a visionary explorer. He was a harbinger of genocide. He was a Christianizing
messiah. He was a pitiless slave master. He was a lionhearted seaman, a
rapacious plunderer, a masterly navigator, a Janus-faced schemer, a liberator
— Ian W. Toll
of oppressed tribes, a delusional megalomaniac.
So begins a review of a 2011 biography of Christopher Columbus (1451–1506), who
set out for India under the patronage of King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella of Spain.
Believing he had reached the East Indies, Columbus claimed islands in the Caribbean
for Spain; he made four voyages between 1492 and 1498, exploring Caribbean islands
and areas of Central and South America. A heroic icon to many in the United States,
Columbus is commemorated with a national holiday. While his explorations were
indisputably a turning point in European expansion and, many argue, the start of a
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new global era, several centuries of scholarship have revealed Columbus as a complex
and controversial figure whose accomplishments have been oversimplified, possibly
even fictionalized, but certainly glorified. The following Conversation includes
texts that comment on the reality and image of Columbus and present a range of
perspectives on the meaning and appropriateness of the national holiday that honors
his legacy.

Sources
Christopher Columbus, from Journal of the First Voyage to America (1492)
King Ferdinand of Spain, The Requierimiento (1513)
John Vanderlyn, Landing of Columbus (1847)
Walt Whitman, Prayer of Columbus (1874)
Jack Weatherford, Examining the Reputation of Christopher Columbus (1989)
Michael S. Berliner, The Christopher Columbus Controversy (1991)
National Public Radio, Wilma Mankiller Reflects on Columbus Day (2008)
William J. Connell, What Columbus Day Really Means (2010)
Laurence Bergreen, from Columbus: The Four Voyages (2011)

from Journal of the First Voyage to America
Christopher Columbus
Christopher Columbus kept a record of his first seven-month voyage to the New
World, recording details of navigation as well as perceptions of the people and
landscapes he encountered. When he returned to Spain, he presented it to the
king and queen as a gift.
After the original journal in Columbus’s handwriting disappeared, a priest
transcribed, summarized, and occasionally quoted from the copy in the 1530s.
The copy subsequently vanished, and what remains is the priest’s manuscript.
Thus, the shifts between first and third person in the remaining document reflect
direct quotations from Columbus, along with occasional paraphrases.

Thursday, 11 October
. . . What follows are the very words of the Admiral [Christopher Columbus] in his
book about his first voyage to, and discovery of, these Indies. I, he says, in order that
they would be friendly to us — because I recognized that they were people who
would be better freed [from error] and converted to our Holy Faith by love than by
force — to some of them I gave red caps, and glass beads which they put on their
chests, and many other things of small value, in which they took so much pleasure
and became so much our friends that it was a marvel. Later they came swimming to
the ships’ launches where we were and brought us parrots and cotton thread in balls
and javelins and many other things, and they traded them to us for other things
Copyright © Bedford, Freeman & Worth Publishers.
Distributed by Bedford, Freeman & Worth Publishers. Strictly for use with its products. Not for redistribution.

280

CHAPTER 5

•

A MEETING OF OLD AND NEW WORLDS

which we gave them, such as small glass beads and bells. In sum, they took everything and gave of what they had very willingly. But it seemed to me that they were a
people very poor in everything. All of them go around as naked as their mothers bore
them; and the women also, although I did not see more than one quite young girl.
And all those that I saw were young people, for none did I see of more than 30 years
of age. They are very well formed, with handsome bodies and good faces. Their hair
[is] coarse — almost like the tail of a horse — and short. They wear their hair down
over their eyebrows except for a little in the back which they wear long and never cut.
Some of them paint themselves with black, and they are of the color of the Canarians,
neither black nor white; and some of them paint themselves with white, and some of
them with red, and some of them with whatever they find. And some of them paint
their faces, and some of them the whole body, and some of them only the eyes, and
some of them only the nose. They do not carry arms nor are they acquainted with
them, because I showed them swords and they took them by the edge and through
ignorance cut themselves. They have no iron. Their javelins are shafts without iron
and some of them have at the end a fish tooth and others of other things. All of them
alike are of good-sized stature and carry themselves well. I saw some who had marks
of wounds on their bodies and I made signs to them asking what they were; and they
showed me how people from other islands nearby came there and tried to take them,
and how they defended themselves; and I believed and believe that they come here
from tierra firme to take them captive. They should be good and intelligent servants,
for I see that they say very quickly everything that is said to them; and I believe that
they would become Christians very easily, for it seemed to me that they had no religion. Our Lord pleasing, at the time of my departure I will take six of them from here
to Your Highnesses in order that they may learn to speak. No animal of any kind did
I see on this island except parrots. All are the Admiral’s words.

Saturday, 13 October
As soon as it dawned, many of these people came to the beach — all young as I have
said, and all of good stature — very handsome people, with hair not curly but straight
and coarse, like horsehair; and all of them very wide in the forehead and head, more
so than any other race that I have seen so far. And their eyes are very handsome and
not small; and none of them are black, but of the color of the Canary Islanders. . . .
All alike have straight legs and no belly but are very well formed. They came to the
ship with dugouts that are made from the trunk of one tree, like a long boat, and all
of one piece, and worked marvelously in the fashion of the land, and so big that in
some of them 40 and 45 men came. And others smaller, down to some in which came
one man alone. They row with a paddle like that of a baker and go marvelously. And
if it capsizes on them they then throw themselves in the water, and they right and
empty it with calabashes that they carry. They brought balls of spun cotton and parrots and javelins and other little things that it would be tiresome to write down, and
they gave everything for anything that was given to them. I was attentive and labored
to find out if there was any gold; and I saw that some of them wore a little piece hung
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in a hole that they have in their noses. And by signs I was able to understand that,
going to the south or rounding the island to the south, there was there a king who had
large vessels of it and had very much gold. I strove to get them to go there and later
saw that they had no intention of going. I decided to wait until the afternoon of the
morrow and then depart for the southwest, for, as many of them showed me, they said
there was land to the south and to the southwest and to the northwest and that these
people from the northwest came to fight them many times. And so I will go to the
southwest to seek gold and precious stones. . . . And these people are very gentle, and
because of their desire to have some of our things, and believing that nothing will be
given to them without their giving something, and not having anything, they take
what they can and then throw themselves into the water to swim. But everything they
have they give for anything given to them, for they traded even for pieces of bowls and
broken glass cups. . . . And also the gold that they wear hung in their noses originates
here; but in order not to lose time I want to go to see if I can find the island of Cipango
[Japan]. Now, since night had come, all the Indians went ashore in their dugouts.

Sunday, 14 October
As soon as it dawned I ordered the ship’s boat and the launches of the caravels made
ready and went north-northeast along the island in order to see what there was in the
other part, which was the eastern part. And also to see the villages, and I soon saw two
or three, as well as people, who all came to the beach calling to us and giving thanks
to God. Some of them brought us water; others, other things to eat; others, when they
saw that I did not care to go ashore, threw themselves into the sea swimming and
came to us, and we understood that they were asking us if we had come from the
heavens. And one old man got into the ship’s boat, and others in loud voices called to
all the men and women: Come see the men who came from the heavens. Bring them
something to eat and drink. Many men came, and many women, each one with something, giving thanks to God, throwing themselves on the ground; and they raised their
hands to heaven, and afterward they called to us in loud voices to come ashore. . . . [T]
hese people are very naive about weapons, as Your Highnesses will see from the seven
that I caused to be taken in order to carry them away to you and to learn our language
and to return them. Except that, whenever Your Highnesses may command, all of
them can be taken to Castile or held captive in this same island; because with 50 men
all of them could be held in subjection and can be made to do whatever one might
wish. . . . I . . . returned to the ship and set sail, and I saw so many islands that I did not
know how to decide which one I would go to first. And those men whom I had taken
told me by signs that they were so very many that they were numberless. . . .

Tuesday and Wednesday, 16 October
. . . I came to a village where I anchored and to which had come that man whom I
found mid-sea yesterday in that dugout. He had given so many good reports about
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us that during the whole night there was no lack of dugouts alongside the ship, to
which they brought us water and of what they had. I ordered something given to each
one, that is to say ten or twelve little glass beads on a thread, and some brass jingles
of the sort that in Castile are worth a maravedi1 each, and some metal lace-ends, all
of which they considered of the greatest excellence. And also I ordered them given
food, in order that they might eat when they came to the ship, and molasses. And
later . . . I sent the ship’s boat to shore for water. And the natives very willingly
showed my people where the water was, and they themselves brought the filled barrels to the boat and delighted in pleasing us. This island is exceedingly large and I
have decided to sail around it, because according to my understanding, on or near it
there is a gold mine. . . . These people are like those of the . . . [other] islands in speech
and customs except that these now appear somewhat more civilized and given to
commerce and more astute. Because I see that they have brought cotton here to the
ship and other little things for which they know better how to bargain payment than
the others did. And in this island I even saw cotton cloths made like small cloaks,
and the people are more intelligent, and the women wear in front of their bodies a
little thing of cotton that scarcely covers their genitals. . . . I do not detect in them any
religion and I believe that they would become Christians very quickly because they
are of very good understanding. . . .

Monday, 22 October
All this night and today I stayed waiting [to see] if the king of this place or other
persons would bring gold or something else of substance; and there came many of
these people, like the others of the other islands, naked and painted, some of them
with white, some with red, some with black, and so on in many fashions. They
brought javelins and balls of cotton to barter, which they traded here with some
sailors for pieces of broken glass cups and for pieces of clay bowls. Some of them were
wearing pieces of gold hanging from their noses, and they willingly gave it for a bell
of the sort [put] on the foot of a sparrow hawk and for small glass beads; but it is so
little that it is nothing. For it is true that any little thing given to them, as well as our
coming, they considered great marvels; and they believed that we had come from
the heavens.

5

Friday, 15 March
Yesterday, after sunset, she went on her course with little wind, and at sunrise she was
off Saltes. At noon, with the tide rising, they crossed the bar of Saltes, and reached the
port which they had left on the 3rd of August of the year before.2 The Admiral says
that so ends this journal, unless it becomes necessary to go to Barcelona by sea, having
received news that their Highnesses are in that city, to give an account of all his voyage
1

Gold coin. — eds.
Having been absent 225 days.

2
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which our Lord had permitted him to make, and saw fit to set forth in him. For, assuredly, he held with a firm and strong knowledge that his high Majesty made all things
good, and that all is good except sin. Nor can he value or think of anything being done
without His consent. “I know respecting this voyage,” says the Admiral, “that he has
miraculously shown his will, as may be seen from this journal, setting forth the numerous miracles that have been displayed in the voyage, and in me who was so long at
the court of your Highnesses, working in opposition to and against the opinions of so
many chief persons of your household, who were all against me, looking upon this
enterprise as folly. But I hope, in our Lord, that it will be a great benefit to Christianity,
for so it has ever appeared.” These are the final words of the Admiral Don Cristoval
Colon respecting his first voyage to the Indies and their discovery.
(1492)

Questions
1. Christopher Columbus carefully recounts his observations of the New World,
describing a people and place that others would be unfamiliar with. Where does he
report objectively and where does he draw value judgments? Selecting one passage,
analyze the different types of descriptions.
2. What led Columbus to conclude that the native population was “asking us if we had
come from the heavens” (par. 3)?
3. What are some of the details that Columbus cites to show, intentionally or unintentionally, that the natives are inferior to the Europeans? Consider the motives
he ascribes to them in specific instances.
4. Overall, how does Columbus characterize the indigenous population? Does his
opinion change as the days go by? How do you reconcile, for instance, his conclusion that they are “a people very poor in everything” (par. 1), yet they are “somewhat more civilized and given to commerce and more astute” (par. 4) than other
islanders?
5. Following is an excerpt from a formal letter that Columbus wrote to the secretary
to the royal court of Spain, which he intended to be read by the king and queen.
He reports similar information and events as he does in the October entries of his
journal, yet there are differences. What are they? How do these differences reflect
his appeal to a specific audience with the intent of gaining continued support for
his journeys?
They do not hold any creed nor are they idolaters; but they all believe that power
and good are in the heavens and were very firmly convinced that I, with these
ships and men, came from the heavens, and in this belief they everywhere
received me after they had mastered their fear. This belief is not the result of
ignorance, for they are, on the contrary, of a very acute intelligence and they are
men who navigate all those seas, so that it is amazing how good an account they
give of everything. It is because they have never seen people clothed or ships of
such a kind.
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As soon as I arrived in the Indies, in the first island which I found, I took
some of the natives by force, in order that they might learn and might give me
information of whatever there is in these parts. And so it was that they soon
understood us, and we them, either by speech or by signs, and they have been
very serviceable. At present, those I bring with me are still of the opinion that I
come from Heaven, for all the intercourse which they have had with me. They
were the first to announce this wherever I went, and the others went running from
house to house, and to the neighbouring towns, with loud cries of, “Come! Come!
See the men from Heaven!” So all came, men and women alike, when their minds
were set at rest concerning us, not one, small or great, remaining behind, and
they all brought something to eat and drink, which they gave with extraordinary
affection. . . .
In all these islands, I saw no great diversity in the appearance of the people
or in their manners and language. On the contrary, they all understand one
another, which is a very curious thing, on account of which I hope that their
Highnesses will determine upon their conversion to our holy faith, towards
which they are very inclined.

The Requierimiento
King Ferdinand of Spain
The Requierimiento is a written document that “required” or “demanded” that the
local populations of the Americas accept Spanish rule and Christianity. This document was supposed to be read, in Spanish, to indigenous populations before any
act of conquest. Its legal and moral authority was debated and criticized by many,
including clerical missionaries, and it was abolished in 1556.

On the part of the King, Don Fernando, and of Doña Juana, his daughter, Queen of
Castile and León, subduers of the barbarous nations, we their servants notify
and make known to you, as best we can, that the Lord our God, living and eternal,
created the heaven and the earth, and one man and one woman, of whom you and
we, and all the men of the world, were and are all descendants, and all those who
come after us.
Of all these nations God our Lord gave charge to one man, called St. Peter, that
he should be lord and superior of all the men in the world, that all should obey him,
and that he should be the head of the whole human race, wherever men should live,
and under whatever law, sect, or belief they should be; and he gave him the world for
his kingdom and jurisdiction.
One of these pontiffs, who succeeded St. Peter as lord of the world in the dignity and seat which I have before mentioned, made donation of these isles and Terrafirma to the aforesaid King and Queen and to their successors, our lords, with all that
there are in these territories,

Copyright © Bedford, Freeman & Worth Publishers.
Distributed by Bedford, Freeman & Worth Publishers. Strictly for use with its products. Not for redistribution.

VANDERLYN

•

LANDING OF COLUMBUS

285

Wherefore, as best we can, we ask and require you that you consider what we
have said to you, and that you take the time that shall be necessary to understand and
deliberate upon it, and that you acknowledge the Church as the ruler and superior of
the whole world,
But if you do not do this, and maliciously make delay in it, I certify to you that,
with the help of God, we shall powerfully enter into your country, and shall make war
against you in all ways and manners that we can, and shall subject you to the yoke and
obedience of the Church and of their highnesses; we shall take you, and your wives, and
your children, and shall make slaves of them, and as such shall sell and dispose of them
as their highnesses may command; and we shall take away your goods, and shall do you
all the mischief and damage that we can, as to vassals who do not obey, and refuse to
receive their lord, and resist and contradict him: and we protest that the deaths and
losses which shall accrue from this are your fault, and not that of their highnesses, or
ours, nor of these cavaliers who come with us.
(1513)

5

Questions
1. Keeping in mind that this document is a translation from the original Spanish,
how is the Catholic Church and its authority characterized? Cite specific language
choices.
2. What are the terms that the Requierimiento offers to the indigenous populations
if they “acknowledge the Church as the ruler and superior of the whole world”
(par. 4) and thus accept the authority of the pope and the king and queen of Spain
as his surrogates?
3. What are the promised consequences if the indigenous populations do not accept
this authority?
4. This document may be viewed as a series of claims, assumptions, and conclusions.
Outline the logical structure of the argument. As you do this, remember the distinction between logical validity and truth.

Landing of Columbus
John Vanderlyn
In 1836, Congress commissioned American neoclassicist painter John Vanderlyn
(1775–1852) to paint the Landing of Columbus for the Capitol rotunda, where it
was installed in 1847. The painting depicts Christopher Columbus and members
of his crew, newly landed from his flagship Santa Maria, on a beach in the West
Indies on October 12, 1492.
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JOHN VANDERLYN, LANDING OF COLUMBUS, 1847,
ROTUNDA, WASHINGTON, D.C.
(See color insert, Image 16.)

