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American Writers I

Charlotte Temple and Revolutionary America
Susanna Rowson’s Charlotte Temple narrates the life, seduction, and death of an English girl named Charlotte. Cathy N. Davidson, Professor of English at Michigan State University, argues that Rowson’s novel, published in 1791 (Davidson xxxvii), fifteen years after the Declaration of Independence was signed, “appeared at precisely that moment in history when America was beginning to recover from the effects of its recent revolution against Britain” (xi). Davidson also posits that America was torn in “different ways and to different degrees” by a variety of conflicting national anxieties and desires (xi). To a new democracy, the story of a fifteen-year-old Charlotte being transported to and abandoned in a strange country, seduced by a British officer, and manipulated by a French mentor bore a striking resemblance to a fifteen-year-old America’s struggle. Through dramatizing potential dangers to America, illuminating its strengths, and portraying its weaknesses while including justified didactic appeals and sentiment, Susanna Rowson metaphorically portrays the new nation of America, demanding moral, reasonable action to protect it.   

Susanna Rowson dramatizes a new democracy’s potential dangers of isolation, French influence, and pre-colonial idealism through Charlotte Temple’s isolated situation and the characters of Madame La Rue and Montraville (Davidson xii). 
America of 1791 was independent: independent and abandoned. After Montraville and Mrs. Beauchamp, Belcour too “forgot even the injured Charlotte” (Rowson 98). The abandoned Charlotte turns to La Rue for assistance (104). America’s situation was a lonely and dangerous international situation that would be threatened as soon as the war of 1812. One of Charlotte’s and America’s greatest dangers is isolation, but, in contrast to the success of America in obtaining French support, Charlotte’s request for the French La Rue’s help fails.

Charlotte is tempted from prudence by a British soldier with the romantic name of Montraville. America is tempted from independence by a romantic “nostalgia for...a mythic colonial past” (Davidson xi). Charlotte’s attraction to Montraville is strong:

In affairs of love, a young heart is never in more danger than when attempted by a handsome young soldier. A man of an indifferent appearance, will, when arrayed in a military habit, shew to advantage; but when beauty of person, elegance of manner, and an easy method of paying compliments, are united to the scarlet coat, smart cockade, and military sash, ah! well-a-day for the poor girl who gazes on him: she is in imminent danger; but if she listens to him with pleasure, ‘tis all over with her, and from that moment she has neither eyes nor ears for any other object. (28)

Like the officer who seduces Charlotte, the well established government, economy, and military of England held a strong attraction to an America still in its birthing stages. Rowson demonstrates what path America will take if it prematurely returns to an attractive England. Though the British Empire calls with persuasive loyalist ideas and established aesthetics, America needs to prudently establish and educate herself, or “‘tis all over with her” (28). Rowson’s new democracy and her protagonist are endangered by abandonment, the French, and a longing for a painless pre-Revolution America.

Alongside dangers to a new nation, Rowson depicts its strengths, one of the greatest being its willingness to accept help. Charlotte contacts her estranged parents through enlisting the help of Mrs. Beauchamp (78), to whom she admits, “I have forfeited the good opinion of all my friends; I have forsaken them, and undone myself” (77). America solicited French assistance during the Revolutionary war. The strength of employing others’ aid allows Charlotte and allowed America to come closer to health, but also forces her and forced them into dependence on powers that, in the case of Mrs. Beauchamp, were only occasionally accessible, and, in the case of La Rue and a new French nation, unpredictable and antagonistic. 
Another of America’s strengths is its moral integrity:

“She is a good girl,” said Temple.

“She is indeed,” replied the fond mother exultingly, “a grateful, affectionate girl; and I am sure will never lose sight of the duty she owes her parents.”

