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“What is an American?” by J. Hector John de Crevecoeur

Published 1782

In the year 1759, Michel-Guillaume Jean de Crevecoeur planted his roots in New York after resigning as an officer from the French militia in Quebec.  He changed his name to J. Hector John de Crevecoeur and adapted to the new world ways.  He became a farmer and took a new national allegiance, marrying an American woman, Mehitable Tippet.  A year prior to the Treaty of Paris, the French born immigrant published his observations and experiences as an American farmer.  In 1782, J. Hector John de Crevecoeur established his credibility and became an influential writer on America in “Letters from an American Farmer”.  Subsequently, King Louis XVI appointed him as a French Consul in New York.  In Letter III of “Letters from an American Farmer”, Crevecoeur persuades and enlightens others to rise from the depths of a poor, selfish and oppressed Europe in “What is an American?”  Crevecoeur distinguishes America from Europe by its social class mobility; its governing laws; ownership; religious freedoms and diverse populace.     

Crevecoeur generates enthusiasm when referencing America by stating, “I wish I could be acquainted with the feelings and thoughts which must agitate the heart and presents themselves to an enlightened Englishman, when he first lands on this continent.” [1] In this statement, his fascination with the autonomy of America is compared to the English, whose desires are controlled by its Lords and Kingdoms.  The poor loiter on the outskirts of castles that litter all of Europe.  They are homeless and disadvantaged.  Crevecoeur continues to reinforce this thought by stating, “Formerly they were not 
numbered in any civil lists of their country, except those of the poor; here they rank as citizens.” [1] Here, Crevecoeur questions how the destitute people can call Europe their home.  It is a country that does not recognize its impoverished citizens.  He is outraged that the unwanted of the world do not have a place to call home.  
Crevecoeur describes the American Government as not being an aristocracy.  He expresses this by saying that all “men” can have a chance to climb the social and political ranks.  He insists that the government of America is loosely operated.  He validates this interpretation by noting that there are few laws and jails in America.  Crevecoeur distinguishes Europe as “the severity of the laws, with jails and punishment.” [1] In contrast, the American government office appointments are held by the people, for the people.  He further insists that Americans were Europeans who envisioned abandoning their life of oppression.  Crevecoeur distinguishes America as having a government that is loosely run, not by aristocracy, but by noble men who can be held accountable.  Perhaps Crevecoeur may have warped the truth to the Europeans about America.

Crevecoeur articulates his distaste for the European monarchy, and asserts his fascination for his new American allegiance.  His hope is to energize Europeans to remember that most Americans were European immigrants.  Crevecoeur writes, “The rich and the poor are not so removed as they are in Europe.  Some few towns excepted, we are all tiller of the earth, from Nova Scotia to Florida.” [1] On several occasions he explains the class separation is minimal in America; drawing a picture that everybody is treated as equals.  He implies that Americans are all neighborly in a land of abundant 
resources and “communicating with each other on the means of good roads and navigable rivers.” [1] 
Furthermore, America is a land where people don’t get persecuted for their religious preference.  Crevecoeur propagates religious freedom established in America to the Europeans.  He continues to say that religion asks little of you, but a donation of your good fortune, and an appearance at church.  An American has a choice to follow any sort of “God” that fulfills their spiritual desire.  
Additionally, Crevecoeur fuels the imagination with a dream of land ownership, which was unfathomable in Europe.  He provides the insight that an American has a feeling of worth and dreams of moving forward.  “Here they become men:  in Europe they were as so many other useless plants, wanting vegetative mould, and refreshing showers; they withered, and were mowed down by want, hunger, and war.” [1] Crevecoeur portrays the Americans as having a vision that will come true with resolve and hard work.  In America, all people are given the opportunity to better their circumstances, as long as they are motivated to prosper.  He goes on to inspire by planting a hope that all Europeans will have a place to soak their roots, in soil they could call their own.  Moreover, everybody in America can reap the benefits from their self-owned land to feed their families and to grow profitable crops.

Crevecoeur’s rhetoric describes the incredible melting pot that can be found in America so fantastically.  He gives a definition to the wide range of culture that has since entangled itself deep in American roots.  Presenting an example, Crevecoeur pronounces, “I could point out to you a family whose grandfather was an Englishman, whose wife was 
Dutch, whose son married a French woman, and whose present four sons have now four wives of four different nations.” [1] In America, many are mixed Europeans.  He explains, “That strange mixture of blood, which you will find in no other country.” [1] The longtime prejudice found in Europe was abandoned.  The pilgrims landing in America took on the new prejudice that inhabited America.

In closing, “Americans were once scattered all over Europe.” [1] This is Crevecoeur’s effort to convey to Europe that we are all brothers in a world that dream of prosperity in Letter III, “What is an American?”  Although Crevecoeur remained in the shadows, he moved back to France during the French Revolution from 1789 to 1799.  It is probable that his writings helped enlighten the French.  He was motivated to make a difference and help break the grip of all oppression.  He never again achieved that success as he did in “Letters from an American Farmer”.

 “What is an American?” identifies that we are a mixed, free-thinking unit.  We will continue to inspire and encourage miraculous ideas, and change the world as we know it.  We come from many nations for numerous reasons and together we will unite under one nation of freedom.  Mostly wanting to break from the disparity in the land from which we fled, we long to prosper and nourish our wives and children.  Most of all, we wish to enjoy and express our god given freedoms as an American.

Source:  [1] Letter III, “What is an American”, in Letters from an American Farmer

By J. Hector St. John de Crevecoeur (New York: E.P. Dutton, 1957), pgs 35–40.