OIL ON CANVAS,

12' × 18' U.S. CAPITOL

Questions
1. What details — such as composition, color, demeanor, action — give this portrayal
of Columbus its heroic qualities? What details suggest a triumphant conquest?
2. What symbolic elements do you note in the painting? Consider the royal banner
of Aragon and Castile, which Columbus raises in his left hand, along with other
symbols of church and state.
3. Where and how are the native West Indians positioned in the painting? How are
they depicted?
4. Based on this painting alone, complete one of these statements: “Columbus’s landing in the New World was a moment of
.”
(or) “Columbus’s landing in the West Indies heralded
.”
Explain your statement, referring to specific elements in the painting to support
your position.
5. Analyze the painting rhetorically. As part of your discussion, consider that the
painting was commissioned for a specific place and time, make note of who
the primary and secondary audiences were, and review the historical context of the
1830s.
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Prayer of Columbus
Walt Whitman
American poet Walt Whitman (1819–1892) wrote “Prayer of Columbus” near the
end of his life. Richard Wilbur, himself a poet and the editor of a collection of
Whitman’s poetry, wrote: “The figure of Columbus is one that possessed the
imagination of Whitman in his later years. He identified himself with that other
discoverer of America who was, like him, neglected in his old age. . . . [The]
poem was written in 1873–74, in the midst of despair.” Whitman included with
the poem this introductory note: “It was near the close of his indomitable and
pious life . . . when nearly seventy years of age — that Columbus, to save his two
remaining ships from foundering in the Caribbean Sea in a terrible storm, had to
run them ashore . . . he was taken very sick . . . his men revolted, and death
seem’d daily imminent; though he was eventually rescued, and sent home to Spain
to die, unrecognized, neglected and in want. . . .”

A batter’d, wreck’d old man,
Thrown on this savage shore, far, far from home,
Pent by the sea and dark rebellious brows, twelve dreary months,
Sore, stiff with many toils, sicken’d and nigh to death,
I take my way along the island’s edge,
Venting a heavy heart.
I am too full of woe!
Haply I may not live another day;
I cannot rest O God, I cannot eat or drink or sleep,
Till I put forth myself, my prayer, once more to Thee,
Breathe, bathe myself once more in Thee, commune with Thee,
Report myself once more to Thee.
Thou knowest my years entire, my life,
My long and crowded life of active work, not adoration merely;
Thou knowest the prayers and vigils of my youth,
Thou knowest my manhood’s solemn and visionary meditations,
Thou knowest how before I commenced I devoted all to come to Thee,
Thou knowest I have in age ratified all those vows and strictly kept them,
Thou knowest I have not once lost nor faith nor ecstasy in Thee,
In shackles, prison’d, in disgrace, repining not,
Accepting all from Thee, as duly come from Thee.

5
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All my emprises1 have been fill’d with Thee,
My speculations, plans, begun and carried on in thoughts of Thee,
1

Adventurous enterprise. — Eds.
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Sailing the deep or journeying the land for Thee;
Intentions, purports, aspirations mine, leaving results to Thee.

25

O I am sure they really came from Thee,
The urge, the ardor, the unconquerable will,
The potent, felt, interior command, stronger than words,
A message from the Heavens whispering to me even in sleep,
These sped me on.

30

By me and these the work so far accomplish’d,
By me earth’s elder cloy’d and stifled lands uncloy’d, unloos’d,
By me the hemispheres rounded and tied, the unknown to the known.
The end I know not, it is all in Thee,
Or small or great I know not — haply what broad fields, what lands,
Haply the brutish measureless human undergrowth I know,
Transplanted there may rise to stature, knowledge worthy Thee,
Haply the swords I know may there indeed be turn’d to reaping-tools,
Haply the lifeless cross I know, Europe’s dead cross, may bud and
blossom there.
One effort more, my altar this bleak sand;
That Thou O God my life hast lighted,
With ray of light, steady, ineffable, vouchsafed of Thee,
Light rare untellable, lighting the very light,
Beyond all signs, descriptions, languages;
For that O God, be it my latest word, here on my knees,
Old, poor, and paralyzed, I thank Thee.

35

40

45

My terminus near,
The clouds already closing in upon me,
The voyage balk’d, the course disputed, lost,
I yield my ships to Thee.

50

My hands, my limbs grow nerveless,
My brain feels rack’d, bewilder’d,
Let the old timbers part, I will not part,
I will cling fast to Thee, O God, though the waves buffet me,
Thee, Thee at least I know.

55

Is it the prophet’s thought I speak, or am I raving?
What do I know of life? what of myself?
I know not even my own work past or present,
Dim ever-shifting guesses of it spread before me,
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Of newer better worlds, their mighty parturition,2
Mocking, perplexing me.
And these things I see suddenly, what mean they?
As if some miracle, some hand divine unseal’d my eyes,
Shadowy vast shapes smile through the air and sky,
And on the distant waves sail countless ships,
And anthems in new tongues I hear saluting me.

289

60

65

(1874)

Questions
1. The poem is presented as a prayer that Christopher Columbus makes to his God.
What does he pray for?
2. In lines 31–39, what does the speaker mean when he says, “By me and these the
work so far accomplish’d . . . blossom there”? What is “Europe’s dead cross”?
3. Why does Walt Whitman have Columbus characterize his “own work past or present” (l. 58) as “Mocking, perplexing” (l. 61) him?
4. What are the “anthems in new tongues I hear saluting me” in the final line?
5. Overall, how does Whitman characterize Columbus and his life’s work?
6. In 1995, when the Washington, D.C., Metropolitan Area Transit Authority
unveiled a large wall sculpture in a subway station honoring the memory of
Columbus, the program notes described this poem as celebrating “the faith and
piety” of Columbus. Explain why you agree or disagree with this interpretation.

Examining the Reputation of Christopher Columbus
Jack Weatherford
This article appeared in the Baltimore Evening News in 1989. Jack Weatherford,
an anthropologist at Macalaster College, is the author of Indian Givers: How the
Indians of the Americas Transformed the World and Native Roots: How Indians
Enriched America.

Christopher Columbus’ reputation has not survived the scrutiny of history, and
today we know that he was no more the discoverer of America than Pocahontas
was the discoverer of Great Britain. Native Americans had built great civilizations with many millions of people long before Columbus wandered lost into the
Caribbean.

1

Birth. — Eds.
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Columbus’ voyage has even less meaning for North Americans than for South
Americans because Columbus never set foot on our continent, nor did he open it to
European trade. Scandinavian Vikings already had settlements here in the eleventh
century, and British fishermen probably fished the shores of Canada for decades
before Columbus. The first European explorer to thoroughly document his visit to
North America was the Italian explorer Giovanni Caboto, who sailed for England’s
King Henry VII and became known by his anglicized name, John Cabot. Caboto
arrived in 1497 and claimed North America for the English sovereign while Columbus
was still searching for India in the Caribbean. After three voyages to America and more
than a decade of study, Columbus still believed that Cuba was a part of the continent
of Asia, South America was only an island, and the coast of Central America was
close to the Ganges River.
Unable to celebrate Columbus’ exploration as a great discovery, some apologists
now want to commemorate it as the great “cultural encounter.” Under this interpretation, Columbus becomes a sensitive genius thinking beyond his time in the passionate pursuit of knowledge and understanding. The historical record refutes this, too.
Contrary to popular legend, Columbus did not prove that the world was round;
educated people had known that for centuries. The Egyptian-Greek scientist
Erastosthenes, working for Alexandria and Aswan, already had measured the circumference and diameter of the world in the third century b.c. Arab scientists had developed a whole discipline of geography and measurement, and in the tenth century a.d.,
Al Maqdisi described the earth with 360 degrees of longitude and 180 degrees of
latitude. The Monastery of St. Catherine in the Sinai still has an icon — painted five
hundred years before Columbus — which shows Jesus ruling over a spherical earth.
Nevertheless, Americans have embroidered many such legends around Columbus,
and he has become part of a secular mythology for schoolchildren. Autumn would
hardly be complete in any elementary school without construction-paper replicas of
the three cute ships that Columbus sailed to America, or without drawings of Queen
Isabella pawning her jewels to finance Columbus’ trip.
This myth of the pawned jewels obscures the true and more sinister story of how
Columbus financed his trip. The Spanish monarch invested in his excursion, but only
on the condition that Columbus would repay this investment with profit by bringing
back gold, spices, and other tribute from Asia. This pressing need to repay his debt
underlies the frantic tone of Columbus’ diaries as he raced from one Caribbean
island to the next, stealing anything of value.
After he failed to contact the emperor of China, the traders of India or the merchants of Japan, Columbus decided to pay for his voyage in the one important commodity he had found in ample supply — human lives. He seized 1,200 Taino Indians
from the island of Hispaniola, crammed as many onto his ships as would fit and sent
them to Spain, where they were paraded naked through the streets of Seville and sold
as slaves in 1495.
Columbus tore children from their parents, husbands from wives. On board
Columbus’ slave ships, hundreds died; the sailors tossed the Indian bodies into the
Atlantic. Because Columbus captured more Indian slaves than he could transport to

5
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Spain in his small ships, he put them to work in mines and plantations which he, his
family and followers created throughout the Caribbean. His marauding band hunted
Indians for sport and profit — beating, raping, torturing, killing, and then using the
Indian bodies as food for their hunting dogs. Within four years of Columbus’ arrival
on Hispaniola, his men had killed or exported one-third of the original Indian population of 300,000. Within another fifty years, the Taino people had been made extinct,
the first casualties of the holocaust of American Indians. The plantation owners then
turned to the American mainland and to Africa for new slaves to follow the tragic
path of the Taino.
This was the great cultural encounter initiated by Christopher Columbus. This is
the event we celebrate each year on Columbus Day. The United States honors only two
men with federal holidays bearing their names. In January we commemorate the birth
of Martin Luther King Jr., who struggled to lift the blinders of racial prejudice and to
cut the remaining bonds of slavery in America. In October, we honor Christopher
Columbus, who opened the Atlantic slave trade and launched one of the greatest waves
of genocide known in history.
(1989)

Questions
1. What is the tone of the opening paragraph? Given this beginning, what assumptions does Jack Weatherford seem to be making about his readers?
2. What is the overall claim that Weatherford makes in this argument?
3. What is the primary type of evidence the author cites? Explain why you do or do
not find it persuasive.
4. What does Weatherford mean by “a secular mythology for schoolchildren” (par. 4)?
5. Identify the verbs the author uses in sentences about Columbus. What conclusions
can you draw about his attitude based on the verbs alone?
6. Is the conclusion, with its reference to the Martin Luther King Jr. holiday, effective?
Explain your response.

The Christopher Columbus Controversy
Michael S. Berliner
Michael S. Berliner is cochair of the board of directors of the Ayn Rand Institute,
an organization that promotes Rand’s philosophy of objectivism, which values
individualism, freedom, and reason. First published in the Los Angeles Times in
1991, this article was republished in periodicals throughout the country nearly
every year for more than a decade.

Columbus Day approaches, but to the “politically correct” this is no cause for celebration. On the contrary, they view the arrival of Christopher Columbus in 1492 as an
occasion to be mourned. They have mourned, they have attacked, and they have
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intimidated schools across the country into replacing Columbus Day celebrations
with “ethnic diversity” days.
The politically correct view is that Columbus did not discover America, because
people had lived here for thousands of years. Worse yet, it’s claimed, the main legacy
of Columbus is death and destruction. Columbus is routinely vilified as a symbol of
slavery and genocide, and the celebration of his arrival likened to a celebration of
Hitler and the Holocaust. The attacks on Columbus are ominous, because the actual
target is Western civilization.
Did Columbus “discover” America? Yes — in every important respect. This does
not mean that no human eye had been cast on America before Columbus arrived. It
does mean that Columbus brought America to the attention of the civilized world, i.e.,
to the growing, scientific civilizations of Western Europe. The result, ultimately, was
the United States of America. It was Columbus’ discovery for Western Europe that led
to the influx of ideas and people on which this nation was founded — and on which it
still rests. The opening of America brought the ideas and achievements of Aristotle,
Galileo, Newton, and the thousands of thinkers, writers, and inventors who followed.
Prior to 1492, what is now the United States was sparsely inhabited, unused, and
undeveloped. The inhabitants were primarily hunter-gatherers, wandering across
the land, living from hand-to-mouth and from day-to-day. There was virtually no
change, no growth for thousands of years. With rare exception, life was nasty, brutish,
and short: there was no wheel, no written language, no division of labor, little agriculture and scant permanent settlement; but there were endless, bloody wars. Whatever the problems it brought, the vilified Western culture also brought enormous,
undreamed-of benefits, without which most of today’s Indians would be infinitely
poorer or not even alive.
Columbus should be honored, for in so doing, we honor Western civilization.
But the critics do not want to bestow such honor, because their real goal is to denigrate the values of Western civilization and to glorify the primitivism, mysticism, and
collectivism embodied in the tribal cultures of American Indians. They decry the
glorification of the West as “Eurocentrism.” We should, they claim, replace our reverence for Western civilization with multiculturalism, which regards all cultures as morally equal. In fact, they aren’t. Some cultures are better than others: a free society is
better than slavery; reason is better than brute force as a way to deal with other men;
productivity is better than stagnation. In fact, Western civilization stands for man at
his best. It stands for the values that make human life possible: reason, science, selfreliance, individualism, ambition, productive achievement. The values of Western
civilization are values for all men; they cut across gender, ethnicity, and geography. We
should honor Western civilization not for the ethnocentric reason that some of us
happen to have European ancestors but because it is the objectively superior culture.
Underlying the political collectivism of the anti-Columbus crowd is a racist view
of human nature. They claim that one’s identity is primarily ethnic: if one thinks his
ancestors were good, he will supposedly feel good about himself; if he thinks his ancestors were bad, he will supposedly feel self-loathing. But it doesn’t work; the achievements or failures of one’s ancestors are monumentally irrelevant to one’s actual worth
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as a person. Only the lack of a sense of self leads one to look to others to provide what
passes for a sense of identity. Neither the deeds nor misdeeds of others are his own;
he can take neither credit nor blame for what someone else chose to do. There are no
racial achievements or racial failures, only individual achievements and individual
failures. One cannot inherit moral worth or moral vice. “Self-esteem through others”
is a self-contradiction.
Thus the sham of “preserving one’s heritage” as a rational life goal. Thus the cruel
hoax of “multicultural education” as an antidote to racism: it will continue to create
more racism.
Individualism is the only alternative to the racism of political correctness. We must
recognize that everyone is a sovereign entity, with the power of choice and independent
judgment. That is the ultimate value of Western civilization, and it should be proudly
proclaimed.
(1991)

Questions
1. What does Michael S. Berliner believe is the “ ‘politically correct’ ” (par. 1) view of
Columbus Day?
2. What evidence does Berliner provide to support his claim that the “actual target”
(par. 2) of such a view is not Columbus Day itself but Western civilization?
3. Why does Berliner put discover (par. 3) in quotation marks? What is his definition
of the term as he uses it in his argument?
4. According to Berliner, what are the hallmarks of an “objectively superior culture”
(par. 5)?
5. Why does he believe that “ ‘multicultural education’ . . . will continue to create more
racism” (par. 7)?
6. Why, ultimately, does Berliner think we should celebrate Columbus Day?

Wilma Mankiller Reflects on Columbus Day
National Public Radio
The following is an excerpt from the transcript of an interview with Wilma Mankiller
on National Public Radio in 2008. An activist and advocate for Native American
rights, Mankiller (1945–2010) was the first female chief of the Cherokee Nation,
serving from 1985 to 1995, and a recipient of the Presidential Medal of Freedom.

