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“A Warning to America”, Philip Freneau
Philip Freneau’s political and religious beliefs dominated his life and were the basis for the vast majority of his writings. To understand Freneau’s work, particularly his poem “A Warning to America”, it is essential to understand the basics of the turmoil that prompted him to write with such feverish sentiments that he earned the unofficial title of Poet of the American Revolution. 

Freneau was a deist which is the thought that all religious beliefs must be founded on human reasoning; therefore, his writings were conspicuously absent of any Christian or spiritual allusion that were commonly present in other works at this time. The second major influence on his life and work was that of his political beliefs. He was a dedicated advocate of a democratic society and a strong spokesman for the Jeffersonian party which meant he adamantly opposed the Federalists. These prevailing beliefs-the rights to basic liberty, truth, and advancement to the common man-were the foundation for his literary works. 
Although Freneau was not the only well-known poet of his time to write in neoclassical form, he was one of the most prominent with his dominant use of satire, wit, and societal and political concerns. He was also very aware of his audience when writing, and knew the people that he intended to reach-the common man-were quite aware of the political theory at the time, so he often dispersed imagery throughout his poems that alluded to various political systems such as monarchies, democracies, etc. in order to create a really vivid perception in the minds of his readers. 
One of his lesser known poems, “A Warning to America” originally appeared in 1929 along with a collection of his poems in a text titled Poems of Freneau, but it was not reprinted. Very little, if any, criticism has been devoted to this work although it strongly presents themes common in some of his more famous pieces, and the wit and political concern make it a clear example of neoclassical form. The poem directly reflects several life events that shaped his actions and gave a direction to his energies. Although he later proclaimed that he should devote his energy to fighting injustice with writing rather than enacting physical violence as a soldier, while younger he joined the New Jersey militia, and while in service, was taken a prisoner aboard a British ship. The mistreatment he suffered only increased his dislike of the monarchy and set precedence for the level of discontentment he felt about British control over the colonies. 
Living up to his name of the Poet of the Revolution, Freneau attempted to inspire the colonists to action by renewing their passion for the clear development of a democratic society-one in which the power was in the hands of the people-and the message that if steps were not actively taken to do so, the inception of the previously ruling, overbearing British from of monarchy might potentially be enacted. In “A Warning to America”, his fervor is immediately apparent with the advent of the poem: 

Removed from Europe’s feuds, a hateful scene
(Thank heaven, such wastes of ocean roll between)
He is proclaiming his joy at being separated by both geography and government from this former ruling power and continues on to give his gratitude for the day that the colonists began to proclaim their rights and challenge the feudalism regime. However, he acknowledges that the formation of a new society and government is a daunting task, to say the least, and just because an ideal is set, it does not mean it can be achieved. These sentiments are expressed in the following lines:


Something still wrong in every system lurks, 


Something imperfect haunts all human works—
Although he seems to feel that war was inevitable, and necessary in this case, he would rather have people fight their battles intellectually rather than physically to alter what needs to be changed in society:


With double bolts our Janus’ temple shut,


Nor terror reigned through each back-woods-man’s hut,


No rattling drums assailed the peasant’s ear

Nor Indian yells disturbed our sad frontier

The inclusion of Janus is exhibiting his disdain for the monarchy by referencing this Roman God of gates and doors, beginnings and endings. Since Janus is worshipped at the inception of important events and represents the transition between primitive life and civilization, war and peace, he is placing a parallel distinction between American and England. By referencing the equivalent practices that would be enacted if American citizens were to follow British practices, he is crying for a call for peace, as he portrays in the line:


Peace to all feuds!---and come the happier day


When Reason’s sun shall light us on our way;


When erring man shall all his RIGHTS retrieve,

This passage also strongly reflects his Deist beliefs by stating that once true reason and logic are reflected upon the man who has been morally erroneous, his basic rights and liberties will be provided to him. Another, final, warning is provided as to the ease of which a ruling government could be put into place:


Till then, Columbia!---watch each stretch of power,


Nor sleep too soundly at the midnight hour,


By flattery won, and lulled by soothing strains,


Silenus took his nap---and waked in chains---

These thoughts address just how easily old, familiar habits could prevail even with the best of intentions and the gift of foresight. The reference of Silenus alludes to that as he was considered one of the oldest and wisest of the Ipotanes (half-man & half-horse) that was said to possess special knowledge and the power of prophecy when intoxicated. Freneau seems to be presenting the idea that while some political activists, such as himself, would continue the fight for a democratic government, others citizens may be lulled to a passive state and-if not conscientious of every step of government formation-may one day wake to find themselves bound the exact form of overbearing governmental control that they fought so hard to escape. 
