
Abstract in English 

 This particular MA thesis concentrates on the portrayal of Indians in captivity 

narratives of the early seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the essential source material 

being Narrative of the Captivity and Restoration of Mrs. Mary Rowlandson, first published in 

1682. The thesis explores the relationship between Native Americans and settlers who saw 

Indians as a threat to their own existence and also as a threat to the western expansion. It also 

focuses on the confrontation of savagery and civilization from the point of view of common 

presuppositions and prejudices about the Native Americans that are very often depicted in 

several captivity narratives. Moreover, the thesis provides necessary definition of the genre of 

the captivity narrative with regard to the reaction of the reading public in the period of the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.  

From the first arrivals of settlers and explorers the American continent symbolized a 

land of vast opportunities. Nevertheless, the continent not being fully explored was shrouded 

in a veil of mystery. Explorers and adventurers were fascinated by the extensive natural 

resources they found in the New World. Moreover, the New World was often called New 

Canaan or the Garden of Eden as it symbolized for the newcomers a possibility to start a new 

life. The coming settlers were impressed by the wilderness of the American Frontier which 

was a strip of land covered with thick forests and marshes. Crèvecœur, one of the most 

influential thinkers, called the coming settlers “the western pilgrims.”
1
 The settlers who came 

to the “virgin land” had to rely entirely on their own strength and resistance to the apparent 

hostility of their surrounding and to the potential danger of Indian attacks. It is stated that 

more than one hundred thousand Native Americans occupied the region of the Frontier and 
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included more than two dozen groups, varying in population from a few hundred to twenty 

thousand.
2
  

The confrontation between civilization and savagery stood as a source material for 

many writers and thinkers from the early sixteenth to almost twentieth century. Adventurers 

and explorers gave rise to a common presupposition of Native Americans being illiterate and 

brutal, torturing and scalping the white settlers. These myths were partly based on truth, partly 

embellished for the attraction of the reading public. It has to be mentioned that most of the 

portrayals from this time were written not from the point of view of writer but from the point 

of view of explorer or ethnographer. Nevertheless, it was the diligence and determination to 

overcome all the struggles resulting from the confrontation of two different civilizations 

which were later the fundamental pillars of the new emerging American society.  

 The Indians were portrayed as brutal savages, illiterate and living according to the 

laws of nature. Moreover, white settlers saw the Native Americans as unable to adjust to the 

conditions of the white society and considered the Indians to be a threat. From the European 

perspective Columbus made a great discovery but from a Native American perspective, he 

began an invasion.
3
 “The children of nature”, as the indigenous people were sometimes 

called, did not understand the actions of the settlers and thus, they could not assimilate. 

Moreover, the Native Americans were very often regarded as the blocking force to the further 

western settlement.
4
  

One of the source materials for the analysis of the current situation of the conflict 

between the white and indigenous civilization are the captivity narratives. The captivity 

narratives were accounts of the capture by savages, enslavement and estrangement from the 

                                                           
2
 Milnes, O’Connor eds., The Oxford History of the American West (New York, Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 1994) 116 
3
 Milnes, O’Connor eds. 81 

4
 John McWilliams, The Last of the Mohicans: Civil Savagery and Savage Civility (New York: Twayne 

Publishers, 1995) 52-3 



family, and all aspects of the native civilization.
5
 Most captives were English or Anglo-

American Protestants usually from frontier regions. Richard Slotkin declares that the captivity 

narrative was also an “archetype of the American experience” as it “provided a way of 

addressing the fear and guilt that accompanied the emerging American pattern of profound 

mobility.”
6
 The Indians were devastating the settlements, scalping and killing members of the 

colonies, and burning the crops. Those who survived the attacks were taken hostage. Even 

though there exist accounts of male captivity narratives, the captivity narratives written by 

women were much more successful. The story of a captured woman was for the reading 

public much more attractive than a story written by a man. What is also important is the fact 

that women captives were central figures in many of the captivity narratives written by men 

especially during the eighteenth century when the captivity narratives shift from the actual 

account of the experience to the blending of the real with the fictive being published for 

profit.  

 Another interesting feature that I would like to explore in my diploma thesis is the  

fact that in the early captivity narratives, captivity suffering and final redemption were all part 

of God’s plan, and the publication of these events was a Christian duty.
7
 Some critics even 

mirror the captivity to the story of a spiritual progress. The captives went through separation 

and abduction, transformation which symbolized adoption and immersion into the Indian 

society, and the final step was mirrored in the release, escape or redemption and return to the 

family. Nevertheless, some captives chose the live among the Indians and some of them 

assimilated to the extent that they forgot the mother tongue and adopted the Indian culture.  
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 One of the first, and probably the most famous captivity narrative was written by Mary 

Rowlandson. Rowlandson, who was a wife of the leading Puritan preacher in the Lancaster 

colony in Massachusetts, published in 1682 Narrative of the Captivity and Restoration of Mrs 

Mary Rowlandson where she depicts her own captivity two years ago. Rowlandson depicts 

her own ability to endure and adapt as well as her shifting attitude toward her captors. 

Moreover, Rowlandson’s account can be also analysed as one of the first travel books written 

by a woman and published in North America. Rowlandson employs the immediacy of the 

storytelling with the religious belief making her captivity narrative a useful device for 

understanding the Native American history. 
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