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J Hector St John de Crevecoeur What is an American is a pivotal exploration
of American identity, penned during the late 18th century. This work, part of
his larger collection titled "Letters from an American Farmer," offers a
unique perspective on the melting pot that was—and still is—the United
States. Crevecoeur's reflections are not only a historical account but also a
philosophical inquiry into what it means to be an American. In this article,
we will delve into the life of Crevecoeur, the context in which he wrote, and
the enduring significance of his ideas.

Who Was J Hector St John de Crevecoeur?

J Hector St John de Crevecoeur, born in 1735 in France, was a writer, farmer,
and diplomat who immigrated to North America in search of a new life.
Settling in New York, he cultivated a deep appreciation for the American
landscape and its diverse populace. His experiences as a farmer and his
observations of American society greatly influenced his writing, particularly
his most famous work, "Letters from an American Farmer."

The Early Life of Crevecoeur

- Birth and Education: Crevecoeur was born into a wealthy family in Normandy.
He received a classical education, which would later enrich his writing.

- Emigration to America: In 1755, he immigrated to the British colonies,
initially seeking opportunities in trade.

- Settling in New York: He became a farmer and settled in the region that
would later become the state of New York, where he began to explore the
complexities of American life.

The Context of "What is an American?"

Crevecoeur's writings emerged during a transformative period in American
history. The colonies were on the brink of revolution, and the identity of
the American people was being redefined. His letters reflect the diverse
influences—European, Indigenous, and African—that shaped the American
experience.



The Revolutionary Era

- Political Climate: The American colonies were grappling with issues of
governance and independence, leading to widespread debates on identity and
rights.

- Cultural Melting Pot: The influx of immigrants from different parts of the
world contributed to a unique cultural blend, which Crevecoeur sought to
articulate.

Key Themes in "What 1s an American?"

Crevecoeur's inquiry into American identity is rich with themes that remain
relevant today. Here are some of the key elements he addressed:

The Concept of the American Dream

Crevecoeur famously described America as a land of opportunity where
individuals could pursue their aspirations. He believed that anyone,
regardless of their background, could achieve success through hard work and
determination. This idea laid the groundwork for the modern concept of the
American Dream.

Identity and Diversity

- A New Nationality: Crevecoeur argued that Americans were not defined by
their ethnicity or origins but by their shared experiences and values.

- Cultural Interactions: He illustrated how different cultural groups
contributed to a rich, diversified society, emphasizing that this melting pot
was essential to American identity.

The Role of Agriculture

Crevecoeur's experiences as a farmer profoundly influenced his views on
American life. He believed that agriculture was the foundation of American
society and that the agrarian lifestyle fostered virtues such as hard work,
independence, and community.

Literary Style and Structure of Crevecoeur's



Work

Crevecoeur's writing style in "Letters from an American Farmer" is notable
for its letter format. This style allows for a personal and intimate
exploration of themes.

Epistolary Form

- Personal Reflections: The letters provide a first-person perspective that
makes the narrative relatable.

- Engagement with the Reader: The informal tone invites readers to reflect on
their own experiences and understanding of American identity.

Descriptive Imagery

Crevecoeur's vivid descriptions of the American landscape and its people
serve to paint a picture of the country as a land of beauty and potential.
His observations create a sense of place that grounds his philosophical
inquiries.

The Enduring Significance of Crevecoeur's Ideas

The questions raised by Crevecoeur regarding American identity have not only
shaped historical discourse but continue to resonate in contemporary
discussions about what it means to be an American.

Relevance in Modern Society

- Ongoing Debates: Issues of immigration, diversity, and national identity
remain pertinent, echoing Crevecoeur's inquiries.

- Cultural Reflection: His work encourages individuals to reflect on their
own identities and contributions to the American narrative.

Influence on American Literature

Crevecoeur's writing has influenced subsequent generations of American
writers and thinkers, including:

- Ralph Waldo Emerson: His exploration of self-reliance and individuality
builds on themes found in Crevecoeur's work.



- Walt Whitman: The celebration of diversity and the American experience in
Whitman's poetry can be traced back to Crevecoeur's foundational ideas.

Conclusion

In conclusion, J Hector St John de Crevecoeur What is an American serves as a
seminal text that explores the multifaceted nature of American identity.
Through his reflections on opportunity, diversity, and agrarian life,
Crevecoeur provides a lens through which we can understand the evolving
concept of what it means to be an American. As we continue to grapple with
guestions of identity in our modern society, his work remains a vital
touchstone for understanding the complex tapestry of American life.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is J. Hector St. John de Creveccur?

J. Hector St. John de Creveceur was an 18th-century French-American writer
and farmer, best known for his work 'Letters from an American Farmer', which
explores the identity of Americans in the late colonial period.

What is the main theme of 'What is an American'?

The main theme of 'What is an American' is the exploration of American
identity, emphasizing the diversity, opportunities, and unique social
dynamics that define the American experience.

How does Creveceur describe the American character?

Creveceur describes the American character as industrious, resourceful, and
shaped by a sense of freedom and equality, contrasting it with European
societal norms.

What role does agriculture play in Créveceur's view
of America?

Agriculture plays a central role in Creveceur's view of America, symbolizing
the connection to the land, self-sufficiency, and the cultivation of both
crops and community values.

What impact did Creveceur's writings have on
American literature?

Creveceur's writings significantly impacted American literature by providing



one of the earliest depictions of American life and contributing to the
development of American identity and nationalism.

What contrasts does Creveceur make between Europe
and America?

Creveceur contrasts Europe and America by highlighting America's social
mobility, opportunity for prosperity, and a more egalitarian society compared
to the rigid class structures of Europe.

How does Crevececur address the concept of the
melting pot?

Creveceur addresses the concept of the melting pot by illustrating how
diverse immigrants contribute to a new American identity, blending their
customs and traditions into a cohesive national culture.

What is the significance of the letter format in
Creveceur's work?

The letter format in Creveceur's work allows for a personal and intimate
exploration of American life, making it accessible and relatable to readers
while reflecting the epistolary style popular in the 18th century.

How does Creveceur's background influence his
perspective in 'What is an American'?

Creveceur's background as a French immigrant influences his perspective by
providing a unique lens through which he views the American experience,
allowing him to compare it with European life and highlight its
distinctiveness.

What legacy did Creveceur leave regarding American
identity?

Creveceur left a legacy of exploring and defining American identity,
emphasizing themes of freedom, diversity, and the transformative power of the
American landscape and society.
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