Michel Martin (Host): I’m Michel Martin, and you’re listening to Tell Me More
from NPR News. . . .
It’s Columbus Day, and, if you have the day off, you may be catching up
on sleep, errands, or time with loved ones. Some people mark Columbus Day
by going to parades that honor the man, who schoolchildren have long been
taught discovered America.
Copyright © Bedford, Freeman & Worth Publishers.
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But not everyone is celebrating. For people who trace their ancestry to those
displaced and marginalized by the European journey to this continent, this is a
day of somber reflection, even mourning. Joining us to talk about this, as well as
whatever else is on her mind, is Wilma Mankiller.
She was the first woman to become chief of the Cherokee Nation. She’s a
longtime activist and advocate for Native American rights and human rights.
Wilma Mankiller, welcome to the program. Thank you so much for joining us.
Ms. Wilma Mankiller (Chief, Cherokee Nation; Activist, Native American Rights):
Thank you. I’m very happy to be here.
Martin: You know, I think so much of how Americans view Columbus Day is still
based on what we learned in elementary school. I still remember that rhyme, “In
1492 Columbus sailed the ocean blue.” Do you remember how you were taught
about this day?
Ms. Mankiller: You know, I was taught the same way other students are. That
Columbus discovered America. And, all students enter maybe I think it’s about
the third grade, when you start learning about American history.
And you know, we learned that there was this great, new world discovered
by Columbus, with beautiful oceans, and bodies of water, and abundant forest,
and foodstuffs. Well, you know, it certainly wasn’t a new world to the millions of
people that had lived here for thousands of years, and there’s no discussion of that
at all.
Martin: Do you remember that being sort of a crisis for you? Do you know how
there’s a point at which the reality that you know, and what you have learned
either through ancestors or through your own research kind of bumps up
against the narrative that you were presented? Do you remember when that happened for you? And was that a crisis for you?
Ms. Mankiller: I think it probably happened to me in 1969. We were living in San
Francisco at that time. You know, I think it was the first time I heard the story that
the Iroquois Confederacy, which is kind of an international group, was founded
before Columbus arrived.
So, I began to think about what existed in the Americas before the arrival
of Columbus, and others who claimed to have discovered our lands. So, I think
probably that period of activism in the late 1960s was sort of the watershed
moment for me, when I realized how unfortunate it was that most Americans
who have been living in our, you know, towns and villages for hundreds of
years, know so little about us.
Martin: Do you think that the basic American narrative that’s been taught about
Columbus has evolved over the years? Because there has been, I think I would
argue — I don’t know if you agree — but since that time, since the period of Native
American activism, a lot of Americans became interested in, you know, first
peoples, and what their lives and experiences have been. So do you think that the
narrative’s changed over time?
Ms. Mankiller: I think it’s evolved somewhat, and I wish I could say that it had
evolved more. I think that in virtually every sector of society, native people,
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whether they’re in tribal government or whether they’re in the private sector
or an artist, they encounter people every day who have such enormously
stupid, ridiculous, stereotypes about native people, and have so little accurate information about either the history of native people or their contemporary lives.
And so, all of us who are active in our communities and active in the country, and engage with a lot of people every time we get together, our native
people, we talk about that, what kind of stupid questions were you asked recently?
What can we do? Do we need to do more forums? Do we need to have more
native journalists? Do we have to create more native films? What can we do to
change this? And actually, all those things are being done. So, I’m guardedly
optimistic that it will change in the future.
Martin: Can I ask you what stupid questions you’ve been asked lately? Hopefully
not right now.
(Soundbite of laughter)
Ms. Mankiller: Well, I can’t think of one I’ve been asked lately, but I remember one
time a reporter with an English accent — very clipped English accent — called
me at my home in rural Oklahoma and asked me if I rode a horse to work.
(Soundbite of laughter)
So — and I thought, you know what, I’m just going to take this guy for a ride.
Martin: Oh, dear.
Ms. Mankiller: So I told him, yes, I did. I rode a horse to work. I described the
horse. And I said, my husband and I live in a tepee along the edge of a river, and
he fished and hunted every day, and this guy was writing the stuff down.
Martin: Oh, my. But on the other hand, how do you respond to those who say that
the desire to explore other worlds is also human, and that Columbus can’t be
blamed for what happened after?
Ms. Mankiller: Well, I think that obviously the desire to explore a new world is
human. I’m not sure the desire to conquer other lands is necessarily the best
human attribute, or to kill indigenous people and exploit their natural resources
is a human attribute that many of us would find very admirable.
Martin: How do you think we should talk about Columbus Day?
Ms. Mankiller: I think in a balanced view. And I really think that Columbus Day
can be used as a — just as you’re doing. It can be used as an opportunity to have
a conversation, and to provide a little more education to people about the indigenous people that were here before Columbus.
And to give — make sure that Americans have some sort of historical and
cultural context for understanding our contemporary issues. It’s really hard to
understand contemporary Native American issues if you have no historical or
cultural context. So I think that Columbus can be discussed in a balanced way,
and it can provide an enormous opportunity for education, for conversations. . . .
Martin: And so — and of course, this is a conversation that happens both within communities and outside of communities and among communities. You know, within
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the communities some leaders would say, well, you know, is focusing on the
painful history and victimization really the best idea?
This is distracting. It’s harmful. Does this kind of conversation also go on, I
think, among Native Americans at a time like this, when we’re thinking about a
painful history?
Ms. Mankiller: It does go on. But I think that whether it’s family history, or political history, or a history of what I would characterize genocide, I think that you
have to acknowledge it. I think you have to acknowledge it, and talk about it in
order to move forward in a good way together as human beings.
But to hide it, or pretend it doesn’t exist, is not a good idea. I don’t think that
necessarily means that we need to go around every day with anger in our hearts
and about what happened to us historically. I think — but I think it’s important
to acknowledge it, and think about it.
(2008)

Questions
1. What does interviewer Michel Martin mean by “the basic American narrative that’s
been taught about Columbus” (par. 12)?
2. What stereotypes about Native Americans and Christopher Columbus does Wilma
Mankiller discuss and dispute?
3. What does Mankiller mean by a “balanced view” (par. 23) of Columbus Day? Why
do you think she does not call for the abolition of this holiday?

What Columbus Day Really Means
William J. Connell
This article appeared in the American Scholar, a publication of the Phi Beta Kappa
Society, in 2010. William J. Connell, a professor of history at Seton Hall University,
specializes in the history of Italy and early modern Europe.

During the run-up to Columbus Day I usually get a call from at least one and sometimes several newspaper reporters who are looking for the latest on what has become
one of the most controversial of our national holidays. Rather than begin with whatever issues the media are covering — topics like the number of deaths in the New
World caused by the European discovery; or the attitude of Columbus toward the
indigenous inhabitants of the Caribbean (whom he really did want to use as forced
laborers); or whether syphilis really came from the Americas to Europe; or whether
certain people (the cast of The Sopranos, Supreme Court Justice Antonin Scalia) deserve
to be excluded from or honored in the parade in New York — I always try to remind the
reporters that Columbus Day is just a holiday.
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Leave the parades aside. The most evident way in which holidays are celebrated
is by taking a day off from work or school. Our system of holidays, which developed
gradually over time and continues to evolve, is founded upon the recognition that
weekends are not sufficient, that some jobs don’t offer much time off, and that children and teachers need a break now and then in the course of the school year. One
characteristic of holidays is that unless they are observed widely, which is to say by
almost everyone, many of us wouldn’t take them. There are so many incremental
reasons for not taking time off (to make some extra money, to impress the boss, or
because we’re our own bosses and can’t stop ourselves) that a lot of us would willingly do without a day’s vacation that would have been good both for us and for
society at large if we had taken it. That is why there are legal holidays.
But which days should be holidays? Another way of posing the question would
be to say, “Given that holidays are necessary, but that left to their own devices people
would simply work, how do you justify a legal holiday so that it does not appear
completely arbitrary, and so that people will be encouraged to observe it?” Most of the
media noise around the Columbus Day holiday is about the holiday’s excuse, not the
holiday itself. Realizing that helps to put matters in perspective.
In a country of diverse religious faiths and national origins like the United States,
it made sense to develop a holiday system that was not entirely tied to a religious
calendar. (Christmas survives here, of course, but in law it’s a secular holiday much
like New Year’s Day.) So Americans do not all leave for the shore on August 15th,
the Feast of the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin, the way Italians do; and while
St. Patrick’s Day is celebrated by many Americans, it is not a legal holiday in any of
the states. The American system of holidays was constructed mostly around a series
of great events and persons in our nation’s history. The aim was to instill a feeling of
civic pride. Holidays were chosen as occasions to bring everyone together, not for
excluding certain people. They were supposed to be about the recognition of our society’s common struggles and achievements. Civic religion is often used to describe the
principle behind America’s calendar of public holidays.
Consider the range and variability of the meanings of our holidays. Certainly
they have not always been occasions for celebration: Memorial Day and Veterans Day
involve mourning for the dead and wounded. Labor Day commemorated significant
hardships in the decades when unions were struggling to organize. Having grown up
in the 1960s I remember how Abraham Lincoln’s birthday (now lumped in with
Presidents’ Day, and with some of its significance transferred to Martin Luther
King Jr. Day) took on special meaning during the Civil Rights movement and after
the JFK assassination.
When thinking about the Columbus Day holiday it helps to remember the good
intentions of the people who put together the first parade in New York. Columbus
Day was first proclaimed a national holiday by President Benjamin Harrison in 1892,
400 years after Columbus’s first voyage. The idea, lost on present-day critics of
the holiday, was that this would be a national holiday that would be special for recognizing both Native Americans, who were here before Columbus, and the many
immigrants — including Italians — who were just then coming to this country in
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astounding numbers. It was to be a national holiday that was not about the Founding
Fathers or the Civil War, but about the rest of American history. Like the Columbian
Exposition dedicated in Chicago that year and opened in 1893, it was to be about our
land and all its people. Harrison especially designated the schools as centers of the
Columbus celebration because universal public schooling, which had only recently
taken hold, was seen as essential to a democracy that was seriously aiming to include
everyone and not just preserve a governing elite.
You won’t find it in the public literature surrounding the first Columbus Day
in 1892, but in the background lay two recent tragedies, one involving Native
Americans, the other involving Italian Americans. The first tragedy was the massacre by U.S. troops of between 146 and 200 Lakota Sioux, including men, women
and children, at Wounded Knee, South Dakota, on December 29, 1890. Shooting
began after a misunderstanding involving an elderly, deaf Sioux warrior who
hadn’t heard and therefore did not understand that he was supposed to hand over
his rifle to the U.S. Cavalry. The massacre at Wounded Knee marked the definitive
end of Indian resistance in the Great Plains. The episode was immediately seen by
the government as potentially troubling, although there was much popular sentiment against the Sioux. An inquiry was held, the soldiers were absolved, and some
were awarded medals that Native Americans to this day are seeking to have
rescinded.
A second tragedy in the immediate background of the 1892 Columbus celebration took place in New Orleans. There, on March 14, 1891 — only 10 weeks after the
Wounded Knee Massacre — 11 Italians were lynched in prison by a mob led by
prominent Louisiana politicians. A trial for the murder of the New Orleans police
chief had ended in mistrials for three of the Italians and the acquittal of the others who
were brought to trial. Unhappy with the verdict and spurred on by fear of the “Mafia”
(a word that had only recently entered American usage), civic leaders organized an
assault on the prison to put the Italians to death. This episode was also troubling to
the U.S. government. These were legally innocent men who had been killed. But
Italians were not very popular, and even Theodore Roosevelt was quoted as saying that
he thought the New Orleans Italians “got what they deserved.” A grand jury was summoned, but no one was charged with a crime. President Harrison, who would proclaim the Columbus holiday the following year, was genuinely saddened by the case,
and over the objections of some members of Congress he paid reparations to the
Italian government for the deaths of its citizens.
Whenever I hear of protests about the Columbus Day holiday — protests that
tend to pit Native Americans against Italian Americans — I remember these tragedies
that occurred so soon before the first Columbus Day holiday, and I shake my head.
President Harrison did not allude to either of these sad episodes in his proclamation
of the holiday, but the idea for the holiday involved a vision of an America that would
get beyond the prejudice that had led to these deaths. Columbus Day was supposed
to recognize the greatness of all of America’s people, but especially Italians and Native
Americans.
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Consider how the first Columbus Day parade in New York was described in the
newspapers. It consisted mostly of about 12,000 public school students grouped into
20 regiments, each commanded by a principal. The boys marched in school uniforms
or their Sunday best, while the girls, dressed in red, white and blue, sat in bleachers.
Alongside the public schoolers there were military drill squads and 29 marching
bands, each of 30 to 50 instruments. After the public schools, there followed 5,500
students from the Catholic schools. Then there were students from the private
schools wearing school uniforms. These included the Hebrew Orphan Asylum, the
Barnard School Military Corps, and the Italian and American Colonial School.
The Dante Alighieri Italian College of Astoria was dressed entirely in sailor outfits.
These were followed by the Native American marching band from the Carlisle
Indian School in Pennsylvania, which, according to one description, included “300
marching Indian boys and 50 tall Indian girls.” That the Native Americans came right
after the students from the Dante Alighieri School speaks volumes about the spirit of
the original Columbus Day.
I teach college kids, and since they tend to be more skeptical about Columbus
Day than younger students, it’s nice to point out that the first Columbus Day parade
had a “college division.” Thus 800 New York University students played kazoos and
wore mortarboards. In between songs they chanted “Who are we? Who are we? New
York Universitee!” The College of Physicians and Surgeons wore skeletons on their
hats. And the Columbia College students marched in white hats and white sweaters,
with a message on top of their hats that spelled out “We are the People.”
So Columbus Day is for all Americans. It marks the first encounter that brought
together the original Americans and the future ones. A lot of suffering followed, and
a lot of achievement too. That a special role has been reserved for Italians in keeping the parades and the commemoration alive for well over a century seems right,
since Columbus was Italian — although even in the 1890s his nationality was being
contested. Some people, who include respectable scholars, still argue, based on elements of his biography and family history, that Columbus must really have been
Spanish, Portuguese, Jewish, or Greek, instead of, or in addition to, Italian. One
lonely scholar in the 1930s even wrote that Columbus, because of a square jaw and
dirty blond hair in an old portrait, must have been Danish. The consensus, however,
is that he was an Italian from outside of Genoa.
So much for his ethnicity. What about his moral standing? In the late 19th century an international movement, led by a French priest, sought to have Columbus
canonized for bringing Christianity to the New World. To the Catholic Church’s
credit, this never got very far. It sometimes gets overlooked in current discussions that
we neither commemorate Columbus’s birthday (as was the practice for Presidents
Washington and Lincoln, and as we now do with Martin Luther King Jr.) nor his death
date (which is when Christian saints are memorialized), but rather the date of his
arrival in the New World. The historical truth about Columbus — the short version
suitable for reporters who are pressed for time — is that Columbus was Italian, but he
was no saint.
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The holiday marks the event, not the person. What Columbus gets criticized for
nowadays are attitudes that were typical of the European sailing captains and merchants who plied the Mediterranean and the Atlantic in the 15th century. Within that
group he was unquestionably a man of daring and unusual ambition. But what really
mattered was his landing on San Salvador, which was a momentous, world-changing
occasion such as has rarely happened in human history. Sounds to me like a pretty
good excuse for taking a day off from work.
(2010)

Questions
1. William J. Connell bases his argument on a premise of a specific viewpoint toward
holidays. What is it?
2. What does Connell mean by “civic religion” (par. 4) with regard to American holidays? Explain whether you agree or disagree that there is such a thing.
3. What evidence does Connell provide to support his claim that originally the
Columbus Day holiday “was not about the Founding Fathers or the Civil War, but
about the rest of American history” (par. 6)? How persuasive do you find his
reasoning?
4. Connell discusses two “tragedies” (par. 7) that had occurred very close to the 1892
initiation of the Columbus Day holiday: the massacre at Wounded Knee and the
lynching of eleven Italians in a Louisiana prison. How does he connect these events
with the holiday? How effective is he in making the connection?
5. What point does Connell make about Columbus’s “moral standing” (par. 13)? Why
does he raise the effort made to have Columbus canonized?
6. Examine the logic of the final paragraph. What links does Connell make between
and among his points that the “holiday marks the event, not the person,” the person was “unquestionably a man of daring and unusual ambition,” and “what
really mattered” was his landing on San Salvador in 1492? How effective is this
conclusion?

