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A Narrative of the Captivity of Mary Rowlandson is an essential piece of American literature that

provides a unique perspective on early colonial life in the 17th century. Written by Mary Rowlandson

herself, this narrative recounts her harrowing experience of being captured by Native Americans during

King Philip’s War in 1675. The work is not only a gripping tale of survival and resilience but also

reflects the complex interactions between Native Americans and English settlers. This article will



explore the background of the narrative, its content, themes, and significance in American literature.

Background of Mary Rowlandson and Her Narrative

Mary Rowlandson was born in England around 1637 and immigrated to Massachusetts with her family.

She married Joseph Rowlandson, a minister, and together they had several children. The Rowlandson

family settled in Lancaster, Massachusetts, where Mary lived a relatively comfortable life as a colonial

settler. However, their lives changed dramatically in February 1676 when King Philip’s War erupted, a

conflict between Native American tribes and English settlers.

The Context of King Philip’s War

King Philip’s War was one of the deadliest conflicts in American history. It involved various Native

American tribes, led by Metacom (known as King Philip), who united to resist English encroachment on

their lands. The war led to widespread destruction and loss of life on both sides. During this

tumultuous time, Mary Rowlandson and her children were captured during an attack on her town in

Lancaster.

Captivity Narrative Overview

Mary Rowlandson's narrative, first published in 1682, is titled "The Sovereignty and Goodness of God."

It details her eleven-week captivity among the Narragansett and Wampanoag tribes. The work is

structured around a series of traumatic experiences, reflecting her struggle for survival, her faith, and

her views on Native American culture.



Content of the Narrative

Rowlandson's narrative is divided into several sections that chronicle her experiences from the moment

of her capture to her eventual release.

Initial Capture

The narrative begins with the violent attack on Lancaster. Rowlandson describes the chaos and horror

of the event, where she witnessed the murder of friends and neighbors. She and her children were

taken captive and forced to flee into the wilderness. This initial section sets the tone for the narrative,

emphasizing the brutality of the conflict and the deep fear she felt.

Life in Captivity

Throughout her captivity, Rowlandson provides vivid descriptions of her daily life with the Native

Americans. She was separated from her children and faced numerous hardships, including:

Physical discomfort from the harsh conditions

Fear of violence and death

Lack of food and proper shelter

Despite these hardships, Rowlandson’s narrative also highlights moments of resilience. She often

turned to her faith for comfort, which played a crucial role in her survival. Her reflections on scripture

and her relationship with God provide a spiritual framework to her experiences.



Interactions with Native Americans

Rowlandson's interactions with her captors reveal her evolving perspective on the Native American

tribes. Initially, she views them as savage and barbaric, largely influenced by the prevailing colonial

attitudes of her time. However, as she spends more time with them, she begins to recognize their

complexities and humanity.

Some key points about her interactions include:

She learns to communicate and negotiate with her captors.1.

She observes their customs and practices, which she initially finds repulsive but later comes to2.

understand.

She develops a bond with some of her captors, particularly when they show her kindness or help3.

her with her children.

This gradual shift in perception adds depth to her narrative and challenges the binary view of Native

Americans as merely “savages.”

Return to Civilization

Rowlandson's narrative culminates in her eventual release after nearly three months in captivity. She

was ransomed by her husband, and upon her return to colonial society, she faced the challenge of

reintegrating into a community forever altered by war. Her narrative concludes with reflections on her

experiences and the lessons learned during her captivity.



Thematic Elements

The narrative of Mary Rowlandson is rich in themes that resonate with readers even today.

Faith and Providence

One of the dominant themes in Rowlandson's narrative is her unwavering faith in God. Throughout her

ordeal, she frequently references scripture and expresses her belief that her suffering is part of a

divine plan. Her spiritual reflections serve to provide her with solace and strength, illustrating the role

of faith in overcoming adversity.

Survival and Resilience

Rowlandson's story emphasizes the human capacity for survival in the face of overwhelming

challenges. Her resourcefulness, courage, and determination to reunite with her children showcase the

strength of the human spirit. The narrative serves as a testament to resilience, highlighting how

individuals can endure and overcome even the most harrowing situations.

Complexity of Cultural Encounters

The narrative also addresses the complexities of cultural encounters between Native Americans and

European settlers. While Rowlandson's initial perception is one of hostility, her experiences reveal a

more nuanced understanding of the Native American way of life. This theme encourages readers to

consider the broader implications of colonialism and the misunderstandings that often arise from

cultural differences.



Significance in American Literature

Mary Rowlandson's narrative is one of the earliest examples of a captivity narrative in American

literature. It has played a crucial role in shaping the genre, influencing other writers and serving as an

important historical document.

Cultural Impact

The narrative provides valuable insights into the experiences of colonial women and the struggles they

faced during this tumultuous period. It sheds light on the female perspective, often overlooked in

historical accounts. Rowlandson's voice adds depth to the understanding of the colonial experience

and the impact of war on families.

Literary Influence

Rowlandson's narrative has inspired countless authors and has been referenced in various works of

literature. It laid the groundwork for future captivity narratives and has been analyzed in academic

circles for its themes and historical significance. The narrative has also been a subject of feminist

literary criticism, examining the role of women and their narratives in shaping American identity.

Conclusion

A Narrative of the Captivity of Mary Rowlandson remains a vital text in American literature, offering a

multifaceted view of captivity, survival, and cultural encounters. Through her vivid storytelling and

spiritual reflections, Rowlandson captures the essence of her experiences, making her narrative a

compelling and thought-provoking work. As readers engage with her story, they are invited to consider



the complexities of early American history and the enduring impact of these narratives on

contemporary society.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the historical context of Mary Rowlandson's captivity

narrative?

Mary Rowlandson's captivity narrative, published in 1682, is set during King Philip's War, a conflict

between English colonists and Native American tribes in New England. Her account reflects the

tensions and violence of this period, highlighting the struggles for land and power.

How does Mary Rowlandson depict her captors in her narrative?

Mary Rowlandson's depiction of her captors is complex; while she describes their brutality and the

hardships she faced, she also portrays them as having their own cultural practices and values. Her

narrative often oscillates between fear and a grudging respect for their resilience.

What themes are prominent in 'A Narrative of the Captivity'?

Prominent themes in Rowlandson's narrative include survival, faith, cultural conflict, and the struggle

for identity. Her reliance on her Puritan faith is a crucial aspect as she interprets her experiences

through a religious lens, viewing her captivity as a test from God.

How does Rowlandson's narrative compare to other captivity

narratives of the time?

Rowlandson's narrative is one of the earliest and most influential captivity narratives. Compared to

others, it is notable for its detailed descriptions of Native American life and its psychological depth, as

Rowlandson reflects on her emotions and spiritual struggles throughout her captivity.



What role does religion play in Mary Rowlandson's account?

Religion plays a central role in Rowlandson's narrative. She frequently references her Puritan beliefs,

interpreting her captivity as a divine test. Her reliance on scripture and her faith in God's providence

provide her with strength and a framework for understanding her suffering.

What impact did Mary Rowlandson's narrative have on American

literature?

Mary Rowlandson's narrative is considered a foundational text in American literature and early

American studies. It set a precedent for future captivity narratives and influenced the genre by blending

personal experience with broader social and cultural commentary.

How does Rowlandson's narrative reflect gender roles of her time?

Rowlandson's narrative reflects the gender roles of 17th-century colonial America, where women were

expected to be nurturing and submissive. Her experiences challenge these roles, as she is placed in a

position of survival and agency, yet she often returns to the ideals of womanhood in her reflections.
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