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1) General advice to students  
 

This document is meant to help students acquire a general historical outline by means of which they 
can reach an understanding of what is at stake in American literature in the twentieth century, broadly 
speaking (chronologically, we shall start a little before the twentieth, and shall move at the end into the 
twenty-first centuries. The point of the class is not to memorize a list of works. The point is to acquire a 
mental map which makes it possible to organize the various works into meaningful, cohesive groups or 
categories which make sense historically. The point is to understand how and why certain problems 
appear at a certain time and why and how they are reflected in literature in particular and in the arts in 
general. Of course each work is specific and even unique, but works do share characteristic features. 
The goal is for students to have a general and clearly structured outline which establishes connections 
between social and economic history, on the one hand, and cultural, intellectual, artistic history on the 
other hand, and to show how the two are connected. Without this mental map, nothing really makes 
much sense. With this mental map, students should be able to situate each specific work within 
broader cultural history, as well as within a broader group, understand why it fits within the group and 
how different it is from other works from other groups. So although a lot of examples will inevitably be 
brought up to illustrate the way in which American literature can be meaningfully segmented, we will 
not cover the full range of possible examples; indeed, we will restrict ourselves to the most meaningful 
examples. Because the scope of this class is limited to providing an introduction, our presentation will 
be quite sketchy and students will have to substantiate the material that follows with Françoise 
Grellet’s Introduction to American Literature “time present and time past”, (Hachette, 1993) although 
we may bring some additional material, notably in terms of the last two decades, which Grellet does 
not cover. Another useful reference book students might turn to in order to complete this introduction is 
Marc Amfreville, Antoine Cazé and Claire Fabre’s more recent Histoire de la Littérature Américaine 
(PUF, 2010). 
 
 
 2) general framework : American literature, history  and national identity  
 

As is the case with many other countries, but all the more so with recent countries born from 
European colonization and/or decolonization, literature in the United States has been part of the 
nation-building process and has contributed to the building of a national identity. In many cases, it can 
be said to have been involved in the building of a national mythology, providing iconic figures which 
became collective archetypes, and telling great stories which became quasi mythical epics in which 
the nation, or part of the nation seemed to be telling its own stories. When supported with film 
adaptation, some of these stories became even more famous and became part of what we might call a 
collective mythology and national imagination. Among examples which come to mind : “Huck”, in Mark 
Twain’s Huckleberry Finn, Tom Joad, in Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath, Scarlet O’Hara in Margaret 
Mitchell’s Gone with the Wind, Uncle Tom in Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin…etc. At the 
same time, literature, while it contributed to project a somewhat mythical collective self-image, was 
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also the means to project and work out some of the most severe national contradictions; each of the 
works just mentioned above can indeed be quoted as hinging on a great conflict brought about by 
American history : for instance, in   The Grapes of Wrath, the tension between technological progress, 
capitalistic wealth and extreme rural poverty. So that American literature, in addition to being a field for 
artistic experiments, provides an interesting viewpoint from which one can observe the great debates 
stirring up American society.  This is the approach which this class will choose to follow, inscribing 
literary history within a broader cultural history which itself is inscribed within a general history of the 
nation.  

 
We will start this section of the class with the year 1893, when Frederick Jackson Turner 

published his famous and extremely influential essay on “The Significance of the Frontier in American 
History”. This essay was part history, part myth, and argued that the U.S. owed much of what was 
specific to its national character to the existence, throughout its history, of an area where the part of 
the country which had been settled met with the part which was yet unsettled: the wildnerness. This 
area is what Turner called “the frontier”. In his essay, Turner saw the frontier, this line between 
civilization and savagery, (which has to be carefully distinguished form the border, the line between 
two nations) as endowing American history with a constant and unique opportunity (as opposed to 
European nations) to start all over again, to renew, rejuvenate itself, and infuse new energy into its 
democracy : “Thus American development has exhibited not merely advance along a single line, but a 
return to primitive conditions on a continually advancing frontier line, and a new development for that 
area. American social development has been continually beginning over again on the frontier. This 
perennial rebirth, this fluidity of American life, this expansion westward with its new opportunities, its 
continuous touch with the simplicity of primitive society, furnish the forces dominating American 
character. The true point of view in the history of this nation is not the Atlantic coast, it is the Great 
West […] In this advance, the frontier is the outer edge of the wave-- the meeting point between 
savagery and civilization. Much has been written about the frontier from the point of view of border 
warfare and the chase, but as a field for the serious study of the economist and the historian it has 
been neglected.” (FJ Turner, “The Significance of the Frontier in American History”) 

  
This notion of the American as a “new man”  (to quote from Crèvecoeur’s Letters from 

an American Farmer) facing a Virgin Land (to quote the title of a famous book about the American 
west by Henry Nash Smith) which offered him a chance to make a new start, forget about the past, be 
born again and which offered him endless opportunities is of course largely a myth, and it is shown to 
be just that in the context, for instance, of the Indian wars. Yet it is a central one which runs through 
American cultural and intellectual history, from Crèvecoeur to Emerson and Thoreau, the 
transcendentalists, to Whitman, on to many contemporary so-called “nature writers”. This is what the 
critic RWB Lewis called the myth of the American Adam  in his famous 1955 book, in which he traced 
the myth of the American as a New Man through many literary works from Crèvecoeur to the 20th 
century. This myth is deeply religious: it sees the American experience as an opportunity to go back to 
the time before Man was expelled from Eden, the biblical prelapsarian time of biblical innocence 
(prelapsarian : of the time before the fall). It also sees the prototypical American as a free individual 
given a chance, in the context of this supposedly virgin territory, to redeem himself, a “figure of heroic 
innocence and vast potentialities, poised at the start of a new history”, “an individual happily bereft of 
ancestry, untouched and undefiled by the usual inheritances of family and race, self-reliant and self-
propelling, ready to confront whatever awaited him with the aid of his own unique and inherent 
resources” (RWB Lewis, The American Adam).  

 Paradoxically, Turner published his thesis at the time when the frontier was, for the first time in 
American history, declared officially closed (in 1890) by the U.S. Census Bureau : all the land in the 
U.S. was then considered settled (even though of course there were still many wild areas in the West 
and the far West). As critics have noted, Turner’s essay sounded an alarming, melancholy note about 
the future, since it stated that the main force behind the vitality and dynamism of U.S. society was no 
longer active. The idea that the source of America's power and uniqueness was gone was a source of 
anxiety. Yet of course, statesmen and writers were ready to take on “new frontiers”, thus paying 
homage to the enduring power of Turner’s metaphor even when virgin territories were a memory (or a 
fantasy) of the past. Still, in many respects, the publication of Turner’s essay marks a drastic turning 
point in U.S. history and in the way U.S. intellectuals and artists perceived their nation. From that point 
onward, indeed, and this is the line we will follow for this class, American literature can then be seen 
as motivated largely by a twofold and contradictory impulse. On the one hand, and in many different 
ways, yet in a persistent, almost obsessive manner, it registered and lamented the loss of the time 
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when it could still believe in the promise of renewal through contact with or immersion in nature, either 
wild or, even, tamed. In other words, it bemoaned the demise of the pastoral ideal, as was powerfully 
argued by Leo Marx in his landmark essay The Machine in the Garden (1964). And this grieving for a 
past of pastoral innocence and harmony usually came  together with a relentless critique of the 
forces leading the assault on freedom and innocence  –the forces of so-called social and 
economic “progress”, namely, with the moral corrupt ion which those forces generated.  This is 
one direction which we shall see is a powerfully structuring theme is American literature. On the other 
hand, American literature, in many different ways, consistently sought to revive the founding myth of 
the American Adam, exploring new frontiers and new territories. This central structuring 
opposition takes a number of shapes: it pits nature vs culture, the pasture and the forest vs the city, 
the garden vs the machine, freedom vs constraint, innocence vs corruption, etc. As the 19th century 
came to a close, this opposition between two versions of America can be seen as embodied between 
two radically opposed contributors to American literary history, even though the two are brought 
together by chronology and so find themselves one next to the other in F Grellet’s anthology : Mark 
Twain, whose novel Huckleberry Finn (1884) (F Grellet 119-122), reactivates the image of America 
as a free, open territory where one can move away f rom civilisation back to a sort of natural 
innocence , and, on the other hand, Henry James,  whose novels Washington Square or The Portrait 
of a Lady (1882) (F Grellet, 123-126), for instance, project the image of a country where social 
class and social conventions have imprisoned charac ters within a tight, oppressive network of 
constraining  rules and norms . Thematically, one can hardly imagine two authors whose fictional 
worlds are more at odds with one another. Yet these are produced by the same nation (although of 
course Henry James, a cosmopolitan artist who lived most of his life in Europe and died a British 
citizen can be said to be more European than American) and so they epitomize the extent to which 
this American nation at the turn of the century finds itself at a drastic turning point, which is sharply 
reflected in literature.  

 

3) A critical turning point: Twain vs James  

Ernest Hemingway is famously known to have stated that all of American literature was in Mark 
Twain’s Huckleberry Finn and indeed, in many respects, Twain’s novel does epitomize many of the 
characteristic features of American literature : or, rather, not to generalize in excess, of a significant 
portion of American literature –the portion which can claim to have inherited some of the spirit of the 
frontier and which Hemingway was interested in, although, as we shall see later on, Hemingway’s 
fiction does not necessarily appear to fit into Twain’s legacy. 

Thematically, first, the action of Huckleberry Finn hinges on a series of opposition which can be 
viewed as central to the American mythology of the frontier and the New Adam we have already 
touched upon.  The basic structuring opposition is one which pits nature, viewed as synonymous with 
innocence and freedom, against culture, viewed as synonymous with corruption and constraint. 
Indeed, the novel tells the story of two boys, Huck and Jim, who are both runaways from civilisation. 
Huck is on the run from a drunken, murderous father and a severe, puritanical Aunt (Aunt Sally) 
determined to teach him good manners—i.e. force him to comb his hair, brush his teeth, go to school 
and toe the line when he only wants to run wild and free in the woods. As for Jim, he is a young black 
slave who has escaped and is on the run from slavery. The alliance of the boys suggests a parallel 
between social education, rules and norms, good behaviour, respect of conventions, etc., on the one 
hand and, on the other hand, slavery : social norms are perceived to be as oppressive as denial of 
freedom. In addition to Huck’s friendship with the young runaway slave, one may note that the two 
boys, as they escape on a raft drifting down the Mississippi river, build a wigwam, as if to suggest an 
affinity between them and American Indians. Indeed, Huck feels much more comfortable living in the 
wild, like a wild boy, at one with nature, in a primitive cabin in the midst of the woods, than in his aunt’s 
comfortable bedroom, with nice clean sheets on his bed and nice clean clothes to put on in the 
morning. He offers a teenage version of the archetype of the hunter, trapper, backwoodsman who 
feels only at home in the wilderness : “It was kind of lazy and jolly, laying off comfortable all day, 
smoking and fishing, and no books to study. Two months or more ran along and my clothes got to be 
all rags and dirt, and I didn’t see how I’d ever got to like it so well at the widow’s, where you had to 
wash, and eat on a plate, and comb up, and go to bed and get up regular, and be for ever bothering 
over a book…” (HF 32). Nature is also constantly present as a great force, in the shape of the 
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Mississippi river down which the boys set themselves adrift, and this great body of water also puts 
them in constant motion, in contrast with those who remain stuck to the land. In this respect, with its 
emphasis on dynamics, the novel is a picaresque tale, in the Spanish tradition (initiated by the 
anonymous novel Lazarillo de Tormes in 1553) –it tells the adventures of a likeable, lower-class rogue 
who, in the course of his travels, meets with a number of protagonists and experiences a series of 
adventures. This is precisely what happens to Huck and Jim as they float down the great river and 
have to find a way out of many tricky situations. It also brings to mind later novels also representative 
of this traditional American emphasis on movement across the continent, such as Jack Kerouac 
mythic On the Road (1957), or the many “road movies” (Easy Rider, Thelma and Louise, etc.) 
produced by American cinema.  