from Columbus
The Four Voyages
Laurence Bergreen
A graduate of Harvard University, Laurence Bergreen (b. 1950) has published
numerous biographies, including Over the Edge of the World: Magellan’s Terrifying
Circumnavigation of the Globe (2003) and Marco Polo: From Venice to Xanadu
(2007). He has written for the New York Times, the Wall Street Journal, and Esquire
magazine and is a featured historian on the History Channel. The following excerpt
is the epilogue from his best-selling biography Columbus: The Four Voyages
(2011).
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The drastic devaluation of Columbus seems a recent phenomenon, but it originated at
the time of his voyages. The Spanish judicial investigator, Francisco de Bobadilla, sent
him home in chains. King Ferdinand disdained him. Bishop Fonseca’s intense dislike
for Columbus was widely known. Amerigo Vespucci fostered the impression that he,
rather than Columbus, had discovered a New World, and gave his name to the continent. His former lieutenant, Alonso de Ojeda, laid claim to territories first visited by
Columbus. Nicolás de Ovando, who succeeded Columbus as governor of Hispaniola,
endangered his life and mocked him. The Porras brothers, Francisco Roldán, and others who sailed with Columbus staged mutinies with little or no retribution.
The most lasting damage to Columbus’s reputation came from the pen of
Bartolomé de Las Casas. Arriving in Hispaniola with the new governor, Nicolás de
Ovando, in 1502, Las Casas began as a slave owner. In 1510, he became the first
priest to be ordained in the Americas, often called the “Apostle to the Indians.” In
his influential jeremiad, A Short Account of the Destruction of the Indies (Brevísima
relación de la destrucción de las Indias), written in 1542, he laid out the torture and
genocidal practices of the Spanish colonialists who followed Columbus.
Las Casas championed the nearly extinct victims of this outrage — “the simplest
people in the world,” he wrote of the Taíno Indians, “long suffering, unassertive, and
submissive, . . . without malice or guile, utterly faithful and obedient” — in short, the
kind of subjects the Spanish crown would want to have. Yet instead of cultivating
these gentle and intelligent people, “we know for sure our fellow-countrymen have,
through their cruelty and wickedness, depopulated and laid waste an area which
boasted more than ten kingdoms, each of them larger than the Iberian Peninsula.”
They slaughtered their children, “on occasion running through a mother and her
baby with a single thrust of their swords.” The Spaniards were even more brutal with
the Indians’ leaders, whom they lashed to a “griddle consisting of sticks resting on
pitchforks driven into the ground and then grill[ed] them over a slow fire, with the
result that they howled in agony and despair as they died a lingering death.”
All this Las Casas witnessed. He estimated that “the despotic and diabolical
behavior of the Christians has, over the last forty years, led to the unjust and totally
unwarranted deaths of more than twelve million souls, women and children among
them.” Indeed, he believed fifteen million to be a more accurate tally of deaths caused
by Christians resorting to torture, wholesale slaughter, and “the harshest and most
iniquitous and brutal slavery that man has ever devised for his fellow men.” Las
Casas’s figures have long been debated, but even conservative estimates are stark: of
250,000 Indians under Spanish rule, only 40,000 survived after fifteen years. After a
few decades, only a few hundred survived. Many died from infectious diseases caused
by exposure to germs borne by the Europeans or their livestock, against which the
inhabitants of the New World were defenseless.
And the reason for this tragedy? In his words, “Purely and simply greed.”
Las Casas’s indictment found a receptive audience in Spain’s nascent rival,
England, where it took root as the Spanish “Black Legend.” For centuries thereafter,
Spain and the explorers who sailed under the Spanish flag were widely condemned
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as murderers and thieves. The shadow of the Black Legend hung over Columbus as it
did over other explorers from Spain. Explorers who sailed under the Spanish flag
were widely condemned as murderers and thieves who habitually resorted to inhuman extremes of cruelty. Without meaning to, Las Casas’s account served as a call to
arms for Spain’s mostly Protestant rivals to save the New World from further horrors.
The surviving Indians became pawns in a geopolitical struggle beyond their comprehension. Even religion offered little guidance concerning the explorers’ deeds and the
acquisition of empire. Both Las Casas and Spain’s pious rulers believed God was on
their side, as did England.
In 1510, eight years after arriving in Hispaniola, Las Casas became a missionary
to the Taínos of Cuba. For a time he exploited Indian labor, then renounced the
practice, and by 1514 declared his opposition to the Spanish Enterprise of the Indies,
even while encouraging the conversion of the Indians to Christianity. In his later
years, he formulated the Doctrine of Self-Determination. It stated, simply, that all
power derives from the people, that the people delegate power to rulers to serve the
interests of their people, and that significant government deeds require popular
approval. “No state, king, or emperor can alienate territories, or change their political
system without the express approval of their inhabitants,” he affirmed. Las Casas lived
on until July 17, 1566, and died at age ninety-two.
Not everyone was hostile to Columbus or indifferent to his suffering and accomplishments. His loyal friend Diego Méndez always considered his desperate rescue mission
in a modified canoe across the open sea to Hispaniola as his life’s great adventure. In
his will, dated June 19, 1536, he directed his executors to erect a tomb made of
stone — “the best to be had” — to commemorate the event. In the middle of the stone,
he ordered, “let there be a canoe, which is a hollowed log in which the Indians navigate, since in one such I navigated 300 leagues, and above it let them carve merely the
letters which read CANOA.”
Nowadays, Columbus the explorer is everywhere. Sculptures, monuments, and memorials of Columbus abound in public squares in Genoa, Barcelona, Madrid, Mexico
City, Seville, and in cities throughout the Caribbean and the Americas. From street
level these statues reveal themselves by turns as heroic, grotesque, and fearsome; they
portray a gargoyle of conquest. Rivers, cities, towns, thoroughfares, and the nation of
Colombia have been named in his honor.
In the United States especially, his example and his voyages answered an unceasing need for self-definition and identity. Beginning in the eighteenth century, his
name was given to the capital of South Carolina, the capital of Ohio, and the mighty
Columbia River in the Pacific Northwest. Through an act of Congress in 1871, the
site of the nation’s capital was named the District of Columbia. New York City has
Columbia University, Columbus Circle, and Columbus Avenue.
His marble statue sits atop a seventy-foot granite column rising above Columbus
Circle. Designed by Gaetano Russo in 1892, the monument’s marble base proclaims:
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To
CHRISTOPHER COLUMBUS
The Italians Resident in America,
Scoffed at Before,
During the Voyage, Menaced,
After It, Chained,
As Generous As Oppressed,
To the World He Gave a World.
Columbus held up a mirror to the Old World, revealing and magnifying its inhumanity and greed along with its piety, curiosity, and exuberance. Columbus’s voyages
revealed many harsh truths about the limits of human understanding, but it is too
late to undo the consequences of these voyages. Their crimson thread is now woven
deeply into the fabric of European and global history.
For all the scorn Columbus engendered, his four voyages constitute one of the
greatest adventure stories in history. Although he was not the first explorer to glimpse
or visit the distant shores of the Americas, his was the discovery that permanently
planted the reality of the New World in the imagination — and political schemes — of
the Old. Columbus forever changed the idea of what a European empire could be. He
had the vision — and, at times, the delusion — to imagine, and to persuade himself and
others that he had found something immense, important, and lasting.
For all their accomplishments and liabilities, Columbus’s voyages were just the
beginning, setting in motion consequences — political, cultural, and scientific — that
persist to this day. In its complexity and powerful contradictions, his example speaks
more urgently than ever to our contentious era.
(2011)

Questions
1. What is the “most lasting damage to Columbus’s reputation” (par. 2) according to
Laurence Bergreen? Why did this indictment find “a receptive audience in Spain’s
nascent rival, England” (par. 6)?
2. What do you think Bergreen means when he claims that Columbus’s “example and
his voyages answered an unceasing need for self-definition and identity” (par. 10)
for Americans?
3. Do you agree with Bergreen that “it is too late to undo the consequences of these
voyages” (par. 12)?
4. What point is Bergreen making by his reference to the Columbus Monument in
New York City’s Columbus Circle, and specifically to its inscription? How does
knowing that Italian sculptor Gaetano Russo undertook the statue of Christopher
Columbus in honor of the four hundredth anniversary of his New World discovery
inform your response?
5. Overall, what is Bergreen’s opinion of the legacy of Columbus in “our contentious
era” (par. 14)?
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Making Connections
1. What are the major differences between the arguments of Jack Weatherford (p. 289)
and William J. Connell (p. 296)? Carefully examine the assumptions on which they
base their arguments.
2. How would Wilma Mankiller (p. 293) likely respond to Columbus’s Journal
(p. 279)?
3. In what ways does Walt Whitman’s poem (p. 287) embody the view of Columbus
depicted in John Vanderlyn’s painting (p. 286), and in what ways does the poem
challenge that view? Cite specific details to support your response.
4. To what extent do you think Michael S. Berliner (p. 291) would be critical of the
politics and philosophy of the Requierimiento (p. 284)?
5. Defend Connell’s argument by citing evidence from Columbus’s Journal. How do
Columbus’s perceptions make the case that it is the event, not the man, that the
holiday celebrates?
6. What common ground do you find between Berliner and Laurence Bergreen
(p. 300)? Consider assumptions they might share as well as explicit viewpoints.
7. Bergreen uses lines 1–6 and the last three stanzas of Whitman’s “Prayer of
Columbus” as the epigraph to his biography of Columbus. Why do you think he
chose that poem for his epigraph?

Entering the Conversation
As you respond to each of the following prompts, support your position with appropriate evidence, including at least three sources in this Conversation on the Columbus
Day controversy, unless otherwise indicated.
1. Should the United States continue its celebration of the Columbus Day holiday?
Write an essay explaining your position. In your essay, assess proposals for alternative celebrations, such as South Dakota’s Native American Day or California’s
Indigenous People’s Day.
2. In his article “What Columbus Day Really Means,” Connell asserts, “Most of the
media noise around the Columbus Day holiday is about the holiday’s excuse, not
the holiday itself ” (par. 3). Write an essay explaining why you agree or disagree
with this statement about the celebration of Columbus Day. Use two of the secondary sources along with Columbus’s Journal and/or the Requierimiento to
bolster your argument.
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3. Given the current controversy, should the Vanderlyn painting be removed from
the Capitol rotunda? Write an essay explaining your response, using at least three
of the texts from this Conversation.
4. In 1912, the Columbus Memorial Fountain was dedicated. Situated in front of
historic Union Station in Washington, D.C, it features a globe on top of a monument surrounded by figures, including that of a Native American, representing the
Old and the New worlds; a statue of Columbus is in the center, and the following
inscription appears on the back of the monument: “To the memory of Christopher
Columbus, whose high faith and indomitable courage gave to mankind a new
world.” After researching the background of and funding for this monument, write
an essay arguing for or against its worth as part of the Washington, D.C., landscape.
Use at least three of the sources in this Conversation to develop your argument.
5. One argument in defense of maintaining the Columbus Day holiday is that it is
unfair to judge events and persons from an earlier time period — in this case, a
fifthteenth-century man — by twenty-first-century standards. Explain why you
agree or disagree with this perspective.

Conversation
Pocahontas: A Woman, a Movie, a Myth?
Who was Pocahontas? How is it that from a period of history in which relations
between European settlers and the indigenous population were marked by a combination of tension, distrust, exploitation, and violence, there emerged the story of a young
Native American girl who mercifully saved a white settler from death and later married another. What about this story captured the national imagination at the time and
continues to do so? Is it simply a feel-good love story? Is it a way to whitewash a
brutal history by focusing on one positive event, whether it actually happened or not?
Who has Pocahontas become? When we hear or see her name, do we think of the
historical figure? The literary and cinematic character? The mythic being? What is it
about her that continues to grip the American imagination? What is the purpose and
effect of the narrative that defines her?

Sources
Daniel Richter, Living with Europeans (2002)
Simon van de Passe, Matoaka als Rebecca (1616)
Captain John Smith, Letter to Queen Anne of Great Britain (1616)
John Gadsby Chapman, The Baptism of Pocahontas (1839)
George P. Morris, The Chieftain’s Daughter: A Ballad (1840)
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Howard Chandler Christy, Pocahontas (1911)
Paula Gunn Allen, Pocahontas to Her English Husband, John Rolfe (1988)
Gary Edgerton and Kathy Merlock Jackson, from Redesigning Pocahontas: Disney,
the “White Man’s Indian,” and the Marketing of Dreams (1996)
Paula Gunn Allen, from Pocahontas: Medicine Woman, Spy, Entrepreneur, Diplomat
(2004)

Living with Europeans
Daniel Richter
Daniel Richter (b. 1962) is director of the McNeil Center for Early American
Studies at the University of Pennsylvania. The following selection is from his 2002
book, Facing East from Indian Country: A Native History of Early America, which
was a finalist for the 2002 Pulitzer Prize for History.

