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Cotton Mather's Essays to Do Good are a collection of writings by one of the most prominent
figures in early American history. Cotton Mather, a New England Puritan minister, prolific author, and
pamphleteer, was an influential voice in the late 17th and early 18th centuries. His essays reflect his
deep commitment to moral and social improvement, emphasizing the importance of community
service, education, and personal responsibility. This article delves into the context, themes, and
impact of Mather's work, specifically focusing on his essays and their relevance to contemporary
society.



Historical Context of Cotton Mather

Cotton Mather was born in 1663 in Boston, Massachusetts, into a family of notable Puritan ministers.
His father, Increase Mather, was a prominent figure in the Massachusetts Bay Colony. Mather was
educated at Harvard College, where he graduated at the age of 15. His early life was marked by the
religious fervor of the Puritan community, which profoundly influenced his writings and philosophy.

The late 17th century was a tumultuous time in America, characterized by religious strife, witch trials,
and a growing sense of individualism. Mather's essays emerged from this backdrop, as he sought to
provide guidance to his fellow Puritans on how to navigate the complexities of their faith and societal
responsibilities.

Thematic Overview of Mather's Essays

Mather's "Essays to Do Good" is a compilation of essays that focus on various aspects of moral and
social improvement. The central themes of his work can be categorized as follows:

1. The Importance of Good Works

Mather believed that faith should be accompanied by action. He asserted that true piety is
demonstrated through good works and service to others. He encouraged his readers to engage in
charitable acts, emphasizing that such actions were not only beneficial to the community but also
integral to one's spiritual well-being.

2. The Role of Education

Education was a cornerstone of Mather's philosophy. He argued that knowledge and learning were
essential for personal development and societal progress. Mather advocated for the establishment of
schools and educational institutions, asserting that an educated populace would lead to a more
virtuous and informed society.

3. Community and Social Responsibility

Mather's essays emphasize the importance of community and the interconnectedness of individuals.
He believed that individuals have a moral obligation to contribute to the welfare of their neighbors
and the larger society. This notion of social responsibility is a recurring theme in his writings, as he
urged his readers to recognize their role in fostering a just and compassionate community.

4. The Pursuit of Virtue



Mather placed a strong emphasis on the pursuit of virtue as a lifelong endeavor. He encouraged his
readers to strive for moral excellence in their daily lives, advocating for self-reflection and personal
growth. Mather believed that the cultivation of virtue was essential for both individual fulfillment and
the betterment of society.

Notable Essays from "Essays to Do Good"

Mather's "Essays to Do Good" contains several notable essays that exemplify his themes and
philosophy. Some of these essays include:

1. "The Duty of a Good Christian”

In this essay, Mather outlines the responsibilities of a good Christian, emphasizing the importance of
compassion, charity, and community service. He encourages readers to actively seek opportunities to
help those in need, illustrating how such actions reflect one's faith.

2. "The Value of Education”

Mather argues for the establishment of schools and educational institutions in this essay. He
discusses the importance of education in shaping moral character and promoting civic responsibility.
Mather advocates for a curriculum that includes both spiritual and secular knowledge, believing that a
well-rounded education is essential for personal and societal development.

3. "The Call to Good Works"

In this essay, Mather provides a compelling argument for engaging in good works as a means of
fulfilling one's Christian duty. He discusses various forms of charitable acts, such as visiting the sick,
aiding the poor, and supporting the community. Mather emphasizes that such actions not only benefit
others but also enrich the giver's spiritual life.

The Impact of Mather's Essays

Cotton Mather's "Essays to Do Good" had a significant impact on both his contemporaries and future
generations. His writings contributed to the development of a moral framework within the Puritan
community and beyond. The following points outline the lasting influence of his work:

1. Moral and Ethical Framework

Mather's essays provided a moral compass for individuals seeking to navigate the complexities of life.



His emphasis on good works and social responsibility helped to shape the ethical standards of the
time and influenced the development of social reform movements in America.

2. Educational Reforms

Mather's advocacy for education played a crucial role in the establishment of educational institutions
in New England. His writings inspired many to prioritize education and contributed to the founding of
schools and colleges, laying the groundwork for the American educational system.

