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j hector st john de crevecoeur what is an american is a seminal question
explored in the influential work by J. Hector St. John de Crèvecœur, a
French-American writer of the 18th century. His essay, famously titled "What
is an American?", offers one of the earliest and most insightful perspectives
on American identity, culture, and society during the colonial period. This
article delves into Crèvecœur’s portrayal of the American character,
examining his reflections on immigration, the melting pot of cultures, and
the ideals of freedom and opportunity that defined early America. By
analyzing the historical context and key themes of his work, readers gain a
comprehensive understanding of how Crèvecœur’s observations contributed to
the evolving concept of what it means to be an American. The article also
discusses the continuing relevance of his ideas in contemporary discussions
about American identity. Below is an outline of the main topics covered in
this exploration of J. Hector St. John de Crèvecœur’s "What is an American?".

Background of J. Hector St. John de Crèvecœur

Historical Context of "What is an American?"

Key Themes in "What is an American?"

Crèvecœur’s Vision of American Identity

Impact and Legacy of Crèvecœur’s Work

Modern Interpretations and Relevance

Background of J. Hector St. John de Crèvecœur
J. Hector St. John de Crèvecœur was a French-American writer and naturalist
born in 1735. His experiences as a farmer and immigrant in colonial America
profoundly influenced his literary work. Crèvecœur emigrated from France to
North America in the mid-18th century, settling in New York and later
traveling extensively through the colonies. His writings provide a unique
transatlantic perspective, combining European intellectual traditions with
firsthand observations of American life. "Letters from an American Farmer,"
published in 1782, contains the essay "What is an American?", which is
considered one of the earliest attempts to define the American national
character and identity.



Historical Context of "What is an American?"
The essay "What is an American?" was written during a period of significant
change in the American colonies, just before and during the American
Revolutionary War. This era was marked by the emergence of new ideas about
liberty, democracy, and social equality that challenged traditional European
hierarchies. The colonies were populated by a diverse mix of ethnicities,
religions, and cultures, creating a dynamic society distinct from the Old
World. Crèvecœur’s work captures the optimism and complexity of this
transformative time, reflecting on how the New World offered opportunities
unavailable in Europe.

Colonial Diversity and Immigration
One of the defining features of 18th-century America highlighted by Crèvecœur
was its diversity. Immigrants from various European countries, indigenous
peoples, and enslaved Africans contributed to a multicultural society. This
diversity played a crucial role in shaping the evolving American identity.
Crèvecœur emphasized the blending of these different backgrounds into a new
social fabric, which he viewed as a source of strength and innovation.

Political and Social Changes
The political climate of the time was charged with debates over governance,
individual rights, and independence from British rule. Crèvecœur’s writings
reflect these ideological shifts, portraying America as a land of opportunity
where rigid class distinctions were less pronounced than in Europe. His
observations prefigure many of the democratic principles that would later
define the United States.

Key Themes in "What is an American?"
Crèvecœur’s essay explores several enduring themes central to understanding
American identity. These include the idea of the self-made individual, the
importance of land and agriculture, and the concept of America as a melting
pot of cultures and opportunities. Each theme contributes to a nuanced
portrayal of what it meant to be an American in the late 18th century.

The Self-Made Individual
One of Crèvecœur’s most celebrated ideas is the notion that Americans were
fundamentally self-reliant and industrious people. Unlike the aristocratic
societies of Europe, America offered the possibility for individuals to
improve their social and economic status through hard work. This ideal of the
self-made man became a cornerstone of American cultural identity.



Connection to Land and Agriculture
For Crèvecœur, land was more than a resource; it was central to the American
way of life. He described the American farmer as a symbol of independence and
virtue, living in harmony with nature. The availability of land allowed
settlers to establish farms and communities, fostering a new social order
based on equality and opportunity rather than inherited privilege.

Melting Pot of Cultures
Crèvecœur’s America was characterized by the blending of diverse ethnic and
cultural groups. He recognized that this diversity created a unique social
dynamic, where people from different backgrounds contributed to a shared
identity. This theme of cultural integration and adaptation remains
fundamental to the American narrative today.

Crèvecœur’s Vision of American Identity
At the heart of "What is an American?" lies Crèvecœur’s vision of a new kind
of human being shaped by the American experience. This identity was defined
by values such as freedom, equality, and opportunity, as well as by a
practical relationship with the land and community.

Freedom and Opportunity
Crèvecœur emphasized that America was a place where individuals could escape
the constraints of Old World social hierarchies. The promise of freedom and
the possibility to build a new life attracted many immigrants. This
optimistic view highlighted America as a land of hope and renewal.

Social Equality and Community
Although not without its contradictions, Crèvecœur portrayed American society
as more egalitarian than its European counterparts. He noted the relative
openness of social structures and the emphasis on cooperation within rural
communities. This sense of community was seen as vital to the success and
stability of the new nation.

The American as a New Man
Crèvecœur famously described Americans as a “new man,” different from their
European ancestors. This new identity combined elements of individualism,
practicality, and a pioneering spirit, forged by the challenges and
opportunities of the New World.



Impact and Legacy of Crèvecœur’s Work
J. Hector St. John de Crèvecœur’s essay "What is an American?" has had a
lasting impact on the way American identity is understood and discussed. His
work has influenced historians, writers, and political thinkers by providing
an early framework for interpreting the American experience.

Influence on American Literature and Thought
Crèvecœur’s portrayal of the American identity helped shape the emerging
field of American literature and cultural studies. His optimistic depiction
of the New World became a reference point for later writers exploring themes
of democracy and national character.

Contributions to National Identity
The essay contributed to the development of a cohesive American identity by
articulating shared values and experiences. It provided a narrative that
helped unify diverse populations around common ideals during a formative
period of nation-building.