Another feature of Huckleverry Finn which makes the novel a typical one pointing to a distinctive 
American tradition is Twain’s use of a number of popular and regional (southern) idiolects –for 
instance the Missouri Negro dialect, in his writing. This choice to write in the vernacular  –the actual 
spoken language of the people—is in keeping with the choice of identifying with the little man, the 
small people, the underdog or the folk  –a populist orientation which we will encounter in other, later 
great works of American literature –one can mention, for instance, Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath 
(1939). This makes the novel a regional and a populist work, which comes in stark contrast with an 
image of European literature as highbrow and sophisticated. In this perspective, American literature 
claims a sort of primitive energy which, it claims, stands poles apart from the aristocratic refinement 
and stylistic sophistication of European art. Needless to insist of the fact the Twain’s fiction is a very 
good example of the extent to which American literature is still concerned, at the end of the 19th 
century, with defining itself against  European literature. Last but not least, Huckleberry Finn 
exemplifies the use of humor and of exaggeration typical of the Southern and Western tradition of the 
“tall tale” –incredible stories of exaggerated accomplishment, not to be taken seriously. Huck is a 
prodigious story teller, and he lets his imagination rescue him out of a number of tight spots, spinning 
the most incredible yarns to elude or thwart off Jim’s pursuers. (see for example the excerpt included 
in F Grellet’s anthology, pp 119-121). Yet it must also be noted that imaginative invention here is not 
indulged just for its own sake: it is put to the service of a noble moral cause, even if the latter will make 
Huck an outlaw: the cause of fighting against slavery (at a time when slavery was legal and the so-
called “fugitive slave laws” made it a crime to help runaway slaves. In this respect, Twain, like Thoreau 
before him, puts moral conscience before civil obedience. He has no qualms about having his hero 
choosing to practice civil disobedience (i.e. breaking the law) when the law is felt to be morally wrong. 
This transgressive, rebellious streak is also one which comes recurrently when we study the part of 
American literature which is emblematized by Huckleberry Finn and which, we may say, finds ways of 
keeping the spirit of the frontier mythology alive after the frontier is declared closed. Yet, at the time 
when Huckleberry Finn was published, American literature also reflected the fact that the American 
Adam was but a dream from a past which perhaps never existed, as life in America, in the decades of 
industrialization known as the Guilded Age, was moving further and further away from any fantasy of 
edenic innocence.  The fiction of Henry James is a case in point.  

 

Henry James’s novels are indeed the very antithesis of Twain’s fiction in every respect we have 
mentioned. James’s characters are almost never in contact with nature (except when taking expensive 
trips to Europe’s famous sights), they hardly ever come out of the living rooms, drawing rooms, 
lounges of the great mansions or expensive hotels in which they live in the great metropolitan centers 
of Europe and the United States, and they all belong to the old European aristocracy or the new 
American upper class. Their world is one in which social convention, social status, social image and 
the subtle games involved in social relations when manipulation and power rule the game, are all-
powerful. Henry James, who was influenced by the theories of his brother William, a well-know 
psychologist and philosopher, is a keen observer and analyst of human psychology, notably in the 
context of the games which occupy members of a social and economic elite vying for influence, 
consideration, prestige, money and power. His fiction largely elaborates on the recurrent themes of 
seduction, manipulation and deceit. The world view he project is fairly bleak to the extent that there 
seems to be absolutely no room for love, freedom, and personal initiative in a world where every idea 
and every move is controlled by a tight network of social codes and where everyone is caught in a 
maze of often deluded perceptions resulting from hypocritical social strategies. In James’s narratives, 
characters seem to be forever, vainly struggling to break free from the power of the gazes of the 
others. The theme of alienation is an obsessive one: characters are never free to create themselves: 



 

 5  

they are always prisoners of what other people see in them, think about them, or, rather, of what they 
think other people think about them, in an endless mirror game of interlocking perspectives. Typically, 
characters who attempt to defy the rules are defeated: there is no escape from the weight of social 
convention and the pressure of social manipulation. Isabel Archer in The Portrait of a Lady (1881) 
(Grellet 123-124) or Catherine Sloper in Washington Square (1882) are emblematic Jamesian 
heroines crushed by the relentless authority of socially powerful figures (Catherine Sloper’s father) or 
the clever, cynical deceit of upper class manipulators taking advantage of their feelings (Gilbert 
Osmond in Portrait). Of course, one cannot get any further from the wild primitive muddy force of the 
Mississippi river than does James throughout his work, including the later great novels such as  The 
Ambassadors (1902) or The Wings of the Dove (1903). In this respect, James’s fiction can be 
compared with that of Edith Wharton, whose The House of Mirth (1905) and The Age of Innocence 
(1920) take place in a similar upper class cosmopolitan urban setting, and take up similar themes of 
psychological manipulation in the context of stifling social codes and oppressive moral conventions.  

At the end of Twain’s story, Huck decides to venture deeper and deeper into what he calls “the 
territory”, that is an American continent felt to still harbour and offer large possibilities for a life of wild 
innocence and creative, playful freedom; the closing lines of the novel are often quoted as Huck 
declares “But I reckon I got to light out of the territory ahead of the rest, because Aunt Sally she’s 
going to adopt me and sivilize me, and I can’t stand it. I been there before.” In contrast, James and 
Wharton’s characters often find themselves (like James and Wharton themselves) expatriating 
themselves, leaving the United States for Europe, going back to the old world and its traditions, as if 
America had, for them, run out of possibilities. Henry James spent most of his life in London and even 
acquired British citizenship before he died. In this, as well as through their emphasis on a social world 
largely perceived to be ruled by forces of corruption, we will see that James (and to a lesser extent 
Wharton) anticipated some of the manifestations of the great cultural crisis and literary revolution 
usually refered to as modernism, and of the dislocation experienced by the so-called American “Lost 
Generation”. As we are going to see, modernist artists, in Europe as well as in the U.S., sought to find 
new artistic forms which they thought were able to register, culturally, intellectually and  aesthetically,  
the sharp changes brought about by the powerful new social and economic forces unleashed by the 
industrial revolution. But they were not the only ones to project in their works a sense of disarray and 
disenchantment in the face of the way in which the forces of a surging new capitalistic economy were 
reshaping the way in which the American nation has previously thought of itself. The sense that the 
American dream, based on the notion that in America, every one could make a fresh new start and 
that “the fresh green breast of a new world”, to quote a phrase from F.Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great 
Gatsby, offered the possibility of a return to innocence, was sharply contradicted by evidence of the 
devastating effects of the ruthless violence of capitalistic development. The first writers to take stock of 
this collapse of the American dream were the novelists refered to as the naturalists and the realists. 

4) An end to innocence : naturalism and realism  

The most famous representative of the genre of literary naturalism probably is the French novelist, 
Emile Zola, whose work sought to capture the brutal consequences of the industrial revolution, in the 
late nineteenth century, on those who were crushed a new economic order which seemed to have no 
regard for human beings. Social critique, notably a concern to look into the darkest side and high 
human cost of the industrial revolution, together with a sense that this revolution had unleashed forces 
that were beyond human control and reduced human beings to a wretched, near animal condition are 
characteristic features of naturalistic fiction. This denunciation of the violence of a new industrial order, 
or disorder, does not lead, in naturalistic fiction to political analysis. Rather, these forces are depicted, 
through powerful metaphors or allegories, as great natural, monstrous and fateful creatures which 
human beings can only try to resist through a sort of animal survival instinct, when they are not left 
utterly helpless. As a result, the effect of naturalistic novels is often melodramatic and pathetic.  

The first important American naturalist was Stephen Crane, whose best known novels are Maggie: A 
Girl of the Street (1893), which follows the descent into hell of a destitute girl from the slums  to 
prostitution and eventually to suicide, and The Red Badge of Courage (1895) (F Grellet 127-128), 
which is set during the American Civil War, and takes the full scope of the absurd, chaotic, bloody 
violence of a war in which there is no place for humanity or for heroism. Social distress, moral 
degradation, corruption and nihilism are prevailing themes which set the tone for naturalism with 
Crane’s fiction. The other great naturalists similarly register in their fiction the extent to which the 
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American dream has turned into a nightmare. The main one, Frank Norris, whose novels were written 
just around the turn of the century, offered stark denunciations of the moral corruption brought about 
by the new Gospel of Wealth advocated by the new industrial elite of the Guilded Age (for instance, 
Andrew Carnegie). Mc Teague (1899) relates the story of a small-time dentist who, under evil 
influences, sells his moral conscience for the sake of greed and whose appetite for money drives him 
to ruthless murder (see F Grellet, 131-133). In The Octopus (1901), Norris dramatizes the relentless 
advance of the railroads into the farming plains of the West. Not only is this an occasion to expose and 
denounce the dishonest ways of the railroad magnates, it is also an occasion to reflect on the havoc 
inflicted by the locomotive, this monstrous machine which often symbolizes, in American imagination, 
an overbearing and inhuman mechanical modernity. One gory scene in the novel, showing a 
locomotive tearing into a flock of sheep and leaving bloody, mangled, eviscerated lambs in its wake, is 
a good instance of the extent to which industrial mechanization and financial greed were felt to have 
turned the American garden into a bloody scene of massacre of the innocents. The same sort of sense 
that the blind forces of so-called mechanical and industrial “progress” have wreaked havoc on the 
American garden is found in many great novels of the American literary canon, as the critic Leo Marx 
has convincingly argued in his famous study The Machine in the Garden (1964), in which he writes 
that most works in American literature touch upon the theme of the wrecking of pastoral harmony by 
the brutal intrusion of the machine. A good later example would be John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of 
Wrath , which clearly fits into the patterns of naturalism. Another example, in another domain, of the 
legacy of naturalism is Richard Wright’s Native Son (1942), in which racial oppression takes on 
monstrous, nightmarish, hallucinatory dimensions.      

