the narrative of the captivity of mary
rowlandson

The Narrative of the Captivity of Mary Rowlandson is a significant work in
American literature that provides a profound insight into the experiences of
colonial America during the 17th century. Written by Mary Rowlandson, a
Puritan woman who was captured by Native Americans during King Philip's War
in 1675, this narrative reflects not only her personal ordeal but also the
cultural tensions and struggles of the time. Rowlandson's account offers
readers a glimpse into the complexities of colonial life, the relationship
between Native Americans and European settlers, and the themes of faith,
survival, and identity.

Background of Mary Rowlandson

Mary Rowlandson was born in England and emigrated to America in the early
1650s. She married Joseph Rowlandson, a minister, and settled in Lancaster,
Massachusetts. Their life was typical of the Puritan settlers, who sought to
establish a community based on their religious beliefs. However, the tensions
between the indigenous populations and the European settlers were escalating
due to land disputes, cultural differences, and the impact of colonial
expansion.

Historical Context

The backdrop of Rowlandson's captivity narrative is set against the context
of King Philip's War (1675-1676), which was a violent conflict between Native
American tribes and English settlers in New England. The war was fueled by
increasing hostility, loss of land, and cultural misunderstandings.
Rowlandson's narrative not only recounts her personal experiences but also
reflects the broader societal issues presented during this tumultuous period.

The Captivity Experience

Rowlandson's narrative begins with her abduction during a violent raid on her
home in February 1676. The attack resulted in the death of several of her
friends and family members, and she was taken captive along with her three
children. The portrayal of this event is vivid and harrowing, capturing the
chaos and terror of the moment.



Life in Captivity

Rowlandson spent nearly eleven weeks in captivity. During this time, she was
moved through various encampments and faced numerous challenges. Her
experiences can be categorized into several key themes:

1. Loss and Grief: Rowlandson experienced profound loss, including the death
of her youngest child during the raid. Her grief permeates her narrative,
highlighting the emotional toll of her captivity.

2. Cultural Encounter: Rowlandson’s interactions with her captors reveal her
initial perceptions of Native Americans, which were shaped by the prejudices
of her culture. She describes the Native Americans as "savage" and "heathen,"
yet her narrative also reveals moments of compassion and humanity among them.

3. Survival and Resourcefulness: Throughout her captivity, Rowlandson
exhibits remarkable resilience. She learns to adapt to her new circumstances,
often relying on her ingenuity to survive. For example, she describes how she
was given food and shelter, albeit in harsh conditions, and how she
negotiated relationships with her captors.

4. Faith and Spirituality: Rowlandson’s Puritan faith plays a pivotal role in
her narrative. She frequently reflects on her relationship with God, using
scripture to make sense of her suffering. Her reliance on faith becomes a
source of strength, allowing her to endure her hardships.

The Structure of the Narrative

Rowlandson's narrative is structured in a way that enhances its emotional
impact. It is divided into twenty sections, each detailing different aspects
of her captivity. The use of vivid imagery and emotional language immerses
the reader in her experience, making her suffering palpable.

Language and Style

Rowlandson's writing style is characterized by its simplicity and directness,
reflecting the Puritan ethos of clarity and moral instruction. She employs a
biblical tone, often quoting scripture to reinforce her reflections on
suffering, providence, and redemption. This stylistic choice not only serves
to document her experiences but also to convey her moral and religious
beliefs.



Thematic Elements

Several key themes emerge from Rowlandson’s narrative, making it a rich text
for analysis:

1. Identity and Otherness: Rowlandson grapples with her identity as a white,
Christian woman in captivity. Her perceptions of "otherness" in relation to
her captors inform her understanding of herself and her community.

2. Nature and Environment: The narrative often contrasts the familiar
environment of English settlements with the wilderness Rowlandson inhabits
during her captivity. This contrast highlights the cultural divide between
settlers and Native Americans, as well as Rowlandson's struggle with her
surroundings.

3. Gender Roles: Rowlandson’s account provides insight into the gender
dynamics of her time. As a woman, her captivity challenges traditional gender
roles, showcasing her strength and capability in dire circumstances.

4. Faith and Redemption: The role of faith is central to Rowlandson's
narrative. She frames her experiences within a religious context, suggesting
that her suffering has a divine purpose and that her eventual release is an
act of divine mercy.

Legacy of the Narrative

Mary Rowlandson's narrative has been influential in American literature and
historiography. It is considered one of the first captivity narratives in
American literature and has paved the way for countless accounts that explore
the experiences of individuals in conflict with Native Americans.

Impact on Literature and History

1. Captivity Narratives: Rowlandson's work set a precedent for future
captivity narratives, such as those by James Smith and other settlers. These
narratives often reflect similar themes of survival, cultural encounter, and
moral reflection.

2. Cultural Understanding: The narrative has been studied for its insights
into colonial attitudes towards Native Americans. It provides a lens through
which to examine the complexities of colonial relationships and the impact of
cultural narratives on historical memory.

3. Feminist Readings: Modern scholars have revisited Rowlandson's narrative
from feminist perspectives, analyzing her role as a woman in a patriarchal
society and the ways in which she subverts traditional gender expectations



through her resilience and agency.

Conclusion

The Narrative of the Captivity of Mary Rowlandson is a powerful account that
transcends its historical context to offer timeless reflections on human
resilience, cultural conflict, and the search for identity. Rowlandson’s
experiences, framed within her religious beliefs, underscore the profound
impact of her captivity on both her personal life and the broader colonial
narrative. As a foundational text in American literature, it continues to
evoke discussions about race, gender, and the complexities of the American
experience. Through her narrative, Rowlandson not only chronicles her
suffering but also invites readers to reflect on the enduring themes of
faith, survival, and the human spirit in the face of adversity.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in Mary
Rowlandson's narrative of her captivity?

The main themes include survival, faith, cultural clash, and the trauma of
displacement. Rowlandson's narrative explores her struggle to maintain her
Christian faith while facing the brutality of captivity and the challenges of
living among Native Americans.

How does Mary Rowlandson portray her captors in her
narrative?

Rowlandson portrays her captors with a complex perspective. While she
describes the violence and hardships she faced, she also humanizes them by
acknowledging their customs and ways of life, which contrasts with her own
cultural background.

In what ways does Rowlandson's narrative reflect the
colonial attitudes of her time?

Rowlandson's narrative reflects colonial attitudes through her depiction of
Native Americans as 'savages' and her emphasis on the superiority of European
Christian values. However, it also reveals the ambivalence and fear that
settlers had towards Native American cultures.

What role does religion play in Rowlandson's



narrative?

Religion plays a crucial role in Rowlandson's narrative as she frequently
references her faith as a source of strength and comfort during her
captivity. Her reflections on scripture and divine providence underscore her
belief that her suffering has a purpose within God's plan.

How has Mary Rowlandson's narrative influenced
American literature and historical discourse?

Rowlandson's narrative has significantly influenced American literature as
one of the first captivity narratives and has sparked discussions about the
complexities of colonialism, gender, and cultural identity. It has been
studied for its literary merit and as a historical document that provides
insight into the colonial experience.
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