It is much easier to reconstruct the abstract forces that constrained the seventeenthcentury Native world than it is to recover the personal experiences of the people who
struggled to give that world human shape. Early colonists recorded countless Indian
names (as best they could reproduce them in the Latin alphabet) and glimpsed the
activities of Indian people who visited them or in whose villages they sojourned, but
they seldom developed any real understanding of their subjects’ motives or broader
experiences — and so, in most cases, neither can we. Nonetheless, a handful of individuals do emerge strikingly from fragmentary references in documents preserved
from the period. Among them are three whose stories have been told repeatedly since
then: the Virginia Algonquian “princess” Pocahontas, the Mohawk Roman Catholic
candidate for sainthood Kateri Tekakwitha, and the Wampanoag Metacom, or “King
Philip,” who inspired a bloody war against Puritan New England. Verifiable evidence
about these figures is so scant that it may never be possible to determine the “truth”
about their lives, but enough information is available to reveal how each confronted
the forces of material change and tried to incorporate Europeans into an Indian
world on indigenous terms. Their stories illuminate the dilemmas that all seventeenthcentury Native people faced.
Every North American schoolchild knows — or thinks she knows — the story of
Pocahontas:
A beautiful Indian princess welcomed the English colonists to Jamestown in
1607 and fell in love with the dashing young Captain John Smith. When Smith
was captured by her father, the great chief Powhatan, she risked her life to save
her lover from a brutal execution. Thereafter a frequent visitor to the English
settlement, she brought the colonists food and thwarted her father’s plans to do
them in. When Smith was injured in a gunpowder explosion and forced to return
to England, Pocahontas pined away, but ultimately fell in love with another colonist, John Rolfe. She was baptized a Christian, took the name Rebecca (recalling
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the biblical matriarch who left her own people to marry Isaac and become the
mother of a nation), and married Rolfe, with whom she had a son named
Thomas. On a visit to England in 1616, she tragically died and was buried in a
village church at Gravesend. But her legacy of love that triumphed over racial
barriers lived on in the numerous Virginian descendants of her son.
Almost every particular of this familiar story — or, rather, the two distinct tales
of Pocahontas and Smith and Pocahontas and Rolfe that animators from Disney
Studios reconflated not long ago — is either incorrect or misleading.1 References to a
girl or woman named Pocahontas appear in the writings of at least four seventeenthcentury English chroniclers: London courtier John Chamberlain, Virginia colonists
William Strachey and Ralph Hamor, and, most importantly, the colony’s sometime
president and lifelong historian Smith.2 Their works reveal that “Pocahontas” was a
nickname, or perhaps even just a descriptive term, meaning something to the effect of
“playful one” or “mischievous girl.” It is possible, therefore, that not every Pocahontas
they mention was the one who later became famous. That person’s formal public name
was Amonute; her personal, secret name, known only to her kin until revealed to a
literate English audience, was Matoaka.3
Little is known about her life prior to the establishment of Jamestown. She was
born in 1595 or 1596 as one of perhaps ten daughters and twenty sons of Powhatan,
the mamanatowick, or paramount chief, who presided over the approximately thirty
local communities and 15,000 people of Tsenacommacah, the “densely inhabited
land” later called the Virginia Tidewater. Her mother was one of numerous wives of
Powhatan, but the older woman’s identity is otherwise a mystery. The missing information is crucial for evaluating Pocahontas’ status as a “princess,” for among her people,
as among most Native societies in eastern North America, political office descended in
the female line. Thus neither Pocahontas nor her potential husband would have had
any hereditary claim to Powhatan’s chiefdom; as Smith observed, “her marriage
could no way have entitled [her spouse] by any right to the kingdom,” which would
descend to the mamanatowick’s maternal nephews, not to his own children.4 Whatever exalted social status she may have inherited through her mother’s line, there is
no particular reason to assume that she was her father’s favorite. Indeed Strachey
identified her youngest half-sister as the “great darling of the king’s.”5
There is no evidence that Pocahontas met Smith or any other English person
before the end of 1607, when the captain’s exploratory party was captured, he was
brought to her father’s village, and she supposedly rescued him from death. At the
time, Pocahontas was a prepubescent girl of about twelve; Smith was a squat bearded
man in his late twenties. Whether the Englishman’s life was actually in danger on that
occasion, whether Pocahontas acted on her own or on her father’s or others’ instructions, or even whether the girl intervened at all are matters of debate, in part because
of the contradictory accounts Smith himself wrote. His early books give no hint that
his life was in peril when he was held prisoner, but after Pocahontas became famous
for her marriage to Rolfe he published increasingly elaborate stories of how “she
hazarded the beating out of her own brains to save” his.6 Still, the most likely interpretation of what happened is that the “execution” and “rescue” were part of an
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elaborately staged ceremony, designed to establish Powhatan’s life-and-death authority over Smith, to incorporate the English as subordinate people within the mamanatowick’s realm, and to make Pocahontas an intermediary between the two leaders and
their communities.7
Such a relationship is suggested by the fact that Pocahontas subsequently appeared
in Jamestown several times accompanying parties bearing food and messages from
Powhatan to his English tributaries. These trips were not all business, however;
Jamestown residents told tales of how a youngster wearing the non-garb traditional
for children in her society would “get the boys forth with her into the market place
and make them wheel, falling on their hands turning their heels upwards, whom she
would follow, and wheel her self naked as she was all the Fort over.” Au naturel cartwheels notwithstanding, there was no romance between Smith and Pocahontas, who
at best shared the fondness of an older man for a younger girl he later described as
“the very nonpareil of [Powhatan’s] kingdom.”8 After Smith’s departure — more the
result of a revolt against his leadership than of concern for his health, which could not
have been improved by a long ocean voyage — she apparently went about her life
much as she would have if the English had never arrived. In about 1610, at the age of
fourteen or fifteen, she married a “private captain called Kocoum” and went to live
with him in an outlying town in Powhatan’s domain.9
Her relationship to John Rolfe began some three years later with another
capture, this time of Pocahontas by the English. War between colonists and the
Powhatans had broken out shortly after Smith’s departure, largely because of incessant English demands for food tribute. Also in dispute were English claims to land in
an area at the heart of Powhatan’s chiefdom stretching fifty miles up the James River
from Jamestown to the outpost of Henrico, which the colonists established in 1611.
Following a policy of divide and rule, the English had made peace with one of the
constituent elements of Powhatan’s paramount chiefdom, the Patawomecks. In their
country in April 1613, Englishman Samuel Argall convinced one of that nation’s
headmen to lure Pocahontas — who was on an extended visit to her father’s erstwhile
tributaries — on board his vessel.10 The young captive spent most of the next year as
a hostage at Jamestown, under the supervision of Deputy Governor Thomas Dale,
and at Henrico, in the house of the Reverend Alexander Whitaker. During that period
she received instruction — indoctrination might be a better word — in Christianity.
Dale, promulgator of the colony’s infamously draconian “Laws Divine, Moral and
Martial,” was hardly known for his light touch; during a previous term as governor
he had sentenced some English wrongdoers “to be hanged, some burned, some to be
broken upon wheels, others to be staked, and some to be shot to death.”11 Whitaker’s
approach may have been no more subtle. He wrote approvingly that “Sir Thomas
Dale had labored a long time to ground in her” a rote knowledge of the Apostles’
Creed, the Lord’s Prayer, and the Ten Commandments in English.12
During her captivity Pocahontas came to know John Rolfe, a twenty-eight-yearold bachelor who had recently shipped to England a trial sample of the tobacco he
had been experimenting with since first importing seeds from the West Indies in
1611.13 Rolfe became smitten with the then-eighteen-year-old woman, “to whom,” he
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said, “my hearty and best thoughts are, and have for a long time been so entangled,
and enthralled in so intricate a labyrinth, that I was even awearied to unwind myself
thereout.” Whether Pocahontas requited her suitor’s love is unknown. Perhaps at first
he simply represented a way out of the oppressive tutelage of Whitaker and Dale. In
any event, what Rolfe feared might be only “the unbridled desire of carnal affection”
was, he convinced himself, outweighed by the higher goals of the “good of this plantation for the honor of our country, for the glory of God for my own salvation and
for the converting to the true knowledge of God and Jesus Christ, an unbelieving
creature.”14
In March 1614, as Rolfe sorted out his feelings, Dale took Pocahontas with him
when he marched an army into the heart of Powhatan’s domain, “burned . . . some
forty houses, and . . . made freeboot and pillage” to demonstrate who was in charge.
Despite this show of force, Powhatan balked at Dale’s efforts to impose a peace treaty
until, in the midst of negotiations, Rolfe wrote a letter to the governor confessing his
attraction to Pocahontas and suggesting a diplomatic marriage to seal an alliance.
Powhatan — who had several weeks earlier proposed “that his daughter should be
[Dale’s] child, and ever dwell with [him], desiring to be ever friends” — agreed to the
match immediately. Pocahontas, having, according to Dale, “made some good progress” in her catechism, hastily received baptism, and within ten days the union was
blessed with Anglican rites at Jamestown. No one seemed to worry about the bride’s
inconvenient previous marriage to Kocoum.15
Two years later, with Indians and English seemingly enjoying an age of peace
and colonists madly planting Rolfe’s tobacco everywhere, the couple and their infant
son traveled to England. The family was accompanied by a man named Uttamatomakkin
(whom English sources described as an adviser to her father) and perhaps ten other
people from Tsenacommacah. Sometime after their arrival in June 1616, Smith (who
Pocahontas had been told was dead) went to see her in her lodgings and wrote for
her a letter of introduction to Queen Anne, in which he told the rescue story in public for the first time.16 In January 1617 the Indians were ceremonially received at
court, where they were “graciously used” by King James I. They also sat “well placed”
at a performance of a theatrical work by Ben Jonson, amid grumbling by some courtiers that Pocahontas was “no fair lady,” despite “her tricking up and high style and
titles.” Two months later she succumbed to an unidentified ailment at Gravesend, as
she prepared to travel home on a ship commanded by the same Samuel Argall who
had captured her.17
Hopes for the kind of peaceful ethnic relations the Rolfe-Pocahontas marriage
symbolized expired with her. Powhatan died in early 1618, leaving his paramount
chieftainship to a series of elderly relatives. Effective leadership, however, passed long
before his death to the Pamunkey chief Opechancanough and a charismatic religious
figure named Nemattanew, or “Jack of the Feather,” who promised his followers that
European musket shots would do them no harm. In November 1621, as the two were
mobilizing forces to resist English expansionism, Nemattanew got into a scuffle with
colonists who accused him of murdering an Englishman and took a fatal shot from
one of the guns to which he claimed immunity. His movement lived on, however, and
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in March of the next year Opechancanough planned a series of carefully coordinated assaults that killed at least 330 English — perhaps one quarter of the colony’s
population — in a single day. A decade of brutal retaliatory warfare ensued, until the
exhausted English imposed peace terms.18
The conceptual distance the victors had traveled since the days of the RolfePocahontas marriage is perhaps best measured by comments made during the war
by Virginia governor Francis Wyatt. “Our first work is expulsion of the savages to
gain the free range of the country for increase of Cattle, swine, etc.,” he wrote. “It is
infinitely better to have no heathen among us, who at best were but as thorns in our
sides, than to be at peace and league with them.”19 So things stood until 1644, when
Opechancanough — reputedly 100 years old and unable to walk unassisted — was carried into the field on a litter to lead his people in a final desperate campaign against
the English. In March 1646 English forces captured him and displayed him in a cage
at Jamestown. Despite his disabilities and “eye-lids . . . so heavy that he could not see,”
he defiantly protested the indignity until one of his guards shot him in the back.20
What might we make of these intertwined tales and their murderous end? EuroAmericans have usually faced west to focus on what the narratives mean for them
and their own story. From this perspective, Pocahontas’ main purpose was to make
possible the survival of the Jamestown colony, and thus the future development of the
United States. Her story conveys lessons about a road not taken, about an intercultural cooperation that should have been, about a Native American who not only
welcomed colonizers with open arms but so thoroughly assimilated to their ways that
she changed her name and her religion in order to become one with them. As a
twentieth-century biographer put it, “Pocahontas did not share her people’s hostility,
and it is that fact that catapulted her into history. . . . Encountering a new culture, she
responded with curiosity and concern, and she accepted the potential for change and
development within herself. She rose, surely and dramatically, above the ignorance
and savagery of her people.”21 Opechancanough presumably did not.
An eastward-facing perspective on the limited documentary evidence about
Pocahontas, however, suggests a very different meaning for her stories. What if we
think of her not as the sexy savior of Jamestown but instead as “a young exile, who
died at age twenty-two in a foreign country”?22 Significantly, the only attempt to
record Pocahontas’ own words was made by that less-than-reliable source John Smith
after his visit with her in England in 1616. When her old acquaintance first encountered her, “she turned about, obscured her face, as not seeming well contented.” Hours
later, after Smith had begun to doubt her ability even to speak English, Pocahontas
finally
began to talk, and remembered me well what courtesies she had done, saying,
“You did promise Powhatan [that] what was yours should be his, and he the like
to you; you called him father being in his land a stranger, and by the same reason so must I do you,” which though I [Smith] would have excused, I durst not
allow of that title, because she was a king’s daughter. With a well set countenance she said, “Were you not afraid to come into my father’s country, and
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caused fear in him and all his people (but me) and fear you here I should call
you father? I tell you then I will, and you shall call me child, and so I will be for
ever and ever your countryman. They did tell us always you were dead, and I
knew no other till I came to Plymouth [England]; yet Powhatan did command
Uttamatomakkin to seek you, and know the truth, because your countrymen
will lie much.”23
If Smith’s version of Pocahontas’ words is accurate, at least three powerful
messages emerge. First is a pervasive tone of profound sadness — if not embittered
disillusionment. This is not the song of an enlightened savage happy to live in civilization at last, but rather the lament of a “stranger” trapped by duty far from home
in a world of congenital liars. Yet duty strongly emerges as the second message
conveyed by Pocahontas’ words, if they are her words. She conveys a firm sense of
her social role and how she must play it. She defines that role neither as the Christian
convert Rebecca nor as the wife of John Rolfe; instead, she is the one obligated to
call Smith “father” and “be for ever and ever” his “countryman.” In Native eastern
North America, obligations were always supposed to be reciprocal. The third message, therefore, is the failure of Smith and his mendacious countrymen to uphold
the standard of reciprocity. He refuses to let her call him “father” and has apparently forgotten his pledge to “Powhatan [that] what was yours should be his, and he
the like to you.”
So it seems plausible that, far from being a youthful rebel who defied her
father’s will to join the English invaders, Pocahontas was a dutiful child who fulfilled
a very traditional function in Native politics and diplomacy.24 Her role in whatever
happened during Smith’s 1608 captivity defined him as her adoptive parent, and
thus also established kinship relations between him and her biological father and,
presumably, her mother’s clan as well. (There would be nothing odd about having
two or more “fathers.” Virginia Algonquian children probably used the same term
of respect — which only imperfectly translates into English — to address both a male
parent and his brothers.) Pocahontas’ later marriage to Rolfe — a match both sides
understood as an act of diplomatic alliance — vastly strengthened already existing
connections. Through her, the English and the Powhatans became fictive kin, and
the ceremonial, political, and economic basis for peace, as people of Tsenacommacah
understood that concept, became possible. Thus, a month after the marriage,
Powhatan “inquire[d] how his brother Sir Thomas Dale fared, after that of his
daughter’s welfare, her marriage, his unknown son, and how they liked, lived, and
loved together.” When told all was well, “he laughed heartily, and said he was very
glad of it.”25
We need not idealize either the motives of Powhatan or the unanimity of his
people to appreciate the genuine, if fragile, potential that Pocahontas’ adoption and
marriage represented or the ways in which that potential resonated with traditional
Native practices. When Pocahontas took the name Rebecca and went to live among
Europeans, she did so not to abandon her culture but to incorporate the English into
her Native world, to make it possible for them to live in Indian country by Indian
rules. In this light, it could not be more wrong to assert that she broke decisively
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with her people. To the contrary, Pocahontas played a familiar diplomatic role and
may in fact have had very little choice in either her casting or her performance. Nor
need we demonize the English to appreciate the tragedy that resulted from their
failure to fulfill reciprocal obligations of kinship that they did not — or would not —
understand. “Your king gave me nothing,” Uttamatomakkin complained to Smith
after an audience with James I that inexplicably included none of the gifts that any
chief worthy of the name should have bestowed to display his power and largesse.
Not surprisingly, when he returned to Tsenacommacah after Pocahontas’ death,
Powhatan’s agent had little good to say about the English.26 The story of Pocahontas,
then, does represent a road of intercultural cooperation that tragically was not
taken — but a road toward cooperation on Indian, rather than English, terms. To
take that road, Smith and others in positions of authority over European colonists
would have had to acknowledge that they were living in Indian country, that what
they called “Virginia” was not theirs alone to govern. Whether that acknowledgment would have been enough — whether Powhatans and English could ever have
found a way to share Tsenacommacah on mutually advantageous terms — will never
be known. But Pocahontas’ diplomatic marriage suggests that there was a genuine
moment when an alternative history might have been made. Perhaps that is the
deepest tragedy of her story.
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Questions
1. Daniel Richter writes, “Every North American schoolchild knows — or thinks she
knows — the story of Pocahontas” (par. 2). How closely does the brief account he
provides match what you know (or thought you knew) about Pocahontas? Where
does it diverge? What is your response to his claim that that story is “either incorrect or misleading” (par. 3)?
2. Richter says that as a historian it is difficult to provide an accurate account of the
story of Pocahontas “in part because of the contradictory accounts Smith himself
wrote” (par. 5). What does this suggest about history itself and also about this particular story?
3. Richter makes two strong claims: in paragraph 5, he supplies “the most likely interpretation of what happened,” and in the next paragraph he states that “there was no
romance between Smith and Pocahontas.” What is your response to these, perhaps
surprising, claims?
4. How does Richter distinguish between westward- and eastward-facing perspectives regarding historical narrative? Which one provides greater insight into the
story of Pocahontas? Explain.
5. Richter begins paragraph 15 with “If Smith’s version of Pocahontas’ words is
accurate, at least three powerful messages emerge.” Briefly recount the three messages and discuss how they influence your understanding of Pocahontas and
Smith.
6. In the final two paragraphs, Richter offers his interpretation of the meaning of
Pocahontas, and concludes: “Perhaps that is the deepest tragedy of her story.” What
is your response to Richter’s interpretation?
7. What is the overall rhetorical effect of Richter’s footnotes?

Matoaka als Rebecca
Simon van de Passe
The engraving on the next page, the only known contemporaraneous portrait of
“Pocahontas,” was made in 1616 by Dutch engraver Simon van de Passe. It was
commissioned by the Virginia Company, which was established by King James of
England in 1606 to create settlements in America. The Latin words around the
portrait may be translated as “Matoaka, alias Rebecca, daughter of the most powerful prince of the Powhatan Empire of Virginia.”

Questions
1. What is your first impression of this picture? How old does “Matoaka, alias
Rebecca,” look? Pocahontas is said to have been twenty-one, or twenty-two at the
oldest, when she died. Considering that this is the only contemporaraneous portrait of her, how accurate is it likely to be?
2. Look carefully at the details: the face, the clothing, the eyes, and the hand. What
do you find striking or surprising?
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3. How did the Virginia Company wish Pocahontas to be regarded? Why would they
want her to be seen as depicted here?

Letter to Queen Anne of Great Britain
Captain John Smith
The following letter was written in 1616 by Captain John Smith of the Virginia
Company; in it he introduces Pocahontas to the queen of England.

To the most high and virtuous princess, Queen Anne of Great Britain
Most admired Queen,
The love I bear my God, my King and country, hath so oft emboldened me in the
worst of extreme dangers, that now honesty doth constrain me to presume thus
far beyond myself, to present your Majesty this short discourse: if ingratitude be a
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deadly poison to all honest virtues, I must be guilty of that crime if I should omit any
means to be thankful.
So it is, that some ten years ago being in Virginia, and taken prisoner by the
power of Powhatan their chief King, I received from this great Salvage exceeding
great courtesy, especially from his son Nantaquaus, the most manliest, comeliest,
boldest spirit, I ever saw in a Salvage, and his sister Pocahontas, the Kings most dear
and well-beloved daughter, being but a child of twelve or thirteen years of age, whose
compassionate pitiful heart, of my desperate estate, gave me much cause to respect
her: I being the first Christian this proud King and his grim attendants ever saw: and
thus enthralled in their barbarous power, I cannot say I felt the least occasion of
want that was in the power of those my mortal foes to prevent, notwithstanding all
their threats. After some six weeks fatting amongst those Salvage courtiers, at the
minute of my execution, she hazarded the beating out of her own brains to save mine;
and not only that, but so prevailed with her father, that I was safely conducted to
Jamestown: where I found about eight and thirty miserable poor and sick creatures,
to keep possession of all those large territories of Virginia; such was the weakness of
this poor commonwealth, as had the Salvages not fed us, we directly had starved. And
this relief, most gracious Queen, was commonly brought us by this Lady Pocahontas.
Notwithstanding all these passages, when inconstant fortune turned our peace to
war, this tender virgin would still not spare to dare to visit us, and by her our jars have
been oft appeased, and our wants still supplied; were it the policy of her father thus to
employ her, or the ordinance of God thus to make her his instrument, or her extraordinary affection to our nation, I know not: but of this I am sure; when her father with
the utmost of his policy and power, sought to surprise me, having but eighteen with me,
the dark night could not affright her from coming through the irksome woods, and
with watered eyes gave me intelligence, with her best advice to escape his fury; which
had he known, he had surely slain her.
Jamestown with her wild train she as freely frequented, as her fathers habitation;
and during the time of two or three years, she next under God, was still the instrument to preserve this colony from death, famine and utter confusion; which if in
those times, had once been dissolved, Virginia might have lain as it was at our first
arrival to this day. Since then, this business having been turned and varied by many
accidents from that I left it at: it is most certain, after a long and troublesome war
after my departure, betwixt her father and our colony; all which time she was not
heard of.
About two years after she herself was taken prisoner, being so detained near two
years longer, the colony by that means was relieved, peace concluded; and at last rejecting her barbarous condition, she was married to an English Gentleman, with whom at
this present she is in England; the first Christian ever of that Nation, the first Virginian
ever spoke English, or had a child in marriage by an Englishman: a matter surely, if my
meaning be truly considered and well understood, worthy a Princes understanding.
Thus, most gracious Lady, I have related to your Majesty, what at your best leisure our approved Histories will account you at large, and done in the time of your
Majesty’s life; and however this might be presented you from a more worthy pen, it
cannot from a more honest heart, as yet I never begged anything of the state, or any:
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and it is my want of ability and her exceeding desert; your birth, means and authority; her birth, virtue, want and simplicity, doth make me thus bold, humbly to
beseech your Majesty to take this knowledge of her, though it be from one so unworthy to be the reporter, as myself, her husbands estate not being able to make her fit to
attend your Majesty. The most and least I can do, is to tell you this, because none so
oft hath tried it as myself, and the rather being of so great a spirit, however her stature:
if she should not be well received, seeing this Kingdom may rightly have a Kingdom
by her means; her present love to us and Christianity might turn to such scorn and
fury, as to divert all this good to the worst of evil; whereas finding so great a Queen
should do her some honor more than she can imagine, for being so kind to your servants and subjects, would so ravish her with content, as endear her dearest blood to
effect that, your Majesty and all the Kings honest subjects most earnestly desire.
And so I humbly kiss your gracious hands,
Captain John Smith, 1616

Questions
1. How does Captain John Smith characterize Powhatan, Nantaquaus, and Pocahontas?
2. Were you surprised by the brevity of Smith’s account of his supposed rescue by
Pocahontas? How does Smith’s account as delivered here match your understanding of his interaction with Pocahontas, based on your familiarity with the legend
and your reading of Richter (p. 306)?
3. What is Smith’s tone in the final sentence of the letter?
4. What are Smith’s motives? What is the purpose of his letter to the queen?
5. In Smith’s 1608 account, which contains no mention of a rescue, he describes
Pocahontas as a “child of ten years old.” Eight years later, in this 1616 letter to Queen
Anne of Great Britain, he writes, “at the minute of my execution, she hazarded the
beating out of her own brains to save mine” (par. 2). Then in 1624, he elaborates on
the event in this account:
At his entrance before the king, all the people gave a great shout. The queen of
Appamatuck was appointed to bring him water to wash his hands, and another
brought him a bunch of feathers, instead of a towel to dry them: having feasted
him after their best barbarous manner they could, a long consultation was held,
but the conclusion was, two great stones were brought before Powhatan: then as
many as could laid hands on him, dragged him to them, and thereon laid his
head, and being ready with their clubs, to beat out his brains, Pocahontas the
king’s dearest daughter, when no entreaty could prevail, got his head in her arms,
and laid her own upon his to save him from death: whereat the Emperor was
contented he should live to make him hatchets, and her bells, beads, and copper;
for they thought him as well of all occupations as themselves.