Perhaps this is the one feature which best distinguishes naturalism from realism. Both naturalists and 
realist are interested in conveying, in their fictions, the sense of the (mostly negative) power of social 
forces on human beings. But while the realists supposedly seek to show reality as it is, the naturalists 
do not hesitate to use great metaphors or even allegories to make their points, so that reality 
sometimes takes on almost supernatural dimensions. Norris himself claimed in an essay (see Grellet 
134) that, while realists were most interested in ordinary life, naturalists were more interested in  the 
extraordinary, they leaned towards the grandiose and had a taste for overstatement : “Terrible things 
must happen to the characters of the naturalistic tale. They must be twisted from the ordinary […] and 
flung into the throes of a vast and terrible drama…” These characters are typically larger than life, and 
their tribulations take on epic, almost mythological dimensions in stories which make vivid demands on 
the imagination, so that they may at times seem to come closer to the romance than to the novel. 
Another novelist whose fiction takes the scope of the immoral extremes to which human beings can be 
driven by greed, and of the violence inflicted on the land by industrial, mechanical modernity is Upton 
Sinclair, whose novel There Will Be Blood was successfully adapted to the screen by Anderson a few 
years ago.  

The difference between naturalists and realists is not huge: both categories of writers are interested in 
depicting in their works how social reality shapes human beings, mostly in negative ways. But while 
naturalists look for extreme stories, realists try to depict the world from a more ordinary, day-to-day 
perspective, staging characters living ordinary lives. Of course, in so doing, they also resorted to 
allegories, metaphors, powerful images and the works of novelists classified as realists –Theodore 
Dreiser and Sinclair Lewis, notably, are good cases in point. Theodore Dreiser’s characters are 
typically “helpless in the clutch of relentless fate” (Grellet, 135) and his most famous novels, Sister 
Carrie (1900) and An American Tragedy (1925) were described by the great black naturalist Richard 
Wright as extremely influential on his work. Dreiser’s novels were often condemned as immoral, as 
they told the stories of characters living immoral lives, but Dreiser’s aim was to tell the truth, even if the 
truth was unpalatable, in a world where, he wrote, “Success is what counts and it is little matter how 
success is won” (Grellet, 135). As indicated by the title we have just seen, Dreiser’s stories follow the 
patterns of the tragedy and so they may inspire terror or pity, as tragedies are supposed to do 
(following Aristotle’s definition). In this, they are very different from stories told in the work of the other 
great realist, Sinclair Lewis, who often resorts to a more comical mode –comedy, or satire– to expose 
and ridicule the shortcomings of the provincial middle-class of Middletown, America. Main Street 
(1920) thus makes fun of an idealistic, artistic young woman from New York who marries a doctor in a 
very conservative town in rural America, where men are only interested in mechanics and hunting. The 
young woman’s attempts to educate the citizens of Gopher Prairie to the pleasures of the arts fails 
pitifully as she runs against the narrow-mindedness of a community with no interest whatsoever in 
anything cultural. Blind idealism and intellectual mediocrity are equally denounced. In his other famous 
novel, Babbit (1922), Sinclair Lewis manages to create a character who became an archetype in 
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American culture. Babbit, a small real-estate agent determined to make it big by any means, embodies 
the spirit of rising capitalism and materialism, a spirit of acquisitiveness, conformism, self-
righteousness and self-satisfaction which the novelist condemns, lashing out, in this novel (and in 
Main Street) at the stubbornly “sane”, “ideal”, standardized and respectable citizens. Today, “Babbitt” 
has become a common name; the Webster dictionary defines  “a Babbitt” as “an uncultivated, 
conventional businessman” and “babbittry” as “the behaviour, attitudes, characterized by a striving for 
business and social success, conventionality, smugness, and lack of interest in cultural matters” –
which testifies to the extent to which Sinclair Lewis succeeded, in his novel, to capture a realistic and 
widespread social type.  

The naturalists and realists thus sought to project a sense of the very high cost exacted by economic 
“progress” on American society. They did so by means of novels telling straightforward stories, with 
characters with whom readers could identify. Yet, at the same time, and more particularly in the wake 
of World War One, there were other writers who, similarly, sought to denounce what they perceived as 
the devastating effects of the advent then the development of mechanical and industrial modernity by 
means of new fictional and poetic forms  adapted, to what the modernist poet Ezra Pound called 
“the grimace of the age”.  This brought about a revolutionary quest for new artistic languages, which 
often implied the destruction of conventional, realistic forms of representation. Thus, the age of 
modernism came about. Modernism was an intellectual and artistic response to mechanical modernity, 
mass culture, social dislocation and psychological disarray which spread into the western world after 
WWI. It was born in Europe, and is most famous for its European representatives (in British fiction, 
Virginia Woolf and James Joyce, for instance, in European painting, Picasso) but it also found 
expression in The United States.  

 5) the crisis of modernism: modernity, modernist po etry, fiction and art  

Modernism has to be put in the historical context of a great intellectual and cultural crisis following 
WW1. The war seemed to have brought undeniable evidence that the great ideals inherited from 
Western Enlightenment, --i.e. the belief that Man was a rational being and was guided by reason 
towards universal good and freedom –these ideals of rationalism and humanism were no longer 
credible. Instead, the barbarity WW1, and its millions of dead had shown that what western culture 
could produce in terms of “progress” was an increased, mad, self-destructive ability to destroy itself. 
This brought about a pronounced sense of disillusion and pessimism among intellectuals and artists. 
From a broad intellectual perspective, Marxism suggested that history was propelled by the class 
struggle, with continuous strife between capitalists and an oppressed, embattled working class. In the 
U.S., indeed, the last decades of the nineteenth century had been marked by increasingly fierce 
battles between workers, who were organizing with labor unions, and, on the other hand, the great 
barons of industry accumulating increasing wealth and power. Social cohesiveness, the sense of 
belonging to a national community united around common ideals was no longer there, if it has ever 
been, while racial battles raged on, with racism and segregation the rules in U.S. cities after the so-
called “great migration” of Blacks from the South to the North following reconstruction. From a political 
perspective, the post-war years in the U.S. were markedly conservative, with an advocacy of 
isolationism, temperance, the Prohibition amendment, the 1924 immigration quotas, the so-called 
“anti-monkey” trial at Dayton, Ten., in 1925, which sought to prohibit the teachings of Darwin, 
membership of the Klu-Klux-Klan peaking in the same year. The era was called by historians “The Age 
of Normalcy” and in many respects saw the triumph of narrow-minded, holier-than-thou Mainstreet 
America, even though in other respects, it saw forms of social progress, for instance with the growing 
emancipation of women, who gained the right of vote in 1920. Yet, the general sense of disaffection 
was pronounced among intellectuals and artists, many of whom actually left the U.S. and went to 
Europe, notably England, France, Spain and Italy. This was the case with the two great modernist 
poets, T.S. Eliot, who spent most of his life in England, and Ezra Pound who left the U.S. to live in 
France on 1920, then moved to Italy in 1924, where he lived till the end of WWII (he was a fervent 
supporter of Mussolini), and where he died in 1972. Many writers –this was also the case with those of 
the lost generation, whom we shall take a look at later on– thus felt uncomfortable with life in the U.S. 
after WWI.  

Still from a broad intellectual perspective, Freudian psychology was gaining ground, 
suggesting that human beings were not even in control of their own minds, as the human psyche was 
ruled by dark forces lurking in the subconscious. From an economic and technical perspective, the 
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development of mechanization and the use of Taylorism –i.e. the division and fragmentation of labor 
tasks, as illustrated in Charlie Chaplin’s film Modern Times (1936) suggested that human beings had 
become slaves to the machine –a process of increased dehumanization. From a broad cultural 
perspective, the beginning of mass production and mass culture, together with what looked like a 
national addiction to materialism, seemed to encourage a form of generalized cultural mediocrity, for 
those who had access to culture. All of this  produced a sense of disenchantment with Western culture 
which was perhaps best encapsulated by T.S. Eliot’s poem “The Wasteland”, published in 1922. As 
the title of the poem indicates, the overwhelming feeling was that the whole western world had been 
turned into a sterile, desolate environment in which uprooted, dazed human beings could find no 
protection, no spiritual sustenance and were at a loss as to how to express their terrible sense of 
alienation:  

What are the roots that clutch, what branches grow 
Out of this stony rubbish? Son of man,  
You cannot say, or guess, for you know only  
A heap of broken images, where the sun beats, 
And the dead tree gives no shelter, the crickets no relief, 
And the dry stone no sound of water… 

 

In addition to its describing a forlorn landscape emblematic of the devastation of western culture, the 
phrase “a heap of broken images” also suggests that the modernist artist no longer has an adequate, 
cohesive language, syntax and vocabulary to describe the shattered world he is wandering in. As a 
consequence, the modernist artist typically looks for new languages to replace the broken ones. In 
terms of poetry, for modernist poets such as TS Eliot, Ezra Pound, William Carlos Williams and even 
more so, E.E. Cummings, this implied a resort to free verse and, for E.E. Cummings, an utterly chaotic 
lexicon and dislocated syntax (Grellet 185-188) which, at first reading, often leaves the reader baffled 
as to the meaning of the poem. Generally speaking, modernist poetry resorts to processes of formal 
dislocation and fragmentation in keeping with the sense that the world no longer makes sense, and is 
no longer united by traditional, cohesive, generally accepted rules. Modernist poetry and more 
generally speaking modernist prose combine these two elements: a sense of nostalgia for a gone 
world in which Man was still guided by common myths and great ideals, and the sense that the 
dislocation of the old ideals and forms opens new opportunities for intellectual and artistic creation.    
  
