mary rowlandson the sovereignty and
goodness of god

Mary Rowlandson's The Sovereignty and Goodness of God is a remarkable
narrative that provides deep insights into the experiences of colonial
America and the complex relationships between European settlers and Native
Americans. Published in 1682, this captivity narrative recounts Rowlandson’s
harrowing experience during King Philip’s War when she was taken captive by
the Narragansett tribe. This article will explore the key themes, historical
context, and lasting impact of Rowlandson's work, highlighting its
significance in American literature and history.

Historical Context of Mary Rowlandson's
Narrative

Mary Rowlandson's captivity narrative is set against the backdrop of King
Philip’s War, a conflict that erupted in 1675 between Native American tribes
and English settlers in New England. This war was pivotal in shaping colonial
attitudes and relationships with Native Americans. Understanding the
historical context of Rowlandson's experience is essential for grasping the
themes present in her writings.

The War and Its Impact

1. Tensions Between Cultures: The war was fueled by land disputes, cultural
misunderstandings, and the differing worldviews of Native Americans and
European settlers. Settlers often viewed Native lands as available for the
taking, while Native tribes sought to protect their territories and way of
life.

2. Captivity Narratives: Rowlandson's story is part of a larger genre of
captivity narratives that became popular in colonial America. These stories
often depicted the trials and tribulations of settlers who found themselves
in the hands of Native Americans, reflecting both fear and fascination.

3. Religious Undertones: Rowlandson's narrative is deeply infused with her
Puritan beliefs, which shaped her understanding of her suffering. She often
interpreted her captivity as a test from God, emphasizing the themes of
providence and faith throughout her account.

The Structure of Rowlandson's Narrative

Mary Rowlandson's narrative is structured in a way that effectively
communicates her experiences and emotions during her captivity. The narrative



is divided into several sections that reflect her journey, both physically
and spiritually.

Key Sections of the Narrative

- Initial Capture: Rowlandson begins her story with a vivid description of
her capture, detailing the chaos and violence of the attack on her
settlement. This sets the tone for her ordeal and draws readers into her
experience.

- Life Among the Native Americans: Rowlandson describes her daily life in
captivity, including the challenges she faced and her observations of her
captors. She often contrasts her own beliefs with those of the Native
Americans, revealing her struggle to understand their ways.

- Moments of Reflection: Throughout her narrative, Rowlandson intersperses
her account with reflections on her faith and her understanding of God’s
sovereignty. These moments provide insight into her mental and emotional
state during her captivity.

- The Return to Civilization: The conclusion of her narrative discusses her
eventual release and return to her community. Rowlandson reflects on the
lessons learned during her captivity, emphasizing her renewed faith and
understanding of God’s presence in her life.

Thematic Analysis of The Sovereignty and
Goodness of God

Mary Rowlandson's narrative explores several profound themes that resonate
with readers and scholars alike. These themes contribute to the richness of
her work and its enduring relevance.

Faith and Providence

Central to Rowlandson's narrative is the theme of faith. Her Puritan beliefs
inform her understanding of her captivity as a trial from God. She frequently
references Scripture and interprets her experiences as a demonstration of
God’s sovereignty.

- Divine Providence: Rowlandson sees her survival as a manifestation of
divine providence. She attributes her ability to endure hardships to God’s
grace, which reinforces her faith and provides her with strength.

- Spiritual Reflection: Her reflections on faith offer readers a glimpse into
her internal struggles. Rowlandson grapples with feelings of despair yet
finds solace in her belief in a higher power.



Culture and Identity

Rowlandson’s narrative also delves into issues of cultural identity and the
clash between European settlers and Native Americans. Through her
observations, she highlights the stark differences between the two cultures.

- Cultural Misunderstanding: Rowlandson often expresses her bewilderment at
Native American customs and practices. This illustrates the broader cultural
misunderstandings that existed during this period.

- Shifting Perspectives: As the narrative progresses, Rowlandson demonstrates
a growing awareness of the complexities of her captors’ lives. While she
maintains her cultural biases, there are moments of empathy that hint at a
deeper understanding.