Finally, six years after that, in a 1630 account, Smith tells a similar story of having
been rescued by a young girl in Hungary in 1602. What do Smith’s different versions suggest to you about the story?
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The Baptism of Pocahontas
John Gadsby Chapman

Architect of the Capitol

The following painting, commissioned by the U.S. Congress in 1839, was hung
in the U.S. Capitol rotunda among paintings of other American heroes.

JOHN GADSBY CHAPMAN, THE BAPTISM OF POCAHONTAS, 1839,
U.S. CAPITOL ROTUNDA, WASHINGTON, D.C.

OIL ON CANVAS,

12' × 18',

(See color insert, Image 17.)

Questions
1. Why would the U.S. Congress decide in 1839 to commission such a painting to
hang among representations of other American heroes in the Capitol rotunda?
Consider events that took place in the country at the time — for example, passage
of the Indian Removal Act of 1830 and the infamous “Trail of Tears” that Native
Americans were forced to travel.
2. What are your first impressions of this painting? How are the central figures of the
minister, John Rolfe, and Pocahontas depicted?
3. What is your impression of the Native American figures, particularly Pocahontas’s
sister — who is holding a baby, her brother Nantaquaus — who is turning away,
and her uncle Opechancanough — who is seated, facing the viewer? How do they
contrast with the English figures and with Pocahontas? What is the rhetorical
effect of these depictions?
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4. In 1863 and again in 1875, this image was engraved on the back of $20 U.S.
banknotes. What does this suggest about the prominence of this depiction? What
features made it so important?

The Chieftain’s Daughter
A Ballad
George P. Morris
George P. Morris was an editor and author of popular poems, songs, and hymns.
His most famous piece was “Woodsman, Spare That Tree.” The following 1840 ballad, said to have been the most popular poem about Pocahontas in the nineteenth
century, was put to music by Henry Russell, an English composer.

Upon the barren sand
A single captive stood,
Around him came, with bow and brand,
The red men of the wood.
Like him of old, his doom he hears,
Rock-bound on ocean’s rim: —
The chieftain’s daughter knelt in tears,
And breathed a prayer for him.
Above his head in air,
The savage war-club swung,
The frantic girl, in wild despair,
Her arms about him flung.
Then shook the warriors of the shade,
Like leaves on aspen limb,
Subdued by that heroic maid
Who breathed a prayer for him.
“Unbind him?” gasp’d the chief,
“Obey your king’s decree!”
He kiss’d away her tears of grief,
And set the captive free.
’Tis ever thus, when in life’s storm,
Hope’s star to man grows dim,
An angel kneels in woman’s form,
And breathes a prayer for him.
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Questions
1. What is the central irony that George P. Morris develops in the second stanza?
2. How would you describe Morris’s overall tone in this poem?
3. How do the last four lines of the poem differ from those that precede them? What
is their rhetorical effect?
4. How does the repetition of “breathed a prayer for him” at the end of each stanza
influence the meaning of the poem?
5. What about this poem might account for its great popularity in its time?
6. Go online to find the sheet music for this ballad, or listen to a recording. How does
reading the music or listening to the song affect your understanding and estimation of the piece?

Pocahontas
Howard Chandler Christy
Howard Chandler Christy was a prolific artist, contributing realistic illustrations to
magazines such as Scribner’s and Harper’s, and patriotic posters for use by the U.S.
Navy and Marine Corps. You would probably recognize his famous recruiting
poster showing a young lady in a naval uniform with the caption: “Gee!! I Wish
I Were a Man. I’d Join the Navy.” The 1911 painting on the next page is the first
of a series of eight “Christy Girl” paintings that suggest not only who the idealized American heroic woman was but also what American beauty was. The eight
include: Pocahontas, the Puritan Girl, the Colonial Girl, the Revolutionary Girl, the
Pioneer Girl, the Dixie Girl, the Western Girl, and the American Girl. Each one
depicts a beautiful, independent American woman.

Questions
1. This painting seems to depict a proposal. The kneeling figure is not identified; is
he likely to be Captain John Smith? Pocahontas’s Indian husband Kocoum? John
Rolfe? Explain the reason for your choice.
2. Look carefully at the figure of Pocahontas. How is she depicted? Consider her
posture, her clothing, and her countenance. How would you describe the attitude
portrayed?
3. As the first of the series of eight “Christy Girl” paintings, what are this painting’s
symbolic suggestions? How does this painting reflect the image of women in
1911?
4. How does this painting contribute to the developing myth of Pocahontas in its
time? What does it suggest about contemporaneous conceptions of women?
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HOWARD CHANDLER CHRISTY,
POCAHONTAS, 1911, OIL ON
CANVAS, 69" × 49",
AMERICAN ILLUSTRATORS
GALLERY, NEW YORK.
(See color insert,
Image 18.)
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Pocahontas to Her English Husband, John Rolfe
Paula Gunn Allen
Well-known as a poet and writer of fiction, Paula Gunn Allen, of mixed European
American and Native American Pueblo Laguna descent, was a professor of English
and American Indian Studies at UCLA. In the following 1988 poem, the poet speaks
in the imagined voice of Pocahontas.

In a way, then, Pocahontas was a kind of traitor to her people. . . . Perhaps I am
being a little too hard on her. The crucial point, it seems to me, is to remember that
Pocahontas was a hostage. Would she have converted freely to Christianity if she had
not been in captivity? There is no easy answer to this question other than to note that
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once she was free to do what she wanted, she avoided her own people like the
plague. . . .
Pocahontas was a white dream — a dream of cultural superiority.
— Charles Larson, American Indian Fiction

Had I not cradled you in my arms,
oh beloved perfidious one,
you would have died.
And how many times did I pluck you
from certain death in the wilderness —
my world through which you stumbled
as though blind?
Had I not set you tasks,
your masters far across the sea
would have abandoned you —
did abandon you, as many times
they left you
to reap the harvest of their lies.
Still you survived, oh my fair husband,
and brought them gold
wrung from a harvest I taught you
to plant. Tobacco.
It is not without irony that by this crop
your descendants die, for other
powers than you know
take part in this as in all things.
And indeed I did rescue you —
not once but a thousand thousand times
and in my arms you slept, a foolish child,
and under my protecting gaze you played,
chattering nonsense about a God
you had not wit to name. I’m sure
you wondered at my silence, saying I was
a simple wanton, a savage maid,
dusky daughter of heathen sires
who cartwheeled naked through the muddy towns
learning the ways of grace only
by your firm guidance, through
your husbandly rule:
no doubt, no doubt.
I spoke little, you said.
And you listened less,
but played with your gaudy dreams
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and sent ponderous missives to the throne
striving thereby to curry favor
with your king.
I saw you well. I
understood your ploys and still
protected you, going so far as to die
in your keeping — a wasting,
putrefying Christian death — and you,
deceiver, whiteman, father of my son,
survived, reaping wealth greater
than any you had ever dreamed
from what I taught you
and from the wasting of my bones.
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Questions
1. The poet assumes the voice of Pocahontas and addresses her husband: “oh beloved
perfidious one” (l. 2). Why would she use such an oxymoronic phrase at the beginning of the poem? What is its effect? How do that phrase and the rhetorical question
that follows contribute to her tone?
2. How effectively does Paula Gunn Allen develop the “irony” she mentions in
line 19? How does the irony in lines 33–34 (“learning the ways of grace only / by
your firm guidance”) contribute to the poem?
3. How does Allen’s juxtaposition of Pocahontas as protector with Rolfe’s characterization of her as “a simple wanton, a savage maid, / dusky daughter of heathen sires”
(ll. 29–30) serve to undermine stereotypes regarding Native Americans?
4. In line 31, Allen refers to the famous passage from William Strachey’s 1615 book,
History of Travaile into Virginia Britannica (one of the very few sources from
which we draw information about Pocahontas): “Pocahuntas, a well-featured but
wanton young girle . . . of the age of eleven or twelve years, get the boyes forth into
the market place, and make them wheele, falling on their hands, turning their
heels upwards, whom she would followe, and wheele so herself, naked as she was,
all the fort over.” Although Strachey probably never actually saw Pocahontas himself, his description is widely accepted as accurate. How does Allen interpret his
account in this poem?
5. What is the argument that Allen advances in the poem? What is her view of
Pocahontas?
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from Redesigning Pocahontas
Disney, the “White Man’s Indian,” and the Marketing of Dreams
Gary Edgerton and Kathy Merlock Jackson
The following selection is from a 1996 critical article on the Disney film Pocahontas.
Gary Edgerton is professor and chair of the Communication and Theater Arts
Department at Old Dominion University. Kathy Merlock Jackson is professor and
coordinator of communications at Virginia Wesleyan College.

It is a story that is fundamentally about racism and intolerance and we hope that
people will gain a greater understanding of themselves and of the world around them.
It’s also about having respect for each other’s cultures.
— Thomas Schumacher, senior vice president of
Disney Feature Animation (Pocahontas 35)

The challenge was how to do a movie with such themes and make it interesting,
romantic, fun.
— Peter Schneider, president of
Disney Feature Animation (Pocahontas 37)

Don’t Know Much about History
Artists and authors have actually been reshaping Pocahontas and her history for
nearly four centuries. In Pocahontas: Her Life and Legend, William M. S. Rasmussen
and Robert S. Tilton surveyed literally dozens of depictions, beginning during
Pocahontas’s lifetime, when she was “living proof that American natives could be
Christianized and civilized” (7). Fact and fiction were blended at the outset into this
legendary personality who symbolized friendly and advantageous relations between
American Indians and English settlers from a distinctly Anglo-American point of view.
Disney’s animators are merely part of that longer tradition, the latest in a series of storytellers, painters, poets, sculptors, and commercial artists who have taken liberties with
Pocahontas’s historical record for their own purposes (Rasmussen and Tilton).
Disney’s Pocahontas is, once again, a parable of assimilation, although this time
the filmmakers hinted at a change in outlook. Producer James Pentecost for instance
reported that
“Colors of the Wind” perhaps best sums up the entire spirit and essence of the
film . . . this song was written before anything else. It set the tone of the movie and
defined the character of Pocahontas. Once Alan [Menken] and Stephen [Schwartz]
wrote that song, we knew what the film was about. (Pocahontas 51–52)
Schwartz agreed with Pentecost, adding that his lyrics were inspired by Chief
Seattle’s famous speech to the United States Congress that challenged white ascendancy in America and the appropriation of American Indian lands (Pocahontas 52).
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“Colors of the Wind” functions as a rousing anthem for Pocahontas, extolling the
virtues of tolerance, cross-cultural sensitivity, and respect for others and the natural
environment:
You think you own whatever land you
land on
The earth is just a dead thing you can
claim
But I know ev’ry rock and tree and
creature
Has a life, has a spirit, has a name
You think the only people who are
people
Are the people who think and look like
you
But if you walk the footsteps of a stranger
You’ll learn things you never knew
You never knew.
These lofty sentiments, however, are down-played by the film’s overriding commitment to romantic fantasy. Pocahontas, for example, sings “Colors of the Wind” in
response to John Smith’s remark that her people are “savages,” but the rest of the
technically stirring sequence plays more like an adolescent seduction than a lesson
teaching Smith those “things [he] never knew [he] never knew.”
Pocahontas’s search for her “dream,” a classic Disney plot device, is a case in point.
A great deal of dramatic energy is spent on Pocahontas’s finding her “true path.” She is
sprightly, though troubled, in her conversations with Grandmother Willow. She is struggling with her own youthful uncertainties as well as her father’s very definite plans for her:

5

Should I choose the smoothest course
Steady as a beating drum
Should I marry Kocoum
Is all my dreaming at an end?
Or do you still wait for me, dreamgiver
Just around the river bend?
Unsure of Kocoum, but regarding love and marriage as her only options, Pocahontas
finally finds her answer in John Smith.
What this development discloses, of course, is the conventional viewpoint of the
filmmakers: Pocahontas essentially falls in love with the first white man she sees. The
film’s scriptwriters chose certain episodes from her life, invented others, and in the process shaped a narrative that highlights some events, ideas, and values, while suppressing
others. The historical Pocahontas and John Smith were never lovers, she was twelve and
he was twenty-seven when they met in 1607. In relying so completely on their romantic coupling, however, Disney’s animators minimize the many challenging issues that
they raise — racism, colonialism, environmentalism, and spiritual alienation.
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The entire plot structure is similarly calculated to support the Disney game plan.
The film begins in London in 1607 with John Smith and the Virginia Company crew
setting out for the New World, and it concludes with Smith’s return trip to England
in 1609, although the duration of the movie seems to span weeks rather than years.
The scriptwriters, nevertheless, terminate the narrative at the most expedient juncture,
avoiding the more tragic business of Pocahontas’s kidnapping by the English; her isolation from her people for a year; her ensuing conversion to Christianity; her marriage
and name change to Lady Rebecca Rolfe; and her untimely death from tuberculosis at
age twenty-one in England (Barbour; Fritz; Mossiker; Woodward). Disney’s filmmakers did, in fact, research those details of Pocahontas’s life before starting production,
but obviously their aim was to keep audiences as comfortable as possible by providing
a predictable product.
Co-director Eric Goldberg later claimed that “it’s important for us as filmmakers to be able to say not everything was entirely hunky-dory by the end . . . which it
usually is in a traditionally Disneyesque movie” (Mallory 24). Given the eventual
fate of Pocahontas and the Algonquins, though, Disney’s animators could hardly
have opted for the usual “happily ever after” finale. The filmmakers, after all, were
genuinely trying to offend no one, including the Native American community and
their consultants.
Pocahontas’s climactic sequence further establishes the film’s dominant, love-story
narrative, albeit with some variations of the classic Disney formula. After English settler Thomas shoots and kills Kocoum, tensions between the American Indians and
the British mount. John Smith is captured by Kocoum’s companions, blamed for his
death, and immediately slated for execution. In a replay of the legendary rescue
scene, Pocahontas risks her life to save John Smith, catalyzing peace between the
English and the American Indians. In the process, the film’s animators and scriptwriters complete their upgrade of the Indian princess characterization by making
Pocahontas more assertive, determined to realize her “dream,” and according to her
father, “wis[e] beyond her years.”
The film, moreover, concludes with Pocahontas standing alone on a rocky summit, watching the ship carrying a wounded John Smith sail for England. She has
presumably resolved to stay behind in Virginia and take her rightful place alongside
her father as a peacemaker, even though her actions in the previous eighty minutes
of the film suggest that her “path” lies elsewhere. Pocahontas thus reinforces another
resilient stereotype that the main purpose of a Disney heroine is to further the interests of love, notwithstanding the bittersweet coda. Pocahontas’s newfound ambition
to become a mediator, then, is a workable if somewhat disingenuous solution, especially considering the latent historical realities percolating beneath this romantic
plotline.
The questions then arise: Can a Disney animated feature be substantive as well as
entertaining? Can race, gender, and the rest of [the] Pocahontas postmodernist
agenda be presented in a thought-provoking way that still works for the animation
audience, especially children? We believe the answer is yes, but we also believe the
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A scene from Disney’s 1995 movie Pocahontas.

studio has an obligation to create a more forward-looking alternative to existing
stereotypes and to deal more fully and maturely with the serious issues and charged
imagery that it addresses.
Consider the redesigning of the character of Pocahontas. Supervising animator
Glen Keane remembered how former studio chairman Jeffrey Katzenberg charged
him with reshaping Pocahontas as “the finest creature the human race has to offer”
(Kim 24). He also admitted, “I don’t want to say a rut, but we’ve been doing mainly
Caucasian faces” (Cochran 42). Keane, in turn, drew on four successive women for
inspiration, beginning with paintings of Pocahontas herself; then Native American
consultant Shirley “Little Dove” Custalow McGowan; then twenty-one-year-old
Filipino model Dyna Taylor; and finally white supermodel Christy Turlington
(Cochran 42). After studio animators spent months sketching her, their Pocahontas
emerged as a multicultural pastiche. They started with Native American faces but
eventually gravitated to the more familiar and Anglicized looks of the statuesque
Turlington. Not surprisingly, all the key decision makers and supervising artists on
Pocahontas were white males. Disney and Keane’s “finest creature” clearly is the result
of a very conventional viewpoint.
Accordingly, what of avoiding old stereotypes? Native American actors were cast
in all the native roles in the film; still, Pocahontas’s screen image is less American
Indian than fashionably exotic. Many critics, for example Newsweek’s Laura Shapiro,
refer to the makeover as “Native American Barbie” (Shapiro and Chang 57) — in

15
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other words, Indian features, such as Pocahontas’s eyes, skin color, and wardrobe,
only provide a kind of Native American styling to an old stereotype.
The British colonists also replace the Indians as stock villains in Pocahontas, with
Governor Ratcliffe, in particular, singing about gold, riches, and power in the appropriately titled song “Mine, Mine, Mine.” The film’s final impression, therefore, is that,
with Ratcliffe bound, gagged, and headed back to England, American Indians and
Europeans are now free to coexist peacefully. Race is a dramatic or stylistic device,
but the more profound consequences of institutional racism are never allowed even
momentarily to invade the audience’s comfort zone.
Perhaps the Disney studio should trust its patrons more. Fairy tales and fantasies
have traditionally challenged children (and adults) with the unpleasant realities lurking just beneath their placid exteriors. Audiences are likely to enjoy added depth and
suggestiveness enough to buy plenty of tickets and merchandise. Disney’s Pocahontas
raises important issues but does not fully address them; it succeeds as a king-sized
commercial vehicle, but fails as a half-hearted revision.