The fragmentation of perspective, for instance, was reflected and turned into a creative process, in 
painting, with the artistically revolutionary development of Cubism, for instance with the paintings of 
Cezanne, then, more strikingly, Fernand Leger and Picasso in Europe. Cubist painting reached the 
U.S. in 1913, when many famous European modernist painters exhibited their works at the Armory 
Show. In music, the dislocation of classical forms, added to the development of a sounds and 
languages in Black American culture, gave birth to Jazz. The 1920s brought New Orleans Jazz (with 
Louis Armstrong) to a height of fame, while the 1930’s saw the success of swing music, with the big 
“swing” jazz bands of Count Basie and Duke Ellington, for instance. In literature, modernist esthetics 
often involved a quest for new vocabularies, new syntaxes breaking the rules of mimetic 
representation, a new concern to experiment with means, forms and languages, rather than just aim at 
realistic representation. In fiction, the loss of the single, unifying perspective of the omniscient narrator 
brought about a resort to multiple, first-person narrators offering varying, obviously limited and 
contingent perspectives. Stream-of-consciousness was used to try to convey a sense of the often 
irrational, discontinuous way the human mind really works. Time and space were shown to be relative 
notions, relative to the subjective perception and experience, which varied widely from one individual 
to another, as well as from one culture to the other. Discontinuity and fragmentation were two key 
notions, relativity and multiplicity were two other ones. Yet, the sense of disenchantment was generally  
the strongest element, as can be observed in the fiction of the writers usually groups under the term 
“the lost generation”, among whom F. Scott Fitzgerald and Ernest Hemingway were two leading 
figures.  
 
 
The lost generation  
 
The phrase “the lost generation was coined by the writer Gertrude Stein, to refer to American writers 
and artists of the 1920s who had lost faith in the American dream, had become disenchanted with the 
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modern American way of life, and whose fiction staged characters living desperate lives. The mood of 
this “lost generation” was perhaps best captured in a phrase from F.Scott Fitzgerald The Jazz Age in 
which the novelist write’s that WWI had produced a generation who had seen “all gods dead, all wars 
fought, all faiths in Man shaken”, a generation which had lost its bearings, for whom the religion of 
money and social success was not enough, but who had not found any alternative values. In his most 
acclaimed novel, The Great Gatsby (1925) (Grellet, 207-211), Fitzgerald produced a pathetic allegory 
of the loss of innocence that goes with the collapse of the original American dream. Gatsby is an 
enigmatic character, who, despite the enormous wealth he has acquired through mysterious, 
presumably dubious means, tries and fails to win back the love of his youth, embodied by the figure of 
Daisy, a beautiful young woman who has married a brutal businessman. The story narrates Gatsby’s 
failed attempt to turn back the clock and recover the time of first love, an allegory of the nation’s failure 
to revive the magical, mythical time of the discovery of “the fresh green breast of a new world”, a time 
which was a “commensurate with (its) capacity for wonder”. Part of the action of the novel takes place 
in a symbolic “valley of ashes” (the antithesis of the “fresh green breast of a new world) in which “poor 
ghosts, breathing dreams like air, drifted fortuitously about”, a fantastic, sterile and deadly environment 
reminiscent of T.S. Eliot’s “Wasteland”. Gatsby’s death at the hands of an “ashen, fantastic figure 
gliding towards him through the amorphous trees” becomes emblematic of the tragic fate of a modern 
generation who has sold its ideals for the sake of money, and discovered only too late that the process 
of loss was irreversible. Other novels and stories by Fitzgerald consistently depict the spiritual and 
psychological disintegration of protagonists wandering in utter disarray in a glittering but empty world. 
Tender is the Night (1936), for instance, follows the fall into madness of a couple of rich American 
expatriates roaming through the French Riviera and Switzerland, as the female protagonist travels to 
various mental health clinics and she and her husband sink deeper and deeper into depression. The 
pessimistic mood is characteristic of the modernistic sense of hopelessness and alienation, even 
though Fitzgerald does not venture into the formal experiments characteristic of modernist aesthetics. 
One might say that his work is modernistic in the mood it projects, but not in the aesthetics that he 
uses. 
  
The same could be said about the fiction of Ernest Hemingway, the other major figure in the writers of 
the “Lost Generation”, who also worked as a journalist during WWI and WWII, an experience of 
confrontation with degradation, barbarism, pain, and seemingly senseless death which left a marked 
imprint on his fiction and was a direct inspiration for his two war novels, A Farewell to Arms( 1929) and 
For Whom the Bell Tolls (1940).  In terms of mood, the atmosphere in Hemingway’s novels is as bleak 
as that of Fitzgerald’s fiction, although Hemingway’s style is much more laconic, matter-of-fact. 
Hemingway’s The Sun Also Rises (1926), published one year after Gatsby, follows the life of a group 
of riche, idle American expatriates trying to forget their existential malaise by travelling to Paris, then to 
Spain to attend a bullfighting festival. Hemingway’s protagonists are often physically and/or 
psychologically scarred, and they do a lot of heavy drinking. In The Sun Also Rises, bullfighting 
appears as a ritual by means of which Man is brought to confront death, so that some deep human 
truth is brought out: Hemingway’s male characters are often made to test their courage and prove their 
manhood through such rituals. This is also the case in the later novel, The Old Man and the Sea 
(1952) where the old fisherman’s fight with the giant swordfish serves a similar ritualistic function as 
confronting the bull in the bullfighting ring. In bullfighting, also, (Hemingway was an affictionado), 
confrontation with deadly animal violence requires extreme discipline and perfect formal control on the 
part of the bullfighter, whose every move is coded, carefully choreographed. Art is made to channel 
and shape brutal energy, and the bullfighter has to display “grace under control” –Hemingway’s motto 
summing up his belief in the value of stoicism, disciplined emotional restraint and a strict personal 
code of honor (despite the extreme moral dissolution of some of his characters) as a much needed 
moral guideline in a world which otherwise seems ruled by chaos and nonsense. 
 
Hemingway’s minimalist, terse, reserved style of writing is in keeping with this principle of manly, stoic 
reserve and “grace under pressure”. It was said to be influenced by his experience as a journalist and 
the ensuing quest for objective description. Characters are described from the outside, through a 
behaviouristic perspective (their emotions are not described by the reader must infer them from the 
way the characters behave), their emotions seem neutralized, or anesthetised, even in moments of 
great stress or danger. There is no lyricism, no pathos, very little access to the characters’ inner 
subjectivity. In this respect, Hemingway’s minimalist, matter-of-fact prose can be said to have 
influenced the writing of Dashiell Hammett, the creator of the American Roman Noir, whose novel The’ 
Maltese Falcon (1930) is often quoted as having established the noir tradition. Hammett’s private eye 
detective, Sam Spade, like Raymond Chandler’s Philip Marlowe (in The Big Sleep, 1939), display the 
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same stoic, unperturbed although disillusioned, cool, detached, emotionlessness in the face of a 
spiritually barren and morally chaotic world ruled by random violence, chance and death. The same 
code of unflinching determination and impassive resilience is that of the western cowboy faced with a 
hostile nature, or having to bring justice in the face of outlaw violence. This is what is called the “hard-
boiled” type, which is typically U.S.. In the creation of this type, and of a matching minimalist style of 
writing, Hemingway’s legacy is extremely important. He is often a major reference and influence in 
writers following him, notably in short fiction or short story writers (Raymond Carver’s remarkable short 
stories –for instance the collection Short Cuts , adapted to the movie screen by Robert Altman-- are a 
case in point, as well as Richard Ford’s, among many others). 
 
Modernism and the novel  
 
Writers of the lost generation belong to the era of modernism, and were often in touch with one 
another: Hemingway, for instance was a friend of Gertrude Stein and Ezra Pound, and for a long time, 
with John Dos Passos. Their fiction is testimony to a widespread sense of destruction, and it shows a 
bleak, absurd, inhuman world that inspires a sort of nihilism. Yet, in their fiction, the fragmentation of 
the known world and the breakdown in traditional values is not reflected by formal fragmentation, in 
the way that it generally is in modernist aesthetics, and in the way it is in the fiction of the two great 
U.S. modernist novelists: John Dos Passos and William Faulkner. These two American modernist 
masters come from very different worlds. The work of Dos Passos, who once was a member of the 
U.S. communist party, offers a severe critique of the moral and social dislocations brought about by 
the onward march of American capitalism. The fiction of William Faulkner takes as its subject the 
collapse and disintegration of an old, traditional and patriarchal South clinging to an idealized past and 
falling into madness as it faces the onslaught of modernity. These two novelists are true modernists in 
that they both resort to striking forms of formal disjunction to better convey the social breakdown which 
their fiction reflects.  
 
In his great trilogy U.S.A., (1938), including The Big Money (1936) (Grellet 217-221), Dos Passos 
boldly breaks away from the conventions of linear narrative and consistent point of view. He borrows 
from the cinematographic techniques of cut up and montage to produce a discontinuous narrative 
bringing together disparate elements, bits and pieces of a reality which no longer seems to hold 
together. This produces a fragmented narrative which matches the breakdown in social relations 
produced by the capitalistic mode of production, notably with the increased resort to Taylorism. In The 
Big Money, the narrative is divided into three types of sections; one is called “The Camera Eye” and it 
offers a vehement protest against capitalism, another is entitled “Newsreel” and it looks like a collage 
of heterogeneous texts, descriptions, poems, newspaper headlines; the third type of section offers 
critical biographies of major figures in the world of American capitalism and the media : Fred Taylor, 
Henry Ford, William Random Hearst… All three sections make ample use of typographical and page 
composition changes to break down the textual surface, they also play with punctuation, suppressing it 
to produce textual blocks of varying, irregular sizes, which give pages the look of erratic jigsaw 
puzzles, thus making fragmentation not just a theme but also a formal technique. The text thus mimics 
the tearing apart of the social fabric which the writer sees and criticises as typical of the era.  
 