“If she does,” said he, “she must forget the example set her by the best of mothers.” (34)
Charlotte’s parents celebrate her goodness most. Even Charlotte’s once heartbroken grandfather says, “What pleasure expands the heart of an old man when he beholds the progeny of a beloved child growing up in every virtue that adorned the minds of her parents” (48). The virtue of a country constructed upon moral principles gives delight and rejuvenates those who have a part in it. Even Madame Du Pont perceives Charlotte’s virtue, reflected in her disposition, foremost among her qualities: “...she reflected on the innocence and gentleness of her disposition...” (50). America’s moral grounding, demonstrated in enlightened documents like the declaration of Independence, gives it value and strength.
Throughout Charlotte Temple, Susanna Rowson also demonstrates the weaknesses of Charlotte’s new nation. Imprudence is one great weakness of Charlotte and America, as demonstrated in this quote describing the reaction of Charlotte’s governess after reading a note describing Charlotte’s elopement: “...and when she (Madame Du Pont) reflected on the innocence and gentleness of her (Charlotte’s) disposition, she concluded that it must have been the advice and machinations of La Rue, which led her to this imprudent action; she recollected her agitation at the receipt of her mother’s letter, and saw in it the conflict of her mind” (50). This notion of indiscretion is repeated in Charlotte’s cry to Belcour to “go, leave me to the accumulated miseries my own imprudence has brought upon me” (86). Charlotte’s strengths of innocence and gentleness make her susceptible to manipulation. Though Rowson’s America is in a new state of independence, innocent from the stains of history, it may lack the necessary prudence from experience to protect itself from the machinations of international influences. 

Charlotte and America faint when they become divided by contending ideas. Composing a letter to Charlotte, Montraville describes how he brings Charlotte to Portsmouth: “when, torn by contending passions, when struggling between love and duty, you fainted in my arms, and I lifted you into the chaise…” (93). This fainting allows others to manipulate Charlotte, and, while removing her culpability, demonstrates the danger of paralysis as a response to times of great weight. Charlotte’s confusion illuminates the situation post-revolution Americans faced as they encountered divided loyalties and frustration within their new country. Hesitation within their new nation could lead to inaction and result in America being led in dangerous directions. Indecision and conflicting passions were a weakness Rowson’s America needed to overcome to avoid disaster.
Rowson justifies her didactic sermons, lectures, and audience addresses by indicating how they instruct her national audience how to maintain contentment and proper loyalty to family and country. Rowson qualifies a tangential personification of Content through stating, “I confess I have rambled strangely from my story: but what of that? if [sic] I have been so lucky as to find the road to happiness, why should I be such a niggard as to omit so good an opportunity of pointing out the way to others” (Rowson 35). The wisdom of happiness justifies a lecture distracting from the narrative. If Charlotte’s story resembles a vulnerable America, any of Rowson’s didactic tangents are justified by informing America and her citizens of how to maintain contentment as a country.
Rowson’s purposes are also justified through leading her readers to proper loyalty towards their country and other people. She states, “then once more read over the sorrows of poor Mrs. Temple, and remember, the mother whom you so dearly love and venerate will feel the same, when you, forgetful of the respect due to your maker and yourself, forsake the paths of virtue for those of vice and folly” (Rowson 54). Rowson’s lecture encourages girls to listen to their mothers, whose “reproofs...proceed from a heart anxious for your future felicity” (Rowson 54). Rowson, like Charlotte Temple’s mother, desires her country’s future felicity throughout her work, and because of this, she lectures her audience to embrace filial affection, a natural affection for their country’s roots of freedom and innocence, rather than embrace the attractive path of French folly and abandonment of loyalty. Rowson’s didactic diversions are justified through their enlightened goals of instruction towards contentment and loyalty.
Abundant sentiment is justified through an appeal for national feeling. Rowson communicates throughout her story that sentiment is a valuable human emotion. Mr. Temple talks to his wife’s father: “‘No,’ said Temple; ‘but the truly brave soul is tremblingly alive to the feelings of humanity’” (17). The father agrees and responds that, without feelings of humanity, 