Contested Meanings
The meaning of a text is always the site of a struggle.
— Lawrence Grossberg (86)

History is always interpreted. I’m not saying this film is accurate, but it is a start. I
grew up being called Pocahontas as a derogatory term. They hissed that name at me,
as if it was something dirty. Now, with this film, Pocahontas can reach a larger
culture as a heroine. No, it doesn’t make up for five hundred years of genocide, but
it is a reminder that we will have to start telling our own stories.
— Irene Bedard (qtd. in Vincent E5)

The comments of Irene Bedard, the Native American actress who plays the voice of
Pocahontas, augment many of the critical responses that surfaced after the release of
Pocahontas in the summer of 1995. She offers audiences some valuable insights into
the Native American perspective, especially with her painful recollection of being
ridiculed with the surprising taunt, “Pocahontas.” As she says, this film signals a
welcomed counterbalance to such insults; most significantly, she calls for the emergence and development of a truly American Indian cinema that is the next needed
step for fundamentally improving depictions of Native Americans on film.
Until that time, however, we can extend our understanding of Pocahontas, in
particular, and established and alternative views toward Indian people in general, by
examining the spectrum of critical reactions that the animated film engendered. The
most striking aspect of Pocahontas’s critical reception is the contradictory nature of
the responses: the film is alternately described as progressive or escapist, enlightened
or racist, feminist or retrograde — depending on the critic. Inherently fraught with
contradictions, Disney’s Pocahontas sends an abundance of mixed messages, which
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probably underscores the limits of reconstructing the Native American image at
Disney or, perhaps, any other major Hollywood studio that operates first and foremost
as a marketer of conventional dreams and a seller of related consumer products.
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Questions
1. What is the rhetorical purpose of the opening quotations from Thomas
Schumacher and Peter Schneider? How do they contribute to the argument made
by the authors?
2. In the second paragraph, Gary Edgerton and Kathy Merlock Jackson state that the
film Pocahontas is “a parable of assimilation.” What do they mean by that?
3. The authors say that the “lofty sentiments” of the song “Colors of the Wind” are
“down-played by the film’s overriding commitment to romantic fantasy” (par. 5).
Is the movie overly romantic? If so, does that romanticism undermine the value
and effect of the song? Explain.
4. The authors write: “The film’s scriptwriters chose certain episodes from her life,
invented others, and in the process shaped a narrative that highlights some
events, ideas, and values, while suppressing others” (par. 7). For example, historians deny the love story portrayed between Smith and Pocahontas. In addition,
the song has Pocahontas asking herself: “Should I marry Kocoum?” Historical
accounts tell us that Pocahontas did marry him. Why would the filmmakers decide
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to do what Edgerton and Jackson claim? Is it true that the filmmakers “terminate
the narrative at the most expedient juncture,” avoiding the awful realities of history
“to keep audiences as comfortable as possible by providing a predictable product”
(par. 8)?
What is the meaning and purpose of the textual citation in paragraph 8: (Barbour;
Fritz; Mossiker; Woodward)?
Does the film reinforce stereotypes, as the authors claim, or does it enlighten its
viewers about racism and intolerance, as Thomas Schumacher suggests in the
epigraph to the article? Explain.
In paragraph 13, the authors ask, “Can a Disney animated feature be substantive
as well as entertaining?” Is that a rhetorical question? If so, what does it imply? If
not, how would you answer it?
In the final paragraph, the authors write that “the film is alternately described as
progressive or escapist, enlightened or racist, feminist or retrograde.” Must the
film be regarded as an either-or experience? What is your position on these juxtaposed responses? Explain.

from Pocahontas
Medicine Woman, Spy, Entrepreneur, Diplomat
Paula Gunn Allen
The following selection is excerpted from a 2004 biography of Pocahontas by Paula
Gunn Allen (p. 321).

Fluidity of Identity
A part of the culture of individualism, a name is considered unchanging: it identifies
one from cradle to grave; only one per customer is allowed. With many Native
Nations, it was a different matter, and among many it still is. The figure frozen in
history bears the child name: Pocahontas. It was her familiar or informal name, but
it wasn’t meant to hang on as her identity; these people took (and take) a name to
be indicative of one’s state — and childhood is a state. When Pocahontas became a
woman — menstruating, pubic-haired, married — her name was no longer Pocahontas,
although those of her close family who knew her best might still use the appellation
affectionately. Even among modern Americans a child’s baby name is often used by
the parents, siblings, grandparents, or aunts and uncles as a way of recalling familial
ties, shared history, and affection.
It was as Pocahontas that John Smith knew her, and much of our knowledge
about her comes from his quill. He ever referred to her as “Pocahuntis,” as he spelled
the name, even years after her death, and Pocahontas she remained; only the spelling changed. That modern peoples know her only as a child says a great deal about
white–American Indian relations, and it reveals volumes about Anglo-European
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consciousness. We read our culture and believe that we are reading about something
other than ourselves; it is a common enough characteristic of a race that relies on
early childhood learning for understanding everything that comes along for the rest
of one’s life. The race I refer to here is neither Indian nor Anglo; it is human. The
words Pocahontas, Powhatan, and Indians are familiar enough to many Americans.
But the ideas and images they evoke differ greatly from community to community
and from period to period. What Indian means to a person who is American Indian
bears little resemblance to what it signifies in the minds of other Americans. Similarly,
a narrative convention in one system often makes little sense in one that is at great
variance from it. So the American Indian narrative tradition and the Indo-European
one differ in a number of ways. This is a fact that certainly complicates understanding
the one in the terms of the other.
That the difference is as basic as a name — name of person, place, or phenomenon —
forces those intent on bridging the distance between one culture’s worldview and
another’s to beware the easy categorization of either. Pocahontas: Medicine Woman,
Spy, Entrepreneur, Diplomat is first and last an Indian story, requiring that readers
keep in mind that the bridge we must negotiate in considering Pocahontas’s life
began in the Algonquin forests of the manitowinini. The story crosses over the sea
from there, just as our hero, Matoaka, nicknamed Pocahontas and baptized Rebecca,
went from manitowinini to Faerie, from tsenacommacah to England, and from child
to legend.
Pocahontas, the child, is the persona who entered history when as a prepubescent girl she threw her arms around Smith and signaled that he would be adopted, or
remade, into her clan. Her age at that time is reckoned at about eleven years. A few
years later, she was abducted by the English and held at a rudimentary boarding
school — the first of many devoted to the purpose of “civilizing Indians” — that was
distant from James Fort, as the English version has it. However, from an Algonquin
point of view, it is more likely that she went to them voluntarily, letting them believe
whatever they would. She went as Matoaka (or Matoaks), which was her adult name.
When she was adopted, was remade, to enter the Virginia Company clan, she traded
her Indian name, Matoaka, for an English name, Rebecca. In Powhatan terms, in
which remaking a person into another person was familiar, she was no longer
Matoaka; she had become Lady Rebecca, and as Lady Rebecca she died. If we were
to keep to the cultural customs of the subject, we would refer to Pocahontas as Lady
Rebecca.
Lady Rebecca had another name and role or identity: Amonute. This was her
medicine name, identifying her as Beloved Woman, shaman-priestess, sorcerer, adept
of high degree. It was a name shared only once with the English, and as such is questioned in the pages of biographers. However, it is highly probable that she was a
member of the midéwewin, the Medicine Lodge or Great Medicine Dance, a spiritual
discipline widespread among the Algonquins all over North America. This society, or
spiritual discipline, was concerned with various kinds of magic, healing being only
one. The term medicine, like the newer word shaman, signifies that something Native
is going on. Analogous words — that is, words that signify much of what these
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shamans and medicine people do — abound: in non-Native contexts such people are
usually identified as seers, priestesses, priests, or wizards. Many of the actions these
trained spiritual adepts take do things that defy our present understanding of how
things work, do things that material laws of the old physics don’t account for. Among
these are teleporting objects, soul walking, rain bringing, clear seeing, prophecy,
finding water or any lost object or person, even protecting soldiers from a particular
community. Carrying out a World Renewal Ceremony, while not a common practice,
is sufficiently widespread among Native practitioners to make it likely that it was such
a ceremony, on an almost unimaginable scale, that Amonute, Pocahontas as high
priestess, along with the matchacómoco, the Great Council of the Powhatan Alliance,
was engaged in. . . .

Old Men’s Tales
As it has been recorded in history, film, fiction, poetry, and biography, the story of
Pocahontas is largely a story about the heroic John Smith and the survival of a hardy
band of English Christians who came to the tsenacommacah (“Virginia,” as the newcomers named it). They came to bring civilization to the savage, Christianity to the
heathen, and to light the flame of personal liberty, democracy, and the American way
of life.
They were aided and abetted in this noble enterprise by a single Indian maiden
named Matoaka, but usually called by her nickname, Pocahontas. This “little wanton,” as some translated her nickname, sided with the bearded strangers despite the
king, her father, Powhatan’s anger. She remained loyal to the strangers despite their
depredations against her own people, even despite the cruel rejection from Captain
John Smith, the man she loved so truly. It is a story told and retold; its outlines are as
familiar to Americans as our ideas about the American way of life. . . .
So Pocahontas entered Western history; the Beloved Woman, shaman-priestess and
eventual weroanskaa (female leader) of the Powhatan Alliance. She was a woman of
many roles and heroic stature, and her four names contain her life’s history. Her
familiar name, the one she is most known by, was Pocahontas. Her clan or personal
name was Matoaka or Matoaks. Her sacred or priestess name was Amonute. Her
Christian name was Lady Rebecca Rolfe. Thus began the great ceremony that would
lead to the formation of the largest and wealthiest nation the world has yet seen.
In the short span of her life, which was a bit more than twenty years, she would
set in motion a chain of events that would ensure the dominance of the manito-aki
in global life and affairs, usher in a period of terrible decline for her people, liberate
the starving and miserable peoples of Europe and beyond, and introduce to a world
awakening from feudalist absolutism the idea of egalitarianism, personal responsibility, and autonomy and the initiation of peaceful methods as a way of negotiating
national and cultural differences. She would be involved in a great world change in
these ways because it was the role of a Beloved Woman to do these things, and,
because it was a time of vast change, it was the responsibility of a particularly able
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Beloved Woman to do so. That woman, as the manito seem to have decreed, was
Pocahontas. Among the several roles she filled, the primary one may have been her
role as Beloved Woman. Particularly important during times of conflict between the
community and its external adversaries, a woman who held this office would find
herself called on to decide whether any captives — leaders and warriors alike — would
be executed. Her decision was final; no man or woman could override it. The universal symbol of office for such women was one or more white feathers. In the case of the
manitowinini, this badge of office would have been seen as connecting to the sacred
story of Sky Woman, whose plummet through the void was arrested by waterfowl —
symbolized by white feathers or, on prepubescent women, by white down.
Because Pocahontas is always depicted with white feathers, the major symbol of
the office of Beloved Woman, and because of the role she played in the ceremony
during which John Smith’s fate — and that of his fellow travelers — was decided, and
because he specifically mentioned that the girl who saved him had her hair adorned
with white down feathers, we can safely identify her as one who held the office.
In historic times there were fewer Beloved Women than it seems were present
during Pocahontas’s lifetime. This is because, or so one supposes, this was the time
before the precipitous decline in the population of Algonquin and other Native
Nations in the Southeast. These were, however, times in which conflict was increasing and strangers were seen, or reported, throughout the regions where the office of
Beloved Woman was common practice. In turn, this widespread sense of threat was
dramatically intensified by prophecies of imminent doom well known among them.
So, for a variety of reasons, Pocahontas was not the only Beloved Woman (or Beloved
Woman in training) among the Powhatans. Significantly, she was the one who, for
whatever reason, flung her small body over Smith’s and in that gesture determined
that he would live. . . .
(2004)

10

Questions
1. Paula Gunn Allen discusses the four names of the person we know as Pocahontas.
She comments: “That modern peoples know her only as a child says a great deal
about white–American Indian relations, and it reveals volumes about AngloEuropean consciousness” (par. 2). What does that fact say, and what are the volumes
she suggests that it speaks?
2. Allen writes, “If we were to keep to the cultural customs of the subject, we would
refer to Pocahontas as Lady Rebecca” (par. 4). Why don’t we refer to her by her
proper name? What does that suggest about how we use the story of Pocahontas?
3. How does Allen characterize the “story of Pocahontas” in paragraphs 6 and 7? Is
that how you view the story? Explain.
4. Consider Allen’s diction where she writes that the English Christians were “aided
and abetted in this noble enterprise” (par. 7). How would you describe the tone
created by her choice of language? What is the rhetorical effect of that tone on her
account?
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5. What is the “chain of events” that Allen claims Pocahontas “set in motion” (par. 9)?
Do you agree that she could be responsible for so much? How does Allen’s account
differ from others with which you are familiar?

Making Connections
1. Most of what we know of the “historic” Pocahontas comes from the writings of
Captain John Smith. Compare the perspectives of historian Daniel Richter (p. 306)
and biographer Paula Gunn Allen (p. 330) with what Captain John Smith reports
(p. 315).
2. The poem by George P. Morris (p. 319) and the painting by John Gadsby Chapman
(p. 318) are almost exactly contemporaneous. What features do they share? What
values do they esteem? What do the similarities between the two suggest about
American attitudes at that time?
3. What similarities and differences do you see among the visual representations
of Pocahontas by Simon van de Passe (p. 315), Chapman, and Howard Chandler
Christy (p. 321)? How can you account for such radically different portrayals?
How do the earlier portrayals compare with the later ones?
4. Look carefully at the portrayals of Pocahontas in the verses by Morris and Allen
(p. 321), and in “Colors of the Wind” (p. 325). What similarities and differences do
you find? Which verses idealize and romanticize Pocahontas? Which are critical?
Which one or two do you like more? Why? How might Allen respond to those
written by the others?
5. Morris, author of “The Chieftain’s Daughter,” has written, “Every part of the brief
but glorious life of Pocahontas is calculated to produce a thrill of admiration, and
to reflect the highest honor of her name.” Which of the selections reflect Morris’s
perspective?
6. Pocahontas: Medicine Woman, Spy, Entrepreneur, Diplomat, by Allen, appeared two
years after Richter’s book Facing East from Indian Country: A Native History of Early
America. How might Richter respond to Allen’s account of the Pocahontas story?
7. Write a response to “Pocahontas to Her English Husband, John Rolfe” in Rolfe’s
voice.