The fiction of the other great American novelist, William Faulkner, also makes use of formal, narrative 
fragmentation to reflect the general breakdown – social, cultural, intellectual, ethical– characteristic of 
the modernist crisis, with special emphasis on the specific predicament of the South,--a region with a 
very distinct identity rooted in the tragic history marked by slavery, and the defeat of the Confederate 
army at the end of the Civil War, which Southern traditionalists felt had destroyed a once edenic and 
refined way of life. In The Sound and the Fury (1929) and As I Lay Dying (1930), Faulkner’s modernist 
aesthetics are at their apex in terms of narrative disorganization. In The Sound and the Fury, the novel 
which Faulkner himself considered his masterpiece, The story is told by four different narrators, who 
never give the reader the full story, and only give their own version of the story, so that the reader is 
often at a loss to know what happened. The first three narrators are three brothers afflicted with 
various forms of madness and who are obsessed with their sister, Caddie, a young rebel, who has 
now been banned from the house. The narrative, as it follows their rambling stream of consciousness, 
is as disturbed as the minds that produce it. The first section is told from the perspective of Benjy, a 
retarded man who cannot tell the difference between past and present, or between fantasy and reality, 
and who delivers the story in small bits and pieces: there are over one hundred fragments referring to 
14 different scenes given in no chronological order, so that the reader keeps jumping back and forth in 
time, and from one scene to the next, without warning, and sometimes, without having the means to 
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identify the scene. The second section is told from the perspective of Quentin, another brother, 
suffering from schizophrenia. Quentin is so obsessed with the past and with his sister, Caddie, that his 
narrative also keeps jumping back and forth between past and present, hallucination and description, 
in a prose which is utterly disintegrated: sentences are left unfinished, punctuation is absent, the 
narrator changes subjects in mid-sentence, narrative voices abruptly intrude upon one another and the 
reader is utterly baffled. Narrative discontinuity is evidence of the madness eating away at the 
brother’s minds and of their inability to hold their world together. The male protagonists of the novel 
still see the world through the now obsolete prism of the genteel code of values inherited from the old 
plantation romance as it was depicted in Margaret Mitchell’s best selling Gone with the Wind (1936). 
They grieve for the old days when the South used to be a land in which Man lived in harmony with 
nature, where the generous land ensured agricultural prosperity and where the archetypal couple of 
the Southern gentleman, or Southern cavalier, and the Southern belle lived a refined, quasi-
aristocratic life, while their devoted slaves toiled happily for their benevolent masters on the plantation 
–an idyllic life which was abruptly and violently destroyed when the Northern army defeated the 
confederate soldiers and invaded the South at the end of the Civil War (in 1865). In Faulkner’s fiction, 
as in much of Southern fiction, the South is shown to be obsessed with the past, unable to overcome 
the trauma of the Civil War and to move into modern times. In As I Lay Dying, this theme of the 
inability to bury the past is treated in grotesque, macabre manner through the story of a family 
travelling in a horse wagon in which the corpse of the dead mother is slowly decomposing in a coffin, 
as they try to take it to the place where she wanted to buried. As they keep running into obstacles 
delaying their progress –for instance a flooded river, which soaks the corpse, the latter’s 
decomposition accelerates, giving off a powerful stench and attracting buzzards that follow the wagon. 
The story is told by sixteen different narrators, (including the dead mother!), and some of the sections 
are several pages or just a few lines long –one of them, told by a simple-minded narrator is 
actually,only five words long : “my mother is a fish”.  
 
Faulkner’s fiction, despite occasional comic relief, offers a vision of a dark, gloomy, violent world in 
which madness, despair, transgression and death reign supreme. The novel Sanctuary (1931) blends 
the conventions of the gothic tale and of the roman noir to tell what Faulkner himself called his “most 
horrific tale”. The novel tells the story of the abduction of a young woman from a respectable family, 
Temple Drake, the daughter of a judge who is kidnapped by an impotent, vicious gangster who keeps 
her locked up in a dark room, in a Memphis whorehouse after he has raped her with a dry corncob in 
the rat infested barn of an old plantation house that has been turned into a place where gangsters 
make and sell moonshine whisky (this is the time of prohibition). Another famous novel, Light in 
August (1931), follows the tragic love affait between a white women, Johanna Burden, an outcast 
living on the fringe of society, and Joe Christmas, a man rumoured to be black although nobody knows 
for sure, but who will end up being lynched, castrated and burned alive,. In true Southern fashion, 
Faulkner’s fiction investigates the darkest corners of the human psyche, where guilt, terror, violence, 
appear in the context of a regional pathology, which appears inscribed with a larger, universal, cosmic 
drama as the whole world seems to be heading for destruction. In this, Faulkner’s fiction is 
representative of a consistent interest displayed by Southern fiction for the Gothic and the grotesque, 
as is exemplified by the work of other Southern writers.  
 
Southern fiction : the grotesque and the gothic  
 
The gothic, as a genre originating in 18th century England, is generally seen as a reaction against 
rationalism. It tells stories which probe and bring out the wild, transgressive urges of the human mind, 
usually repressed in the recesses of the subconscious. The action is usually set in a medieval or 
archaic setting, and it usually features an imprisoned woman –the damsel in distress– pursued by an 
evil, monstrous male tormentor. The Grotesque takes its name from a style of engraving originally 
found in grottoes, mixing human with non-human, animal or vegetable motives. The term was then 
enlarged to refer to all sorts of transgressive behaviors; The Russian critic Mikael Bahktine associated 
it with the carnivalesque to designate rituals of inversion, as is the case in carnival, when every form of 
authority is challenged, transgression becomes the rule, the powerless become powerful, high 
becomes low and low becomes high, life and death are reversed, etc. Grotesque fiction, more 
generally is fiction which takes interest in everything and everyone that challenge the norm : freaks, in 
general, the physically cripple and mentally afflicted, the dwarfs, the blind, the deaf and mute, the mad, 
the outcasts, and more generally every phenomenon which deviates from standards of harmony, 
order, balance. The gothic and the grotesque are close in that they both explore and expose what the 
norm represses. Yet, the gothic is darker than the grotesque. The gothic typically aims at producing 
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terror, with emphasis on the theme of imprisonment, while the grotesque focuses on forms of deviation 
and occasionally mixes fear with laughter. The gothic mode is close to the tragic, while the grotesque 
may involve elements of comedy. Yet, the two are close enough and are often intertwined.   
This true of the fiction of the three great female novelists of the South : Eudora Welty, Flannery 
O’Connor and Carson McCullers. In her fist novel, The Heart is a Lonely Hunter (1940) (Grellet, 288-
89), McCullers dramatizes her obsessive themes: solitude, alienation, impossible communication, 
unrequited love, All of her characters are misfits of one kind or another : a teenage artist girl –she’s a 
musician like Mc Cullers, in the midst of an identity crisis, an angry black doctor rejected by society 
and by his own family on account of his struggle against racism, a Marxist activist living a life of lonely 
desperation, and two deaf-mute men, one of whom is in love with the other one, an obese Greek who, 
for his part, is in love with cakes and sweets of all sorts.All characters vainly struggle to break through 
the walls of isolation that keep them locked in.  The Ballad of the Sad Café (1943) tells the story of 
similarly marginal, weird characters. Miss Amelia, a harsh, gaunt, masculine woman tending a small 
store in a little Southern town is desperately in love with a Hunchback dwarf, who doesn’t care for her, 
but falls in love with Miss Amelia’s husband, a former criminal just released from jail, when he comes 
back to town. The story ends with a general fight which destroys the store, and Miss Amelia is left 
alone, staring at the road, gradually slipping into madness, waiting for the improbable return of the 
hunchback. Homosexuality is another recurrent theme in McCullers’ fiction, for instance in Reflections 
in a Golden Eye (1940) In exploring the predicament of lonely characters vainly craving for love, 
McCullers’ work scans the same forlorn, bleak territory as that of Flannery O’Connor, (Grellet, 291-
294), which stages, to quote F. Grellet, “eccentrics, physical and mental freaks, faced with a world of 
evil and violence. With the narrow-minded mentality of the traditional deep South. One additional 
recurrent theme in O’Connor is that of religious fanaticism, as evidenced by the two novels Wise Blood 
(1952) and The Violent Bear it Away(1960). In O’Connor”s novels and stories, religion, as is often the 
case in the Bible Belt, is of the punishing and repressive type usually refered to as “fire-and-
brimstone”: it promises apocalypse for sinners more than redemption, in keeping with radical 
Calvinistic belief. God is an angry rather than loving force. In the’ short story collection A Good Man is 
Hard to Find (1952), the eponymous story shows a family taking a drive out on a Sunday to visit an old 
plantation, a historical site. On the way, they are stopped by an inmate who has just escaped from 
prison, a murderer who kills each member of the family one after the other, killing the grandmother 
last. Again, O’Connor’s fiction gives a very dark image of the South, depicted as a brutal, thankless, 
terrifying place where fear, (self)-loathing, madness and horror roam free, and where a combination of 
moral repression, emotional frustration and religious illumination has brought hell right down on earth.  
 
There is such a systematically tortured streak in Southern literature that one may wonder what in 
southern history has produced such a pessimistic, tragic view of humanity. The plays of the southern 
dramatist Tennessee Williams confirm the South’s predilection for dark subjects. His characters, often 
homosexuals, are mental and emotional wrecks struggling with aching desires stifled by severe 
inhibitions. A Streetcar Named Desire (1947), Cat on a Hot Tin Roof (1955), Suddenly Last Summer 
(1958), Sweet Bird of Youth (1959) all stage pathetic, tortured characters driven to emotional extremes 
by their inability to find a place in the world, to express their emotions and live up to their desires. The 
fiction of William Styron, another famous Southerner, revisits Faulkner’s As I Lay Dying with his first 
novel, Lie down in Darkness(1951), as will, later, another great Southern master, Cormac McCarthy, in 
his Outer Dark (1968), an extremely morbid fable. William Styron’s The Confessions of Nat Turner 
(1967), in which Styron fictionalizes the journal of Nat Turner, the black slave who, in 1831, led the 
greatest slave rebellion in the South during slavery, and his Sophie’s Choice (1979), which deals with 
the memory of the Holocaust, suggest that Southern writers are burdened with a special guilt coming 
from the past, notably a past of slavery which keeps haunting them and for which the price hasn’t been 
paid yet. The first novels of Cormac McCarthy, who later became famous for his Border trilogy and, 
more recently, with No Country for Old Men and The Road and their movie adaptations, also take 
place in the South and explore a decidedly gothic vein, staging grotesque misfits driven to extreme 
forms of human abjection (necrophilia, for instance, in Child of God (1973).  
 
On the whole, then, U.S. literature in the first half of the twentieth century projects an extremely  
negative view of a country faced with the destructive, dehumanizing, corrupting effects of a modernity 
marked by the rising power of industry, capitalism, materialism and mass culture in the North, and 
haunted by the ghosts of slavery and the trauma of the Civil War in the South. The critique of 
materialism as a source of spiritual emptiness has remained a recurrent theme in American literature. 
Arthur Miller’s famous play Death of a Salesman (1949) (Grellet, 278), for instance, keeps exploring 
that theme while another important play, The Crucible (1953), offers a critique of McCarthyism, seen 
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as an anti-communist witch hunt, through a parallel with the 1692 Salem witchcraft trials. The overall 
picture suggests that the original, adventurous spirit of the frontier and the idealistic spirit of the 
pastoral is dead and gone. Yet, there were other, more positive, invigorating elements in literary 
production. John Steinbeck’s great epic The Grapes of Wrath (1939), for instance, depicts the ravages 
of capitalism,  industrialization and mechanization on the world of small farmers violently uprooted 
from their lands; yet it also pays tribute to folk culture and the ability of people to resist forces of 
dislocation through a generous sense of solidarity. If we take a quick look at more contemporary 
representatives of social and psychological realism –Raymond Carver, John Updike, Joyce Carol 
Oates, Russel Banks, Brett Easton Ellis, Jay McInerney, the fiction projects a consistently tragic, 
pessimistic view of American society. Yet, throughout the twentieth century, there were writers who 
kept close to the spirit of adventurous freedom conveyed by Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn; Jack 
London, for instance, with his novels taking place in the Western and Northern wilderness (for instance 
White Fang, (1903) or The Call of the Wild (1906) (Grellet, 139-142) or Willa Cather, whose novels O, 
Pioneers (1913) or My Antonia (1918) retracing the epic of the conquest of the west by the pioneers. 
In addition to which, there were writers who sought to revive the free spirit of the frontier by 
transferring it to the human mind, exploring new, uncharted territories which were no longer located in 
physical, geographical space, but in the human psyche.  
                 