‘How many exquisite delights should I have passed by unnoticed, but for these keen sensations, this quick sense of happiness or misery? Then let us, my friend, take the cup of life as it is presented to us, tempered by the hand of a wise Providence; be thankful for the good, be patient under the evil, and presume not to enquire why the latter predominates.’ (17)
Rowson’s characters speak of sentimentality as a way to experience delight. She encourages readers to celebrate the good and be patient under the evil. When juxtaposed with America of Charlotte Temple’s time, this sentimentality could serve as a justification for national feeling: Americans should be richly glad for their freedom and patient with international discrimination. The good of America’s situation should be celebrated because deep feeling leads to “exquisite delights” of national feeling.
Also, the husband of Mrs. Beauchamp encourages her inclination to follow the promptings of sentiment when he states, “Follow the impulse of thy generous heart, my Emily. Let prudes and fools censure if they dare, and blame a sensibility they never felt; I will exultingly tell them that the heart that is truly virtuous is ever inclined to pity and forgive the errors of its fellow-creatures” (75). If sentiment for Charlotte is associated with patriotic feeling, patriotic feeling and action, though unpopular in an uneasy post-revolution culture, are encouraged as the inclination of a virtuous heart. If America were to have maintained enmity against the French developed during the French and Indian war, the lack of sentiment would have debilitated their fight.
Sentiment is appropriate for the audience to feel towards Rowson’s characters, like Charlotte, who gives “vent to an agony of grief which it is impossible to describe” (86). The “tenderness of Montraville’s heart” (86) sets him apart from the manipulative Belcour, the “disgrace to humanity and manhood” who “at length forgot even the injured Charlotte” (98). Rowson distinguishes Belcour, her darkest character, by his lack of sentiment. Her protagonist and virtuous characters are not “deaf to the calls of humanity” (112). Sentiment is the virtuous response to the situation of Charlotte and her new Democracy: when it comes to a new nation struggling for survival, support from other countries or individuals is awareness to the “calls of humanity” (112).
Many may challenge Davidson’s claim that “the pathos of Charlotte’s fall could easily be read as an allegory of changing political and social conditions in early America” (Davidson xi), but three reasons support this position. First, the age and character interactions of Charlotte with characters of different nationalities are comparable to the situation of revolutionary America (xi-xii). Secondly, Rowson, consciously or subconsciously, was surrounded by these very issues. Thirdly, Rowson’s background in theatre (xxvi) would have made her sensitive to symbolic ideas, at least if she had studied Shakespeare or other playwrights. Davidson’s claim is worthwhile to entertain. 
Charlotte Temple compels its audience towards moral action much like the works of Jonathan Edwards or Benjamin Franklin. However, while Charlotte Temple is attempting to move a nation based on actions leading to felicity, Jonathan Edwards encourages moral action based on religious devotion and need for spiritual deliverance: “Therefore, let everyone that is out of Christ, now awake and fly from the wrath to come” (205). With a different perspective, Benjamin Franklin, in part one of The Autobiography, posits: “vicious Actions are not hurtful because they are forbidden, but forbidden because they are hurtful, the Nature of Man alone consider’d: That it was therefore every one’s Interest to be virtuous, who wish’d to be happy even in this World” (291). Franklin promotes virtue as a reasonable protection of happiness. 
Rowson, however, encourages her readers toward virtue both for felicity in helping others and for protection of an already ideal state. She describes that the personified Content, of whom filial piety is an aspect (34), as a result of virtuous life, “will pass with you through life, smoothing the rough paths and tread to earth those thorns which every one must meet with” (35). Like Franklin, Rowson’s virtue eases human suffering, but it also leads to good will: “the very basis of true peace of mind is a benevolent wish to see all the world as happy as one’s self” (35). Rowson’s work communicates a combination of the convenient Enlightenment necessity of virtue for the protection of her country from aggressors and the Puritan religious celebration of the moral benefit of others. Moral integrity ensures the nation’s future and compels the readers to assist others toward being “as happy as one’s self” (35). Rowson’s morality is based in filial piety to parents and a corresponding loyalty to a national heritage. She expands both Franklin and Edward’s arguments to affect not only individual lives, but the neighborhood and nation surrounding those lives (34). 
The young Charlotte Temple and the United States of 1791 bear a unique resemblance. Both faced the dangers of isolation and British and French influence. Both benefit from a firm foundation of virtue and willingness to enlist others’ aid. Both suffer from internal division and an inclination for imprudence. But despite these weaknesses, Rowson’s protagonist and United States maintain their sentiment. Susanna Rowson encourages her readers to feel and to act in moral loyalty; this is motivated not out of fear as Jonathan Edwards communicates, nor out of convenience according to the thoughts of Benjamin Franklin, but out of a desire for the pursuit and attainment of happiness for everyone. 
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