Entering the Conversation
As you respond to each of the following prompts, support your position with appropriate evidence, including at least three sources in this Conversation on Pocahontas,
unless otherwise indicated.
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1. Much of what we read and see about “Pocahontas” is hagiographic; that is, it idealizes her as a mythic figure. In the American conciousness, Pocahontas, or Matoaka,
is a person more mythic than real. As historians William M. S. Rasmussen and
Robert S. Tilton state, “She has been called America’s Joan of Arc because of her
saintlike virtue and her courage to risk death for a noble cause. She has even been
revered as the ‘mother’ of the nation, the female counterpart to George Washington.”
Why has she been so mythologized? Why has she become such an important figure
to Americans? How do the texts in the Conversation contribute to or interrogate
this hagiographic portrayal?
2. In his book The Hero with a Thousand Faces, Joseph Campbell writes, “Wherever
the poetry of myth is interpreted as biography, history, or science, it is killed.” Write
an essay about Pocahontas in which you support, refute, or qualify Campbell’s statement.
3. Historian and critic Charles Larson, in his 1978 book, American Indian Fiction,
writes of Pocahontas: “She was an Indian we created solely out of our ethnocentric
imaginations. She was the shadow of the great forest.” Consider what he means by
“our ethnocentric imaginations” and by “the shadow of the great forest.” Then write
an essay that defends, challenges, or qualifies the validity of Larson’s statement.
4. Regarding Pocahontas and others, historian Daniel Richter writes, “It is much
easier to reconstruct the abstract forces that constrained the seventeenth-century
Native world than it is to recover the personal experiences of the people who
struggled to give that world human shape. . . . Verifiable evidence about these
figures is so scant that it may never be possible to determine the ‘truth’ about their
lives. . . .” Write an essay about Pocahontas that explores the validity of Richter’s
statement.
5. In his 1981 book, Simulacra and Simulation, French philosopher Jean Beaudrillard
analyzes the progression of an image in four stages: “It is the reflection of a profound reality; it masks and denatures a profound reality; it masks the absence of
a profound reality; it has no relation to any reality whatsoever: it is its own pure
simulacrum.” A simulacrum differs from a representation or a simulation in that
it may be considered a copy without an original, producing what Beaudrillard
calls a “hyperreality.” Consider the implications of Beaudrillard’s ideas as they
relate to our conception of Pocahontas. Are we dealing with reality or hyperreality if what we “know” about Pocahontas comes mainly from an animated
Disney movie?
6. View the 2009 film Avatar, and write an essay that compares and contrasts it with
the Disney film Pocahontas and with the mythic figure you have learned about
throughout this Conversation.

Copyright © Bedford, Freeman & Worth Publishers.
Distributed by Bedford, Freeman & Worth Publishers. Strictly for use with its products. Not for redistribution.

336

CHAPTER 5

•

A MEETING OF OLD AND NEW WORLDS

Grammar as Rhetoric and Style
Subordination in the Complex Sentence
One way that writers build longer sentences that are logical and clear is through subordination. Subordination is the use of a subordinating conjunction to make the meaning
of one clause dependent on another clause. Although there are different types of subordination, involving both clauses and phrases, we are focusing here on the complex
sentence — that is, a sentence formed by an independent clause and a dependent
clause that begins with a subordinating conjunction.
Just because a clause is subordinate does not mean that what it says is unimportant. The ideas in both clauses contribute to the meaning of the sentence. It is the job
of subordination to tell us how those ideas are related. This ability to connect ideas is
the reason subordination is so effective; by using because, you tell your reader that
one thing causes another; by using when, you indicate that two things are related
chronologically. Thus, you can show the logical relationships in a rather lengthy sentence without impeding clarity.
Note the relationship between the dependent and independent clauses in the
following sentence:
After he failed to contact the emperor of China, the traders of India or the
merchants of Japan, Columbus decided to pay for his voyage in the one
important commodity he had found in ample supply — human lives.
— Jack Weatherford

In this example, Weatherford uses the subordinate clause to establish the chronology
of events that lead to the main action of the sentence — that is, Columbus’s decision
to pay for his voyage with human beings.
Subordinating conjunctions can be classified by the relationships they indicate:
Contrast or concession although, even though, though, while, whereas
Although he was not the first explorer to glimpse or visit the distant shores of
the Americas, his was the discovery that permanently planted the reality of the
New World in the imagination — and political schemes — of the old.
— Laurence Bergreen

Cause and effect or reason because, since, so that
Because Columbus captured more Indian slaves than he could transport to
Spain in his small ships, he put them to work in mines and plantations which
he, his family and followers created throughout the Caribbean.
— Jack Weatherford
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Condition if, once, unless, should, whether
And if any can shew me a better middle way than I have here laid down, I shall
— John Hale
be ready to embrace it. . . .
Whether the dumbing down of America or soccer came first is hard to say, but
soccer is clearly an important means by which American energy, drive, and
competitiveness is being undermined to the point of no return.
— Stephen H. Webb

Time

when, whenever, after, before, as, once, since, while, until

Sporting should be about breaking kids down before you start building
— Stephen H. Webb
them up.
Correct punctuation adds clarity to longer sentences. The rule of thumb is to use
a comma to set off a subordinate clause that opens a sentence unless that sentence is
very short. Notice that each of the opening clauses in the preceding examples from
Weatherford, Edgerton and Jackson, Hale, and Webb is set off with a comma. Note
that the comma comes not after the subordinating conjunction but after the entire
clause. If you read the examples aloud, you’ll probably find yourself naturally pausing
at the end of the subordinate clause. Of course, these rules are not rigid; they are
matters of style. Notice that the opening clauses in the first five examples from
Weatherford, Edgerton and Jackson, Hale, and Webb are set off with a comma.
When the subordinate clause follows the independent clause — as it does in the
last example from Webb on the previous page — it gets a little trickier. Most of
the time there is no comma at all because the dependent clause is necessary to the
meaning of the sentence; this is called a restrictive clause. The sentence you just
read is an example: the clause “because the dependent clause is necessary . . .” is
essential to the meaning of the sentence. In some cases, however, the dependent
clause adds information but is not necessary to the meaning of the sentence. For
example:
Relatively little is known of the Americas and their peoples before Columbus,
— N. Scott Momaday
although we are learning more all the time.
Here the subordinate clause is not essential to the meaning of the sentence, so it is
set off with a comma; this is called a nonrestrictive clause. This all may sound a bit
familiar to you. In the discussion of appositives in Chapter 6 (p. 535) we will talk
about using commas with essential and nonessential elements. Here the rule is the
same: essential information must be included and thus should not be set off with
a comma; nonessential information that can be excluded should be set off with a
comma.
Keep in mind that a dependent clause cannot stand alone. When you begin with
a subordinating conjunction, be careful not to end up with a sentence fragment — that
is, a dependent clause followed by a period. To correct such a sentence fragment,
simply attach it to an independent clause by using a subordinating conjunction.
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Rhetorical and Stylistic Strategy
One rhetorical strategy is to use subordination to blend shorter sentences into more
graceful, longer sentences. Consider the following two sentences:
I imagine my blood back through generations to the earliest man in America. I
see in my mind’s eye a procession of shamanistic figures, like those strange
anthropomorphic forms painted on the cliffs of Barrier Canyon. . . .
Both are complete sentences. As readers, we understand them easily. The relationship between the two is temporal. But consider the difference with the addition
of a subordinating conjunction:
When I imagine my blood back through generations to the earliest man in
America, I see in my mind’s eye a procession of shamanistic figures, like those
strange anthropomorphic forms painted on the cliffs of Barrier Canyon. . . .
— N. Scott Momaday

Here the conjunction when indicates a temporal relationship — one of simultaneous action: Momaday indicates that in the act of imagining, he sees an image of the
past. Combining the two short sentences does not make the resulting sentence more
difficult to understand; on the contrary, the longer sentence is easier to understand
because it leaves nothing to chance.
Another rhetorical decision a writer has to make is which clause should be
dependent and which should be independent in a complex sentence. One clause may
be just as important as the other, yet the independent clause usually carries the most
force; in that case, you should put the idea you want to emphasize in an independent
clause. Sometimes, the choice is obvious because the relationship is chronological or
cause and effect, but other times either clause could be independent.
In the example of the restrictive clause above, note that Momaday could have
switched the two clauses. He wrote:
Relatively little is known of the Americas and their peoples before Columbus,
— N. Scott Momaday
although we are learning more all the time.
What would be the difference in effect if he had reversed the clauses?
Although relatively little is known of the Americas and their peoples before
Columbus, we are learning more all the time.
This altered sentence opens with a subordinate clause about the amount of knowledge we have of the Americas prior to Columbus, and the independent clause emphasizes that the knowledge base is steadily increasing. But Momaday’s point is that we
know very little; he adds that knowledge is growing. By making the current level of
knowledge the independent clause, Momaday stresses that point but then acknowledges that what we do know continues to expand.
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Where to place the subordinate clause is another choice a writer has. Consider
the following example from President Barack Obama’s Tucson memorial speech:
[A]t a time when our discourse has become so sharply polarized — at a time
when we are far too eager to lay the blame for all that ails the world at the feet
of those who think differently than we do — it’s important for us to pause for a
moment and make sure that we’re talking with each other in a way that heals,
not in a way that wounds.
— Barack Obama
What would the difference in effect have been if President Obama had said the following?
It’s important for us to pause for a moment and make sure that we’re talking
with each other in a way that heals, not in a way that wounds, at a time when
our discourse has become so sharply polarized — at a time when we are far too
eager to lay the blame for all that ails the world at the feet of those who happen
to think differently than we do.
Both examples indicate that the relationship between the two clauses is one of
time — signaled by “when.” But the second example leads with the need for momentary
reflection and adds the element of time. The sentence that was actually delivered
emphasizes the “time” — “a time when our discourse has become . . . polarized,” “when
we are . . . eager to lay . . . blame.”

•

EXERCISE 1

•

Using subordination, combine each of the following pairs of sentences into
one sentence. You might shift the order of the sentences, and in some cases you
may have to change the wording slightly. Be sure to punctuate correctly.
1. The investigators have gathered and analyzed all the evidence. We may
expect a full report.
2. Tom had listened to the music of Bruce Springsteen for years. He had no
idea a live performance could be so exciting.
3. The team has suffered its share of injuries this year. It could have improved
its performance by giving Flynn more time on the field.
4. We will not be able to resolve this situation amicably. We must be willing
to leave our prejudices at the door.
5. The crime rate has escalated near the mall. Many people have stopped
shopping at the mall.
6. Rose Henderson has the qualifications to become a first-rate senator. Most
of us knew she did not have a good chance to be elected. We worked hard
on her campaign.
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7. Lan Cao is a law professor. She is also the author of the novel Monkey
Bridge.
8. I’m not feeling well today. I plan to leave the office early.
9. Apple offered a free iPod with every MacBook. Sales of the MacBook
improved dramatically.
10. The affluent population of Dallas, Texas, is increasing steadily. Housing
prices are rising beyond what someone with a middle-class salary can afford.
11. We all realize the necessity for increased security. We need to protect our
civil liberties.
12. Thousands of vacationers travel to our national parks in search of solitude
and fresh air. Other people prefer the excitement of casinos and amusement parks.

•

EXERCISE 2

•

Identify each subordinate clause in the following sentences, and explain its
effect. Pay special attention to the placement of the subordinate clauses. All
examples are direct quotations from the readings in this chapter.
1. It was not until 1498, when he explored what is now Venezuela, that
Columbus realized he had touched upon a continent.
— N. Scott Momaday
2. It is this term, “New World,” with which I should like to begin this discussion, not only because it is everywhere a common designation of the
Americas but also because it represents one of the great anomalies of history.
— N. Scott Momaday
3. Whenever I hear of protests about the Columbus Day holiday — protests
that tend to pit Native Americans against Italian Americans — I remember
these tragedies that occurred so soon before the first Columbus Day holiday, and I shake my head.
— William J. Connell
4. I teach college kids, and since they tend to be more skeptical about
Columbus Day than younger students, it’s nice to point out that the first
Columbus Day had a “college division.”
— William J. Connell
5. But indeed these things are nothing; if God should withdraw his hand,
they would avail no more to keep you from falling, than the thin air to
hold up a person that is suspended in it.
— Jonathan Edwards
6. Whenever any American’s life is taken by another American unnecessarily — whether it is done in the name of the law or in the defiance of law, by
one man or a gang, in cold blood or in passion, in an attack of violence or
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in response to violence — whenever we tear at the fabric of life which
another man has painfully and clumsily woven for himself and his children, the whole nation is degraded.
— Robert F. Kennedy
When you teach a man to hate and fear his brother, when you teach that
he is a lesser man because of his color or his beliefs or the policies he pursues, when you teach that those who differ from you threaten your freedom or your job or your family, then you also learn to confront others not
as fellow citizens but as enemies — to be met not with cooperation but with
conquest, to be subjugated and mastered.
— Robert F. Kennedy
This national feeling is good, but it won’t count for much, and it won’t last
unless it’s grounded in thoughtfulness and knowledge.
— Ronald Reagan
We are a company professing ourselves fellow members of Christ, in which
respect only though we were absent from each other many miles, and had
our imployments as far distant, yet we ought to account ourselves knit
together by this bond of love and live in the exercise of it, if we would have
comfort of our being in Christ.
— John Winthrop
Disney’s Pocahontas is, once again, a parable of assimilation, although this
time the filmmakers hinted at a change in outlook.
— Gary Edgerton and Kathy Merlock Jackson

•

EXERCISE 3

•

Analyze the use of subordinate clauses in the following passages from
seventeenth-century writers. Pay particular attention to how subordination calls
attention to specific types of relationships between and among ideas.
1. Thirdly, when God gives a special commission he looks to have it strictly
observed in every article. When he gave Saul a commission to destroy
Amalek, he indented with him upon certain articles, and because he failed
in one of the least, and that upon a fair pretense, it lost him the kingdom
which should have been his reward if he had observed his commission.
— John Winthrop
2. Now if the Lord shall please to hear us, and bring us in peace to the place
we desire, then hath he ratified this covenant and sealed our commission,
[and] will expect a strict performance of the articles contained in it. But if
we shall neglect the observation of these articles which are the ends we
have propounded and, dissembling with our God, shall fall to embrace this
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present world and prosecute our carnal intentions, seeking great things for
ourselves and our posterity, the Lord will surely break out in wrath against
us, be revenged of such a perjured people, and make us know the price of
the breach of such a covenant.
— John Winthrop
3. ’Tis true, that judgment against your evil works has not been executed
hitherto; the floods of God’s vengeance have been withheld; but your guilt
in the meantime is constantly increasing, and you are every day treasuring
up more wrath; the waters are continually rising and waxing more and
more mighty; and there is nothing but the mere pleasure of God that holds
the waters back that are unwilling to be stopped, and press hard to go
forward; if God should only withdraw his hand from the floodgate, it
would immediately fly open, and the fiery floods of the fierceness and
wrath of God would rush forth with inconceivable fury, and would come
upon you with omnipotent power; and if your strength were ten thousand
times greater than it is, yea, ten thousand times greater than the strength
of the stoutest, sturdiest devil in hell, it would be nothing to withstand or
endure it.
— Jonathan Edwards
4. The most and least I can do, is to tell you this, because none so oft hath tried
it as myself, and the rather being of so great a spirit, however her stature: if
she should not be well received, seeing this Kingdom may rightly have a
Kingdom by her means; her present love to us and Christianity might turn
to such scorn and fury, as to divert all this good to the worst of evil; whereas finding so great a Queen should do her some honor more than she can
imagine, for being so kind to your servants and subjects, would so ravish
her with content, as endear her dearest blood to effect that, your Majesty
and all the Kings honest subjects most earnestly desire.
— Captain John Smith

•

EXERCISE 4

•

Examine some of your own writing — at least 300 words in length. Identify any
examples of subordination. Then, revise the writing by adding subordinate
conjunctions that make the relationship among ideas more specific and precise. In what ways has the overall effect of the writing changed? Is it more
effective? Why or why not?
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Suggestions for Writing
A Meeting of Old and New Worlds
1. A key theme during the time period covered by this chapter, which spans several centuries, is the collision of old worlds and new. What cultures and value
systems are in conflict in the readings? Compare and contrast the bases for two
conflicts.
2. The seventeenth century saw the emergence of women as critical voices in the
New World — in both positive and negative ways. By studying the work by and
about women of this era, what issues, questions, and values of gender roles do you
see surfacing?
3. Travel writing has become its own field of study, with scholarly journals and
numerous books dedicated to the subject. After reading a contemporary travel
writer, discuss how his or her work is similar to or different from the travel writing by Cabeza de Vaca, Christopher Columbus, Captain John Smith, and Mary
Rowlandson included in this chapter. Pay special attention to audience and purpose in your analysis.
4. The historical figure Tituba was one of the first people in Salem to be accused of
witchcraft. Different accounts have identified her ethnicity as Native American,
West Indian, and African; she has been the subject of scholarly articles as well as
fictional accounts (e.g., Tituba of Salem Village, by Ann Petry, and I, Tituba, Black
Witch of Salem, by Maryse Conde), and she plays a key role in Arthur Miller’s play
The Crucible. After researching Tituba, including how she is visually represented,
discuss what insights into the phenomenon of the Salem Witch Trials you gained
through studying the historical interest in and controversy about her.
5. Bruce Goebel, author of Reading Native American Literature (2004), makes the
following criticism of the treatment of Native Americans in high-school history
textbooks:
First, economy of stereotype is the favored technique. From Columbus’s own
shallow perception of these early tributes, the historians select a few key images —
innocence and passivity, gold jewelry — which contribute to and do not question the
mytho-heroic narrative about Columbus. . . . Second, a strategy of invisibility . . .
seems to pervade most accounts. While various Indian tribes may at some point
in a thousand-page textbook receive a subchapter’s worth of attention, those
whose history is poorly known or whose experience conflicts too greatly with
traditional perceptions of heroic men and events are simply left out. . . .

After examining two different history textbooks (a recently published one and
another published one or two decades earlier), write an essay that supports, challenges, or qualifies Goebel’s viewpoint.
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6. How does this early era in the development of the United States manifest itself
today? Choose one issue, conflict, idea, or viewpoint from this era and discuss how
it continues to influence today’s national narrative.
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