 The Beats and counterculture  
 
Like the writers of the lost generation fleeing a country in which they felt creativity was stifled by an 
oppressive combination of materialism and puritanism, other artists travelled to Europe to seek a 
moral, intellectual and artistic freedom they felt was denied to them in the U.S. This was the case with 
Henry Miller, whose scandalous novels were censored in the U.S. on account of obscenity, but 
published in Paris, where the artist had settled to live. Henry Miller’s first novels, Tropic of Cancer 
(1934) and Tropic of Capricorn (1939) advocate a radical quest for experience, including erotic, 
unfettered by morality. His call for total liberation of the bodies and minds produced great lyrical 
torrents of prose. The energy of the prose, with long, unbroken sentences and the vision of mankind, 
praised for his body and his mind, viewed through an all-inclusive love are reminiscent of Walt 
Whitman’s Leaves of Grass. This vision includes a praise of sex as a quasi-mystic means to transcend 
individual limits and connect with cosmic energy –in keeping with the transcendentalists’ notion that  
the divine Being can be reached through every manifestation of life. The same uncensored and 
unfettered praise of vital energy and free experience can be found in Miller’s trilogy, “the Rosy 
Crucifiction”, made up of the three novels Sexus (1945), Plexus (1949) and Nexus (1960), whose 
great outbursts of lyrical prose offered a form in keeping with their attempt to connect with the free flow 
of a powerful, unrestrained, universal energy, in a spirit evocative of the painting of abstract 
expressionists, like Jackson Pollock.  
In this, Henry Miller’s work paved the way for the writers usually grouped together as “the Beat 
Generation”, who reacted strongly against moralistic, puritanical American reactivated powerfully the 
tradition linking literature with the quest for freedom. The best-known representative of the Beat 
Generation was Jack Kerouac, whose novel On the Road (1957) (Grellet, 302-304) became the 
emblem of a whole generation of young rebel artists trying to break free from the constraints of norm 
and morality, and to push back the limits of human experience, in the spirit of the French poet Arthur 
Rimbaud’s call for a “déréglement raisonné de tous les sens”. The Beats’ name comes from a 
shortening of the word “Beatitude”, a state of bliss which the beats sought to attain through “highs”, in 
whatever form these came : travelling, friendship, sex, poetry, music, (jazz), booze, drugs, and just 
confronting oneself to life in the present, with an open mind, in whatever shape it presented itself. This 
also involved an identification with the America of the underdog, the bums, the tramps, the rebels, the 
marginal, the bohemians. The beats developed an attitude and a style, that of the “hipster”, which 
displayed an affinity with black culture, notably black music, jazz, and the language and dress codes 
that went along with it. In this, the novel On the Road  set the tradition of the “road novel” and 
connects with Huckleberry Finn and The Grapes of Wrath. The novel, which Kerouac  said he had 
written at one stretch, without planning or revising it, in the course of just three weeks of non-stop 
writing, day and night, is one long, intense, outpour of prose, in keeping with the spirit of the 
surrealist’s “automatic writing”, which is supposed to liberate prose from the control of the conscious 
mind and tap the energy of the subconscious. This was consistent with the beats’ attempt to produce 
prose narrating a quest for maximum freedom, in a form as free as possible. 
 
In trying to experience the present fully, free from the constraints of rationalism and morality, the 
Beats’ attitude came close to the mental stance advocated by Buddhism. More than Kerouac, Allen 
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Ginsberg (Grellet 266-268), the beat poet, was an adept of Buddhism, although not in the early poem 
which made him famous, Howl (1956), in which there is no trace of Buddhist detachment: the poem, 
as its title indicates, is a seething indictment, a long howl of anger and of pain at the social, mental, 
human devastation brought about by the repressive conventional America of the 1950s. In contrast, 
Ginsberg’s poetry preached enlightenment, love, compassion, tolerance and non-violence, a 
philosophy which he felt was best expressed by Buddhism. In the 1960s, Ginsberg remained strongly 
committed to social and political causes such as fighting for Gay rights, protesting the U.S. war in 
Vietnam and became a leader of the yippie and hippie movements. In this, he was different from 
Kerouac, or other writers labelled as “beats”, notably William Burroughs. The latter brought to an 
extreme the Rimbaldian quest for the “déréglement raisonné de tous les sens”, through a systematic 
intake of various combinations of drugs. Junkie (1953) and The Naked Lunch (1959) are fantastic, 
nightmarish renditions of the world seen through the eyes of a heroin addict. Like Henry Miller’s 
novels, the books were banned for obscenity in the U.S., which of course contributed to their success.  
 
Another writer often considered  close to the beats, because he shared their critique of, state violence, 
notably, in the 1960s, in the’ context of the Vietnam war, was Norman Mailer (Grellet, 335-339), who 
called himself a “novelist, philosopher, essayist, journalist”, and whose booklet The White Negro  
elaborated on similarities between white hipsters and black militants; His novels, The Naked and the 
Dead (1948), about World War II, and Why are We in Vietnam (1967) and The Armies of the Night 
(1968), about the U.S. war in Vietnam and the anti-war movement in the U.S., which Mailer took an 
active part in, made him a popular spokesman for radical causes. Mailer’s work, which draws from 
fiction, the political pamphlet and the journalistic report, made him an innovator with the style of “new 
journalism”, crossing the line between political reality and fiction. Thus, as the sixties wore on and 
counterculture developed in the U.S., literature was more than ever caught up in the cultural turmoil of 
the nation, in which various social movements sought to redefine U.S. identity –the anti-war 
movement, the black Civil Rights movement, followed by other minorities struggling to assert 
themselves, the rise of feminism, Gay rights, environmentalism, etc. Counterculture, with its advocacy 
of alternative, back-to-nature lifestyles, communal sharing, free love and non-violent anticapitalistic 
politics, was an extremely creative era, which reactivated the American pastoral dream of freedom and 
innocence and produced a flourishing of art – notably rock music, alternative theatre, land art, pop’ 
art…. Fiction also took part in psychedelic experiments with altered states of consciousness seeking  
enlarged awareness capable of exploring other, parallel realities ignored by standardized normality. 
Psychedelic novels, often depicting the crazy worldviews induced by the taking of drugs., notably LSD, 
included Hunter S. Thompson’s Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas (1971), which advertized itself as “the 
best book on the dope decade” and Ken Kesey’s One Flew over the Cuckoo’s Nest (1962). Novels 
produced in the decade of the hippie advocacy of “peace and love” and “flower power” did not just 
advocate the taking of drugs, they reflected the greatest collective attempt in American history to break 
free from what was felt to be a narrow-minded, mechanical, rigid way of life promoted by capitalism, 
materialism and the consumer society so as to imagine an idealistic, utopian, communal lifestyle 
emphasizing spiritual values and thus reconnecting, in some way, with the original dream of the 
mythical Pilgrim fathers sailing across the Atlantic to found “the City upon the Hill”. 
 
Postmodernism  
 
Together with the great creative turmoil of counter culture, the 1960s produced two important 
developments which had a direct impact on literature. The first one was what we shall refer to as the 
postmodernist turn. The second, which is perhaps more important, socially, but which we will keep for 
the end, was, in the wake of the black Civil Rights movement, the thriving of identity politics and the 
flourishing of U.S. minority cultures, bringing about the spectacular development of a multicultural 
literature. 
  
Postmodernism was defined by French philosopher Jean-François Lyotard as a philosophical and 
esthetic worldview resulting from what he called “the collapse of master narratives”, in other words, the 
great philosophical, teleological (i.e. assuming that history moves towards a goal which it seeks to 
achieve) narratives by means of which the Western world had sought to give meaning to its history, for 
instance the Christian theological interpretation looking at history as guided by a divine purpose, the 
enlightenment, rationalist perspective, looking at history as guided by Reason, or the Marxist 
perspective looking at history as guided by the class struggle and moving towards the emancipation of 
the working class. These great historical narratives are also called “meta-narratives” in so far as they 
are seminal narratives which condition and produce other, secondary narratives. Lyotard’s theory was 
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that these great narratives were exhausted, and they had been replaced with smaller or even “micro” 
narratives, anchored in contingent, local realities. This broad intellectual context produced a 
questioning of notions such as truth, meaning, authority, which brought to mind and reactivated the 
modernist crisis –hence the term postmodernism. The other French philosopher one can turn to in 
order to understand the ingredients of postmodernism is Jean Baudrillard, and his book Simulacre et 
simulation. Baudrillard’s theory was that the postmodern turn involved a move from simulating, and 
dissimulating to simulacrum. Simulating is a process in which meaning is disguised, distorted or 
disguised: one fake sign is used to hide another true sigh. Truth exists, but it is veiled and reality must 
be uncovered: signs are deceptive and they hide the real. Simulacrum is a process when signs 
produce the only reality there is, their own reality. The real no longer lurks behind signs: signs are the 
real, they do not hide the real; indeed, they have replaced the real. The sense that the real is no 
longer accessible except as a discursive construct, and that every discursive construct has no value, 
no truth, no claim to authority outside of the specific historical, cultural, social context in which it is 
produced is a central feature in the postmodern worldview. This awareness itself has to be situated in 
a context in which languages proliferate and the world is increasingly shaped by the images and the 
discourses produced by media which have become omnipresent and overwhelmingly powerful. Our 
postmodern relation to the world seems to be always mediated, we live in a world of signs and images 
produced by media which are increasingly numerous and increasingly powerful –and this of course is 
even more true today than it was in the 1960s and 70s, in which there were no cell phones, and no 
internet. Still, the power of television had become extremely significant in the 1960s –it was even said, 
and rightly so, that the Vietnam war was the first war whose outcome was largely determined by 
television –more precisely by the impact that television images had on the public opinion. In Don 
DeLillo’s satirical postmodern novel White Noise (1985), characters cannot believe something has 
happened if they haven’t seen it on television. When a nuclear plant explodes next door, they cannot 
react and wait for a T.V. reporter to tell them what to do. As this novel by DeLillo shows, one difference 
between the modernist and postmodernist crisis in representation has to do with mood : modernism 
sees the collapse of traditional discourses of truth and authority as a terrible loss which produces grief 
and alienation. Postmodernism, on the other hand, sees the disintegration of master discourses as an 
opportunity to explore the power of language and play freely with languages and discourses. 
Relativism, localism, decentering, heterogeneity become means for new creative ventures.  
 