The Role of Gender

Gender plays a significant role in Rowlandson's narrative. As a woman in a
patriarchal society, her experiences reflect the limitations and expectations
placed upon women during the colonial period.

- Victimhood and Agency: Rowlandson is depicted as both a victim and a figure
of resilience. Her strength in navigating her captivity challenges
contemporary notions of female vulnerability.

- Motherhood: Throughout the narrative, Rowlandson’s thoughts often return to
her children and family. This maternal instinct shapes her experiences and
decisions, highlighting the importance of family in her life.

Legacy and Impact of Rowlandson's Narrative

Mary Rowlandson's The Sovereignty and Goodness of God has left a lasting
legacy in American literature and continues to be studied for its historical
and cultural significance.

Influence on Captivity Narratives

Rowlandson’s work set a precedent for subsequent captivity narratives,
influencing the genre and shaping public perception of Native Americans. Many
later writers drew inspiration from her narrative, incorporating similar
themes of faith, survival, and cultural conflict.

Critical Reception and Interpretation



- Feminist Critique: Modern readers and scholars have approached Rowlandson's
narrative from feminist perspectives, examining the implications of her
gender and the portrayal of women in captivity narratives.

- Postcolonial Analysis: Scholars have also analyzed the narrative through a
postcolonial lens, exploring its impact on the portrayal of Native Americans
and the complex dynamics of colonialism.

Conclusion

Mary Rowlandson's The Sovereignty and Goodness of God is more than just a
personal account of captivity; it is a window into the turbulent interplay of
culture, faith, and identity in colonial America. By examining her
experiences and reflections, readers gain valuable insights into the
historical context of her time and the enduring themes that continue to
resonate today. Her narrative remains a crucial part of American literature,
offering a unique perspective on the complexities of human experience in the
face of adversity.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary theme of Mary Rowlandson's 'The
Sovereignty and Goodness of God'?

The primary theme is the struggle between faith and despair, showcasing how
Rowlandson's captivity experience tests her beliefs and her views on divine
providence.

How does Mary Rowlandson depict Native Americans in
her narrative?

Rowlandson's depiction of Native Americans is complex; she often portrays
them as brutal captors while also acknowledging their humanity, reflecting
the ambivalence of her experiences.

What role does religion play in Rowlandson's
narrative?

Religion plays a crucial role, as Rowlandson frequently references her faith,
using scripture to interpret her suffering and to find solace and strength
during her captivity.

What literary techniques does Rowlandson use to



convey her experiences?

Rowlandson employs vivid imagery, symbolism, and a first-person narrative to
create an emotional connection with readers and to highlight her struggle and
resilience.

What historical context is important for
understanding Rowlandson's work?

Rowlandson's narrative is set against the backdrop of King Philip's War, a
conflict between English colonists and Native Americans in New England, which
informs her perspectives and experiences during captivity.

How does Rowlandson’s account reflect the cultural
attitudes of her time?

Her account reflects the Puritan worldview of the 17th century, emphasizing
themes of divine providence, the idea of suffering as a test of faith, and
the belief in the moral superiority of the English settlers.

What impact did 'The Sovereignty and Goodness of
God' have on American literature?

Rowlandson's narrative is considered one of the first American captivity
narratives, influencing the genre by establishing a framework for future
narratives that explore themes of survival, faith, and cultural conflict.

How does Rowlandson reconcile her captivity with her
faith?

Rowlandson reconciles her captivity with her faith by interpreting her
suffering as a trial sent by God, ultimately believing that her survival and
return to her family are acts of divine mercy.

What can modern readers learn from Rowlandson's
narrative?

Modern readers can learn about the complexities of cultural encounters, the
resilience of the human spirit, and the influence of faith in overcoming
adversity, as well as the historical context of colonial America.

How does Rowlandson's narrative address the concept
of identity?

Rowlandson's narrative explores her struggle with identity as both a captive
and a Puritan woman, highlighting the tension between her cultural background
and the challenges she faces during her captivity.
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