Critiques and Reassessment
While celebrated, Crèvecœur’s work has also been critiqued for its idealized
portrayal of America, especially regarding Native Americans and enslaved
peoples. Modern scholarship often reevaluates his perspectives within the
broader context of colonialism and social inequalities.

Modern Interpretations and Relevance
The questions raised in "What is an American?" continue to resonate in
contemporary discussions about identity, immigration, and cultural diversity.
Crèvecœur’s insights provide a historical lens through which to examine
ongoing debates about what defines the American experience.

Immigration and Multiculturalism Today
Crèvecœur’s recognition of America as a melting pot remains relevant as the
United States continues to be shaped by waves of immigration. His
acknowledgment of cultural blending serves as a foundation for understanding
modern multiculturalism and the challenges it presents.



American Identity in a Globalized World
In an era of globalization, Crèvecœur’s ideas about the formation of a new
kind of identity through adaptation and opportunity offer valuable
perspectives. The fluidity and inclusiveness he described contrast with more
exclusionary or rigid definitions of national identity.

Enduring Themes of Freedom and Opportunity
The ideals of freedom, self-reliance, and opportunity that Crèvecœur
emphasized continue to be central to American values. His essay remains a
touchstone for reflecting on how these principles have evolved and how they
influence contemporary society.

Self-made individual and social mobility

Connection to land and agrarian values

Cultural diversity and integration

Freedom and democratic ideals

Community and social equality

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was J. Hector St. John de Crèvecœur?
J. Hector St. John de Crèvecœur was an 18th-century French-American writer
and farmer best known for his work 'Letters from an American Farmer,' which
explores early American identity and culture.

What is the significance of 'What is an American?'
by Crèvecœur?
'What is an American?' is an essay within Crèvecœur's 'Letters from an
American Farmer' that examines the idea of American identity, emphasizing the
diversity, opportunity, and democratic spirit of the new nation.

How does Crèvecœur define an American in his essay?
Crèvecœur defines an American as a new man, created by the unique conditions
of America, embodying values such as hard work, independence, and a
willingness to start anew regardless of origin.



Why is 'Letters from an American Farmer' considered
a foundational American literary work?
It is considered foundational because it provides one of the earliest and
most influential descriptions of American society and identity from the
perspective of an immigrant, shaping the narrative of the American Dream.

What themes are explored in Crèvecœur's 'What is an
American?'
Key themes include immigration, diversity, opportunity, the relationship
between humans and the land, and the formation of a unique American identity
distinct from European roots.

How does Crèvecœur's background influence his
perspective in 'What is an American?'
As a French immigrant and farmer in America, Crèvecœur brings a personal
perspective that highlights the contrast between European aristocracy and
American egalitarianism, focusing on the potential for reinvention and social
mobility in America.

Additional Resources
1. Letters from an American Farmer by J. Hector St. John de Crèvecœur
This classic collection of letters offers a vivid portrayal of colonial
American life in the late 18th century. Written by Crèvecœur, it explores
themes of identity, agriculture, and the melting pot of cultures in the New
World. The book is best known for its exploration of what it means to be an
American, making it a foundational text in early American literature.

2. The American Identity: Reflections Inspired by Crèvecœur’s “What is an
American?”
This book delves into the concept of American identity as first articulated
by Crèvecœur. It examines historical and modern interpretations of American
values, diversity, and the evolving notion of citizenship. Through critical
essays, it connects Crèvecœur’s 18th-century observations to contemporary
discussions on nationality.

3. Colonial America through the Eyes of Crèvecœur
Focusing on the socio-economic and cultural aspects of colonial America, this
book analyzes Crèvecœur’s writings to provide insight into early American
rural life. It highlights agricultural practices, immigration, and the
blending of European and indigenous cultures. Readers gain a nuanced
understanding of the period’s challenges and opportunities.

4. What is an American? The Quest for Identity in Early America
This scholarly work traces the evolution of American identity from colonial



times to the early republic, with Crèvecœur’s essays as a central reference
point. It investigates how ideas of freedom, labor, and community shaped the
emerging nation. The book offers a critical perspective on the construction
of national identity.

5. J. Hector St. John de Crèvecœur: Life and Letters
A biographical study that chronicles the life of Crèvecœur, including his
travels, writings, and influence on American literature. The book provides
context for his famous essay “What is an American?” and explores his role as
a cultural intermediary between Europe and America. Richly annotated, it
offers readers a comprehensive view of his legacy.

6. The Melting Pot Myth and Reality: Insights from Crèvecœur’s America
This book evaluates the metaphor of America as a melting pot through the lens
of Crèvecœur’s observations. It discusses the complexities and contradictions
of cultural assimilation and diversity in early American society. The
analysis extends to contemporary debates about immigration and
multiculturalism.

7. Agriculture and Society in Crèvecœur’s Letters from an American Farmer
Focusing on the agricultural themes in Crèvecœur’s work, this book explores
how farming shaped social structures and individual identities in colonial
America. It discusses the relationship between land, labor, and liberty as
presented in the letters. The book appeals to readers interested in
environmental history and early American life.

8. Early American Literature and the Idea of the New World
This literary study places Crèvecœur alongside other early American writers
to explore how literature helped define the New World. It emphasizes themes
of exploration, identity, and the promise of America. The book also examines
how Crèvecœur’s “What is an American?” contributed to the mythos of the
American Dream.

9. From European Subject to American Citizen: The Transformation in
Crèvecœur’s Writings
This book investigates the transformation of personal and political identity
in Crèvecœur’s essays, highlighting the shift from European roots to American
citizenship. It contextualizes his work within the broader historical changes
of the 18th century, including revolution and nation-building. The study
sheds light on the fluid nature of identity in formative American history.
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