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American Literature

“There is creative reading as well as creative writing” 
Ralph Waldo Emerson
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Whether you’re interested in Native America, European settlement, slavery, the frontier, civil rights, the city, war, multiculturalism or 9/11, American literature provides a fascinating insight into the development of the distinctive, yet diverse cultures of the United States.  

In 1630, John Winthrop, one of the first English settlers in America, described his religious community as ‘a city upon a hill’. He believed Puritans had a God-given duty to provide an example for the rest of the world. When America gained its independence from Britain, many white writers continued to idealise American democracy and the principles of self-determination it fostered. But this only tells one story. In ‘How America Was Discovered’, the Seneca chief Handsome Lake challenged such views, claiming that the settlers were guided to the American continent by the devil to destroy it and, in the supposedly ‘free’ states, Africans were brought to America and forced to live and work as slaves. Writers such as Frederick Douglass, Harriet Jacobs and William and Ellen Craft recount their lives in bondage and their struggle for freedom. These eloquent narratives are not just compelling accounts of individual experiences, they also became powerful weapons in the fight to abolish slavery.  It is now recognised that telling the story of America is always a battleground on which competing voices and visions collide – there is no one story to be told. Exploring the resulting clashes of perspective is central to the study of American literature today.

Throughout the nineteenth century, writers reflected on the possibilities and limitations of American democracy, confronting anxieties about the future of the nation and the role of the individual. In The Scarlet Letter Nathaniel Hawthorne delves into the oppressive Puritan past and imagines a tale of punishment and resistance; in Moby Dick Herman Melville presents an obsessive sea voyage in pursuit of a whale to explore the power struggles of an ever more diverse nation; poet Walt Whitman celebrated America and its people in his controversial Leaves of Grass; and Harriet Beecher Stowe, author of the anti-slavery novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin, was addressed by Abraham Lincoln as the ‘little lady’ who started the Civil War. A strong tradition of women’s writing also flourished: Emily Dickinson developed her own daringly unconventional poetry; Kate Chopin scandalised nineteenth century readers with the suggestion that marriage is so limiting that women may be driven to take their own lives; and Charlotte Perkins Gilman imagined a woman driven out of her mind by an unsympathetic doctor’s response to her frustrations over the narrow life permitted her by Victorian norms.

In the twentieth century American literature continued to evolve, engaging with ideas of class, race, social change and the growing commercial power of America. These ideas were constantly explored by US writers. In the post-slavery South, a rich literary tradition emerged as a means to think about Southern futures: in Light in August William Faulkner explores ingrained racism and communal fears in a small town and in Their Eyes Were Watching God, Zora Neale Hurston captures the rich Southern vernacular tradition in a story of love, marriage and violence. In the Depression era, John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath exposes the plight of farmers in the dustbowls of the Midwest and implicates big business in their suffering while F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby depicts jazz age New York, revealing insights on how wealth can corrupt American ideals. Across America, immigrant writers have explored their double existence – as their own cultures are tested by the ‘melting pot’ of America:  Mary Antin’s and Abraham Cahan’s early twentieth-century exposés of poverty in the slums also portray the difficult process of assimilation, whilst in the contemporary period Chinese American writer Maxine Hong Kingston writes of ‘a girlhood among ghosts’ and Sandra Cisneros explores how Hispanics develop new, hybrid identities on the cultural border between Mexico and the USA.
American literature continues to offer kaleidoscopic visions of America. Whether it is Toni Morrison’s Beloved, exploring the psyche of a slave woman who kills her children rather than allow them be taken from her and sold into slavery; Bobbie Ann Mason’s In Country, revealing the hidden, ‘home’ experiences of Vietnam from a female perspective; Jonathan Safran Foer approaching 9/11 from a child’s point of view; Allen Ginsberg’s beat poem, ‘Howl’ lamenting the loss of creative freedom in the post-second world war era; or Dorothy Allison, in Bastard Out of Carolina, confronting child abuse, American writing today proves, as always, to be exciting, unsettling and imaginative.

Sarah MacLachlan
Learn more at these websites

http://xroads.virginia.edu/~hyper/hypertex.html (Electronic texts for the study of American Culture)

http://www.wsu.edu/~campbelld/amlit/sites.htm (American Literature Sites)
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