John Barth’s novel The Floating Opera (1957) was one of the first, if not the first postmodern novel, 
chronologically. And it is in many ways exemplary. It stages a narrator wondering how to write a novel 
about the day when he changed his mind about committing suicide. After elaborating at great length 
about his inability to write the novel, he finds that the novel is written. Ironically, by relating his doubts 
about being a novelist, he has become a novelist. The novel is thus a good example of the 
postmodern taste for metafiction, that is, fiction which foregrounds itself as fiction, and which explores 
the mechanisms of producing fiction. The other thematic line typical of postmodernism in the novel has 
to do with a questioning of value. The narrator is a sceptic believing, like other postmodern sceptics, 
that nothing has absolute, intrinsic value: every value is relative. Deciding that life, then, has no value, 
he decides to commit suicide. But then, thinking twice, and pushing to its end the logic of his 
reasoning, he decides that if nothing has any value, then his decision to commit suicide has no value 
either; if there is no reason to live, then there is no reason to die either; so he changes his mind and 
eventually decides not to decide anything and continues living, through sheer inertia. In addition to 
this, the novel offers a number of burlesque scenes emphasizing the comical edge of some of 
postmodern fiction. Another characteristic feature is that it mixes various sorts of idiolects: the legal, 
medical, philosophical, high-brow and low-brow, and plays, as often in modernist and postmodernist 
fiction, with typography and page layout, with the story bifurcating, at one point, into two different 
versions of the story, each set next to the other as the page is divided into two columns and the reader 
has a choice of reading either one, or the other, or alternating between the two. 
        
Other postmodern themes include the fictionality and instability of identities and the sense that lives 
are ruled by chance : Paul Auster’s fiction, from his New York Trilogy (1980) onward, to his more 
recent novels Oracle Night and Invisible, explore the metamorphosis of identity in a world in which the 
line between fact and fiction has been erased and chance reigns supreme. Don Dellilo’s novels, in 
addition to White Noise, explore a world which is a web of secret systems which control human lives in 
a world where “everything connects” and human beings are adrift in a maze of messages whose 
sources remain unknown, so that the postmodern reality becomes unreal and universal. At the same 
time, DeLillo’s fiction is interested in exploring what attracts people to technology; suggesting that 
technology offers access to a seemingly immaterial and infinite world, so that it can fulfill a  religious 
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craving for infinity and immortality –a phenomenon which critics have called the technological sublime. 
Joseph Heller’s Catch 22 and Thomas Pynchon’s Gravity’s Rainbow deal with the absurdity of war, 
while Pynchon, like DeLillo, is interested in exploring power systems and the psychology behind them, 
mixing up philosophical investigations and comedy. Another great postmodern novelist was William 
Gaddis, whose fiction draws from the British tradition of satire (as we find it in Jonathan Swift’s work) 
and the American jeremiad to denounce the absurd excesses of American capitalism (in his novel 
J.R., the story of a ten-year old boy who builds a financial empire on selling stock shares for a 
company that doesn’t exist), religious fundamentalism and televangelism (in his novel Carpenter’s 
Gothic), or the absurd taste for litigating about anything (in the novel A Frolic of is Own), novels in 
which the form matches the “unswerving punctuality of chance” and “meticulous chaos” (Carpenter’s 
Gothic) which rule Gaddis’s world. The text is not divided into chapters, punctuation marks are often 
absent, shifts from one voice to another are not marked, direct and indirect speeches are not distinct, 
characters are not presented…. So that the reader is faced with one big proliferating verbal rush in 
keeping, in J.R., with the erratic, worldwide flow of financial capitalism.  
 
One of the effects of the collapse of master narratives was the production of a fiction in which the line 
between reality and fiction was erased, while decentered, heterogeneous discourses proliferated 
madly. Another effect (of perhaps a cause) of the collapse of master narratives was the flourishing of 
alternative or “subaltern” narratives, to use a term popularized by the postcolonial critic Gayatri Spivak 
–narratives coming from groups who did not have the same American narrative as the mainstream, 
WASP writers, and whose voices and stories had been either ignored or marginalized from the official, 
dominant story. In the wake of the black Civil Rights movement, Black Americans, American Indians, 
Chicanos and other Latinos, Asian Americans and other writers from so-called cultural minorities 
started publishing their stories about their American experience, thus widely broadening the 
contribution of literature to the definition of a national identity.  
 
Voices from the margin: the literature of multicult ural America  
 
A special mention has to be made of Afro-American literature, which finds its roots in the mid-
nineteenth century slave narratives, but whose impact and readership soared with the black Civil 
Rights movement and the creation in many universities of Black Studies Departments in which black 
literature was being taught. This gave black fiction a new impulse, with many new writers gaining 
fame, while reviving interest in earlier writers of the black tradition. 
Afro-American scholars looking for a black literary tradition saw it as rooted in the slave narratives, the 
best-known of which was Frederick Douglass’s prototypical Narrative of the life of Frederick Douglass, 
An American Slave, Written by Himself (1845). Slave narratives were stories in which former slaves 
told how they escaped from slavery and became free –they illustrated the extent to which, in the words 
of a black critic, Robert Stepto, “the pregeneric myth for Afro-American literature was the quest for 
freedom and literacy”. In his narrative, indeed, Douglass describes how his determination to break free 
from slavery was born when he learned how to read and thus gained access to texts advocating 
emancipation; then, his learning how to write helped him forge a pass so he could escape, and the 
writing of his narrative, eventually, proved that he had become the master of his own life. Slave 
narratives were extremely important in helping the cause of the struggle for abolition of slavery; 
indeed, they exposed and denounced the evils of slavery and demonstrated that former slaves could 
be as articulate, if not more, than their white masters, and so they proved that black people were in no 
way intellectually inferior to white people, as some pro-slavery advocates claimed. Yet, by having to 
prove his humanity through the skilful production of a talented narrative, meeting the white Man’s 
criteria for measuring literary, cultural and intellectual quality, the author of the slave narrative 
remained utterly dependent on the white man’s culture as the norm in relation to which he was being 
judged –he remained alienated to white culture, and therefore could not establish, through this sort of 
literature, the ground for the building of a strong black identity. This was not possible until the Harlem 
Renaissance, in the 1920s, made it possible for black writers to draw their material from the slave then 
the folk culture and convey it through the black vernacular –black English. The first writer to use a 
written representation of the black vernacular was Laurence Dunbar, whose poem “We Wear the 
Mask” (1898), (Grellet 177) was an eloquent statement of the extent to which black people in America, 
if they wanted to be held valuable to whites, had to walk around in disguise, wearing masks, (Franz 
Fanon would have said “white masks over their black skins”), hiding their true black culture in order to 
please the white man, and because they had been made ashamed of being black. By writing poems in 
the black vernacular, Dunbar was the first to tear off that mask and claim the Afro-American folk 
culture as a source of creative wealth. But the black first writer daring to write fiction in a phonetic 
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transcription of the black vernacular was Zora Neale Hurston, in her novel Their Eyes Were Watching 
God (1937). This was the first example of what the famous black critic Henry Louis Gates later called a 
“speakerly text”, i.e. a text which, in writing, pays tribute to the power and wealth of the oral tradition 
and Zora Neale Hurston, as a fiction writer who also was an anthropologist, was in a good position to 
draw from a cultural tradition to which she had first-hand access. Yet, in this novel, Hurston also writes 
in standard academic English. Standard literary English is used for lyrical, romantic descriptive and 
narrative sections in indirect speech while black English is used for dialogues and conversations in 
direct speech. Actually, like many other black writers of the Harlem Renaissance, for instance Jean 
Toomer in Cane (1923), or Langston Hughes in his poetry (Grellet, 173), Hurston produced what 
critics call a dialogical  space, or what Henry Louis Gates called double voiced  texts, i.e. texts that 
draw simultaneously from two cultures, even though the two may have been conflictual: the White 
European literary tradition and the African then African  American folk oral tradition. Thus, black writers 
remained caught in a dual cultural space, and dwelled in what W.E.B. Dubois, one of the leading black 
intellectuals and one of the main voices of the Harlem Renaissance, in his famous essay The Souls of 
Black Folk (1903) identified as the major feature in black American identity: the specific black form of 
“double-consciousness” : “One ever feels this twoness –an American, a negro; two souls, two 
thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one black body, whose dogged strength 
alone keeps it from being torn asunder.”  
 
In many respects, the double-consciousness which W.E.B. Dubois perceived as a tragic condition has 
remained the creative territory from which black artists coulde draw from, The general movement has 
been one of gradually reconnecting with elements of an African ancestral culture while reconstructing 
and American memory and revisiting the specific, tragic Afro-American history in the U.S.. Afro-
American literature thus often blends a psychological , moral, political indictment of a racist America 
with, on the other hand, an attempt to construct, symbolically, a strong collective identity rooted in the 
past but also open to imaginative innovation. The tension between these two modes has been 
embodied by the opposition between two great black novelists of the mid twentieth century : Richard 
Wright and Ralph Ellison. Richard Wright, in his terrifying novel Native Son (1940) (Grellet, 246-248), 
drew from psychological realism as well as from the traditions of the Gothic (E.A. Poe) and of 
naturalism (Norris, Dreiser) to draw a powerful portrait, through a young black man, Bigger Thomas, 
drawn to commit the most gruesome murder out of a simple fear of a white world which he does not 
understand, of the psychological devastation and tragic destruction brought about by the legacy of 
racism. In Native Son, there is no way out of racism but death. Ralph Ellison, in Invisible Man (1952), 
while also having his protagonist face the experience of racial violence, tries to direct him to reconnect 
with the southern folk cultural legacy he has forsaken and re-root himself in that rich ancestral territory, 
while showing him that such re-rooting is not in any way restrictive, since ancestral cultural teaches 
him the art of tricking, of disguise and metamorphosis, and so points him to the art of keeping his 
identity open to multiple possibilities, rather than being locked up in a black-and-white world defined by 
the struggle against racism.  
 