3. Community Engagement

Mather's call for community engagement resonated with many, encouraging individuals to take an
active role in improving their neighborhoods. His essays fostered a sense of collective responsibility,
inspiring future generations to engage in philanthropy and social service.

4. Legacy in American Culture

The themes present in Mather's essays can be seen in various aspects of American culture, including
the emphasis on volunteerism, community service, and the pursuit of social justice. His writings
continue to be referenced by modern-day thinkers, educators, and social reformers who seek to
promote the values of compassion and responsibility.

Relevance to Contemporary Society

Despite being written over three centuries ago, Cotton Mather's "Essays to Do Good" remain relevant
today. The themes of social responsibility, the importance of education, and the pursuit of virtue
resonate in our modern context. Here are some ways his work is applicable to contemporary society:

1. Volunteerism and Community Service

In an era where individualism often takes precedence, Mather's call for community engagement
serves as a reminder of the importance of giving back. His essays encourage individuals to recognize
their role in creating a better society through acts of kindness and service.

2. Education as Empowerment

Mather's advocacy for education is particularly relevant in today's discussions about access to quality
education. His belief that education is vital for personal and societal growth echoes in contemporary
debates about educational reform and equity.



3. Moral Responsibility

In a world facing numerous social challenges, Mather's emphasis on moral responsibility serves as a
guiding principle. His essays encourage individuals to reflect on their actions and the impact they
have on others, fostering a culture of empathy and understanding.

4. The Pursuit of Virtue

Mather's insistence on the importance of virtue encourages individuals to strive for personal growth
and ethical living. In a time when moral dilemmas abound, his writings inspire individuals to engage in
self-reflection and pursue a life guided by integrity.

Conclusion

Cotton Mather's "Essays to Do Good" are a profound contribution to the moral and ethical discourse of
his time and continue to resonate in contemporary society. Through his exploration of good works,
education, community responsibility, and the pursuit of virtue, Mather offers timeless insights that
challenge individuals to live with purpose and compassion. As we navigate the complexities of
modern life, Mather's essays serve as a reminder of our shared responsibility to do good, fostering a
sense of community and promoting the welfare of all.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was Cotton Mather, and why is he significant in American
literature?

Cotton Mather was a New England Puritan minister, prolific author, and pamphleteer known for his
influential writings in the late 17th and early 18th centuries. He is significant for his role in promoting
the Salem witch trials and his extensive essays that reflect the religious and social issues of his time.

What are the main themes explored in 'Essays to Do Good'?

'‘Essays to Do Good' explores themes of morality, philanthropy, and the importance of benevolence in
society. Mather emphasizes the Christian duty to help others and the impact of individual actions on
the community.

How did Cotton Mather's religious beliefs influence his
writings in 'Essays to Do Good'?

Mather's Puritan beliefs greatly influenced his writings, as he often framed his arguments within a
biblical context, advocating for a life dedicated to serving God through good deeds and moral actions.



What historical context surrounded the publication of 'Essays
to Do Good'?

‘Essays to Do Good' was published in the early 18th century, a time when America was grappling with
issues of religious identity, social responsibility, and the effects of the Enlightenment. Mather's work
sought to address these pressing concerns.

In what ways did 'Essays to Do Good' impact social reform in
colonial New England?

Mather's essays encouraged individuals to take personal responsibility for social issues, promoting
charitable acts and community service, which laid the groundwork for later social reform movements
in colonial New England.

Can 'Essays to Do Good' be considered a precursor to modern
social justice movements?

Yes, 'Essays to Do Good' can be seen as a precursor to modern social justice movements, as it
emphasizes the importance of altruism and the moral obligation to address social inequalities.

What is the writing style of Cotton Mather in 'Essays to Do
Good'?

Mather's writing style is characterized by a formal tone, rich use of biblical references, and a
persuasive approach aimed at encouraging readers to engage in benevolent actions and moral
reflections.

How has 'Essays to Do Good' been received by contemporary
scholars?

Contemporary scholars often view 'Essays to Do Good' as an important work for understanding early
American thought, particularly in its reflections on ethics, community responsibility, and the role of
religion in public life.

What lessons from 'Essays to Do Good' are still relevant
today?

The lessons of altruism, community service, and the ethical imperative to assist others remain
relevant today, as they resonate with ongoing discussions about social responsibility and civic
engagement.
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