The works of the many black writers producing works of poetry, theatre, fiction, but also of course 
music and painting, in the context or in the wake of the Black Civil Rights movement, has continued to 
affirm its powerful bond with a real or imagined African past and to pay special tribute to the vernacular 
culture, the oral tradition and, most importantly, various forms of black Music. The back-and-forth 
exchange between fiction and music is already striking in the work of Ralph Ellison (who was a 
musician before he became a writer).It is also a recurrent feature in the work of Toni Morrison : her 
first novel, The Bluest Eye (19..) makes reference, including in its title, to the blues, and her later 
novels , Beloved (1988), Jazz (1992) and Paradise (1997) either make explicit references to music as 
a thematic element of the narratives, or make use of composition techniques borrowed from music, 
notably jazz, in their narrative structure. This is also the case of the fiction of John Wideman, whose 
novel Sent for You Yesterday (1982) takes its title from a famous blues song popularized by Count 
Basie, and whose fictional world and composition technique are permeated with the influence of 
music. Wideman’s work is a good illustration of cultural dialogism, in that it is obviously influenced both 
by the narrative technique of the great European modernists (using stream-of-consciousness, shifting, 
multiple narrators and narrative fragmentation) and the Afro-American and African oral traditions, with 
the resort to a collective voice, as well as promoting a fluid, mobile, permeable world view where 
nothing is ever fixed, not even identity, and where instability and metamorphosis, reflected in the prose 
technique, are perceived as vital qualities, while rigid boundaries (including, but not only, those 
erected by racist thinking) are presented as deadly. Novels such as Philadelphia Fire (1990) and  The 
Cattle’ Killing (1996) involve an element of social protest, in that they recall episodes at various points 
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in history when racism flared in the U.S.. But they also and mostly invent and promote a world view in 
which boundaries are so permeable that racist thinking would be unthinkable, a world view inspired in 
part by African mythology: Wideman’s fiction, for instance, often refers to the African notion of “Great 
Time” (similar to the “Dream Time” of Australian indigenous people), in which past, present and future 
are not separated chronologically but constantly communicate so that one keeps turning into the other.  
Another recurrent element in Morrison’s and Wideman’s fictions, although their works are very 
carefully written, is their tribute to orality and story-telling (especially in Wideman). They are, largely 
speaking, speakerly texts, as is for instance Alice Walker’s The Color Purple(1982), an epistolary 
novel in which the black heroin, Celie, writes letters to God in the black vernacular , or Ernest Gaines 
A Gathering of Old Men (1983), set in Gaines’s native state of Louisiana, a striking tribute to 
polyphonous storytelling, where the same story is told from the perspective of a dozen narrators –each 
of them one of the old men in the title, or in his A Lesson Before Dying, a novel in which the narrator, a 
school teacher, tries to get a young illiterate man imprisoned for murder, to tell his own story, in his 
own voice. IN many respects, then, thematically as well as formally, black American literature, of which 
this class can only offer too brief a glimpse, has contributed and still contributes to redefine the 
parameters of American literature and American identity.  
 
This broadening of perspective, to include the experience of minorities historically excluded from the 
mainstream American narrative, has been the most striking feature in American literature over the past 
fifty years, with other non-European minorities following black Americans in their endeavour to 
redefine American identity. The 1960s and 1970s were thus called the era of ethnicity, with Native 
Americans, Mexican-Americans –notably the most militant of them, refered to as Chicanos– as well as 
other Latinos and Americans of third-world origins, as well as Asian Americans, resorting to literature 
to establish themselves as distinct cultural communities, with their own specific cultural histories and 
identities, different from those of Mainstream America and no longer trying to merge into a national 
“Melting Pot”. The metaphor of the Melting Pot, which encapsulated an ideology of assimilationism 
was then replaced with the image of the “salad bowl”, implying an ideology of cultural pluralism, or 
multiculturalism. 
 
A special mention should be made of Jewish-American literature, an extremely fertile field, but 

different from other participants in multicultural America in that their origins are not Third-
World, as Jewish immigrants to American came from various European countries, mostly 
Eastern Europe, where the Jewish diaspora had found temporary –and always precarious 
homes. Also, Jewish Americans did not face the same obstacles, the same history of violence 
exclusion and racism in the U.S. as colored people of non European origins did, even though 
anti-Jewish racism existed, and was part of the platform of the Ku-Klux-Klan, for instance. 
Among the best known Jewish writers –Bernard Malamud (Grellet,322-324), Saul Bellow, 
Philip Roth,  Isaac Bashevis Singer, Cynthia Ozick, are artists who have not needed the thrust 
of multiculturalism to be fully integrated within the American literary canon. The fiction of Saul 
Bellow, who was awarded the Nobel Prize for literature, does tackle specifically Jewish 
themes –for instance the existential plight of the middle-age Jewish intellectual in the face of 
cultural collapse in Herzog (1964) or the difficulty of coming to terms with memories of the 
holocaust in Mr Sammler’s Planet (1970). Jewish protagonists fit into the scheme of ethnic 
literature in that their works often touch upon the dilemmas of belonging to two very distinct 
cultures, and finding it difficult to negociate the two. They are caught and torn in identity 
conflicts or ambivalence between community allegiance and individual freedom, allegiance to 
collective ethical norms, religious rules and artistic creativity, an allegiance to tradition and a 
quest for self-definition, and this all the more so as the experience of the Holocaust in WWII 
made allegiance to the community a life-or-death issue. This dimension comes with particular 
emphasis in the fiction of Isaac Bashevis Singer (Grellet, 316-318), whose novels were 
originally written in Yiddish, are steeped in Jewish European history and culture, and often 
touch upon the memory of the various pogroms unleashed on European Jews during the 18th 
ande 19th century –as does Malamud’s novel The Fixer (1966).  Even in an avowedly atheist 
Jewish writer as Philip Roth, the question of the protagonists’ relation to the Jewish 
community, notably to the guardians of religious orthodoxy and communal identity, is a 
recurrent and powerful theme. In Portnoy’s Complaint (1969) (Grellet, 325-326), the 
scandalous sex comedy –some critics called it “masturbation novel”– which made Roth an 
instant celebrity this struggle with the Jewish tradition takes the form of a young man’s 
desperate” and ineffectual attempt to break free from the influence of his family –the crushing 
love of his caricature of a Jewish mother and the relentless worrying of a hypochondriac, 
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constipated father. The same theme of a young man’s losing fight to break free from the 
weight of conservative social conventions and of the fretful, anxious expectations of his Jewish 
family is taken up again in a more recent novel, Indignation with a similarly comical edge. 
Even the numerous, virtuous games with metafiction and narrative identity shifts played by 
Roth and his narrators in Roth’s most postmodern novels –The Counterlife (1986) and 
Operation Shylock (1993), for instance, can be related to the importance theme, in Jewish 
tradition, of struggle and disguise in the quest for a forever differed truth and hidden God, 
whose name must remain unspoken, and with the theme of exile and wandering: the 
Wandering Jew, indeed, is a restless figure whose identity can never be arrested. Yet, despite 
all the struggling, there is no denying that Roth’s protagonists are never free from Jewish 
identity. American pastoral, one of the three novels in Roth’s so called American Trilogy (also 
including The Human Stain (1998), although it largely broadens Roth’s thematic scale to 
embrace American history at large in the 1960s and 70s, also shows the devastating 
consequences of its protagonist’s attempts to ignore his Jewishness and try to assimilate into 
a deluded pastoral fantasy of mainstream America.       .       

 
While male characters in Jewish American fiction are forever trying to find a way to reconcile the 
powerful demands of Jewish tradition and those of the American way of life, Jewish women face an 
even more difficult predicament, to the extent that the Jewish religious tradition gives them a 
subservient place compared with the male guardians of the tradition, at the top of which is the 
authoritative figure of the rabbi, while mainstream American society, in the 1960s and 70s, saw the  
increasing clout of feminist demands for equality between the sexes. Female Jewish writers such as 
Esther Brauner and Cynthia Ozick, following the work of earlier writers like Anzia Yezierka’s Bread 
Givers (1925)  thus found themselves in a sort of double bind and, in addition to being torn between 
two cultural traditions, also had to redefine their  allegiance to Jewish culture from a more feminist 
perspective, which involved revising the patriarchal tradition. The same could be said about other 
women writers coming from other minorities, notably Chicana and Asian-American writers. While 
Anglo-American culture had operated, historically, as a negative force negating or depreciating their 
identities as people from Mexican of Asian origins, it offered them a more valuable status, as women, 
than did their patriarchal cultures of origin. Chicana writers Ana Castillo or Sandra Cisneros (The 
House on Mango Street), or Dominican American writer Julia Alvarez (In the Time of the Butterflies), 
or the Cuban American writer Cristina Garcia (The Aguero Sisters), or the Chinese American writer 
Maxine Hong Kingston (The Woman Warrior), for instance, exemplify in their works an identity 
predicament even more complicated than that created by the tension between two cultures: they also 
had to try and carve for themselves a space which accommodated the tensions between gender and 
culture –a sort of triangular rather than just binary complex identity space. While this brought an 
additional degree of complexity, it also pointed to a way out of the binary, either/or tension in which 
some of their male colleagues were caught, outlining a more open, multidimensional space in which 
identity could be imagined in more creative ways. While male writers such as the Chicano novelists 
Antonio Villareal (Pocho) or Rudolfo Anaya (Bless me, Ultima), often portrayed protagonists torn 
between divided identities, female writers, like Sandra Cisneros in her collection of short fiction 
Woman Hollering Creek often privileged multiple identities. This is reflected in the original way in which 
they sometimes mix up the English and Spanish language, not just to reflect linguistically the 
juxtaposition or opposition between cultures but also to create an interlingual  space in which the 
interaction between the two languages creates a third language in a third transcultural, 
transnational space ,  
 
The situation seems less open for Native American, or American Indian writers. Even though they, as 
Gerald Vizenor does, for instance, can draw from the traditional figure of the Indian trickster to evade 
the head on, deadly confrontation with European settlers which has led to the near destruction of their 
peoples and their cultures, The weight of that history is difficult to dodge and it is difficult for them to 
find a way out of the sense of a tragic dead end. Many Native American novelists stage alienated, 
depressed or even suicidal characters who sometimes attempt and manage or fail to reconnect with 
their traditional cultures to heal themselves, This is the case with the protagonist of N. Scott 
Momaday’s House made of Dawn (1966), in which a young Pueblo Indian, coming home from a war 
that has left him shocked, uprooted, lost, equally alienated from his traditional ways as from the 
lifestyle of modern, urban industrial America in which he only meets meaningless violence. Leslie 
Marmon Silko’s Ceremony (1977) strikes an equally bleak note, exposing the malaise of another 
young Indian veteran from WWII, but moves towards a more invigorating ending when the protagonist 
finds in the myths and rituals of his tradition the means to heal his wounds and overcome his 
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madness. In this, he is a more hopeful figure than the protagonist of James Welsh’s Winter in the 
Blood (1974), who finds that “coming home was not easy anymore” and who sinks into a daze of 
alcohol, violence, silence and despair. All in all, the development of multicultural literature, with the 
flourishing of Afro-American, to some extent, and, to a further extent, Native American literatures 
suggest that the U.S. has not finished struggling with the demons unleashed by its past, notably the 
historical violence inflicted on aboriginal peoples and on African slaves and their descendants; on the 
other hand, the incorporation into the national fabric of other cultures bringing other worldviews, other 
languages, other stories and alien images is bound to contribute to keep on enlarging the national 
identity, enriching the national literature, and pointing to new territories or nuevas fronteras, perhaps, 
to explore.      
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