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:The 20th Century American Literature: 

The twentieth century was a time of great change in America, and literature of the time reflected this. 

The country was undergoing rapid industrialization, urbanization, and social change, and writers of the 

period were keenly aware of the changes taking place around them. 

One of the most prominent literary movements of the early twentieth century was the Modernist 

movement. Modernist writers rejected the traditional forms and themes of literature, and instead 

experimented with new styles and techniques. They sought to capture the fast-paced, chaotic nature of 

modern life in their writing. Some of the most famous modernist writers in America include Ernest 

Hemingway, F. Scott Fitzgerald, and T.S. Eliot. 

Another important literary movement of the time was the Harlem Renaissance. This movement, 

which took place in the 1920s and 1930s, was a flowering of African American literature, art, and culture. 

The African American writers, such as Langston Hughes and Zora Neale Hurston wrote about the 

experiences of black Americans and the struggle for civil rights. Their work was a powerful statement against 

the racism and discrimination of the time, and helped to pave the way for future civil rights movements. 

During the Great Depression of the 1930s, literature took on a more socially conscious tone. Many 

writers of the time wrote about the struggles of the working class and the effects of the economic downturn 

on ordinary people. World War II had a profound effect on American literature, as a number of writers were 

called upon to serve in the war. The war years saw a rise in patriotic and propaganda literature, but after the 

war, writers began to question the values and beliefs that had led to the war. This led to a new literary 

movement known as the Beat Generation. Beat writers such as Jack Kerouac and Allen Ginsberg rejected 

the materialism and conformity of the post-war years and instead celebrated freedom, spontaneity, and non-

conformity. 

In the post-war years, literature became more diverse, with many different voices and perspectives 

represented. This was the time when Postmodernist thoughts started emerging on the literary scenario at 

large. The Civil Rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s led to a new wave of African American literature, 

with writers such as James Baldwin and Maya Angelou exploring the experiences of black Americans. The 

feminist movement also had a significant impact on literature, with many female writers exploring the 
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experiences of women and challenging traditional gender roles. Postmodernist writers rejected the idea of 

objective truth and instead focus on the ways in which language and narrative shape human understanding 

of the world. They used techniques such as metafiction and intertextuality to question the nature of reality 

and the role of the author. 

Characteristics of the 20th Cent American Literature: 

The literature of the twentieth century in America is characterized by a number of distinct trends, movements 

and themes. Some of the main characteristics of 20th century American literature include: 

-Experimentation with form and style: Many writers of the 20th century rejected traditional forms and 

themes, and instead experimented with new styles and techniques. This experimentation was particularly 

prominent in the Modernist movement, which sought to capture the fast-paced, chaotic nature of modern life 

in their writing. For instance, William Faulkner's novels, such as The Sound and the Fury and As I Lay Dying 

are notable for their use of multiple narrators and non-linear narrative structure. Faulkner experimented with 

language and storytelling techniques to convey the complex emotions and experiences of his characters. 

Gertrude Stein was a leader of the modernist movement and experimented with language and form in her 

writing. Her work, such as Tender Buttons and The Making of Americans, is known for its repetition and 

fragmentation of language, challenging readers to see language in new ways. Allen Ginsberg was a poet 

associated with the Beat Generation, a literary movement that rejected traditional values and embraced non-

conformity. His poem "Howl" is notable for its use of free verse and jazz-influenced rhythms. E.E. 

Cummings was a poet who played with language, typography, and punctuation in his poetry, creating works 

such as "i carry your heart with me" and "in Just-." 

Playwrights like Eugene O'Neill, Tennessee Williams, and Arthur Miller also rejected traditional 

forms and themes, and instead experimented with new styles and techniques to capture the fast-paced, 

chaotic nature of modern life. O'Neill's  Long Day's Journey into Night, Williams' A Streetcar Named Desire 

and Miller's Death of a Salesman  are considered some of the most important American plays of the 20th 

century. These writers  pushed the boundaries of literature and challenged readers to think in new ways about 

language, form, and the human experience.  
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In the late twentieth century, a new literary movement emerged known as the Off-Off Broadway 

Movement. Off-Off Broadway playwrights such as David Mamet, Tony Kushner, and David Rabe rejected 

the commercialism and conformity of the traditional Broadway theater, and instead focused on experimental 

and unconventional plays. Mamet's American Buffalo, Kushner's Angels in America and Rabe's Streamers 

are examples of Off-Off Broadway plays. 

-Social and political commentary: American writers of the 20th century used their works to comment upon 

the social and political issues of their time. This was particularly true during the Great Depression and the 

Civil Rights movement, when a number of writers wrote about the struggles of the working class and the 

experiences of marginalized groups. For instance, Langston Hughes was a poet and writer associated with 

the Harlem Renaissance, a movement that celebrated African-American culture and explored the experiences 

of black Americans. His works often addressed issues of race and social justice, as in his poem "Harlem," 

which asks "What happens to a dream deferred?". John Steinbeck's novel The Grapes of Wrath is a powerful 

commentary on the Great Depression and the struggles of working-class people during that time. The novel 

follows the Joad family as they migrate from Oklahoma to California in search of work and a better life. 

James Baldwin was a novelist, essayist, and social critic who wrote about issues of race, sexuality, and 

identity. His novel Go Tell It on the Mountain explores the experiences of a young black man growing up in 

Harlem, while his collection of essays Notes of a Native Son examines the complex relationship between 

black Americans and white Americans. Sylvia Plath was a poet and novelist whose work often explored 

issues of mental illness and gender roles. Her novel The Bell Jar is a semi-autobiographical account of a 

young woman's struggle with mental illness and her attempts to conform to societal expectations. 

-Urbanization and modernity: The rapid industrialization and urbanization of America in the 20th century 

was a major theme in literature of the time. Mainstream writers wrote about the impact of modernity on 

individuals and communities, often portraying the alienation and disorientation that came with the new 

industrial society. For instance, Theodore Dreiser's novel Sister Carrie follows the life of a young woman 

who moves from rural Wisconsin to Chicago and eventually becomes an actress. The novel explores the 

impact of urbanization on individual lives and the pursuit of the American Dream. Upton Sinclair's novel 

The Jungle exposed the harsh working conditions and unsanitary practices in the meatpacking industry in 

Chicago. The novel helped to spur reforms in the food industry and highlighted the need for greater worker 

protections. Willa Cather's novel O Pioneers! explores the lives of immigrants and settlers in the American 
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Midwest during the early 20th century. The novel celebrates the resilience and determination of these 

individuals in the face of harsh and difficult conditions. Richard  Wright's novel Native Son is set in 1930s 

Chicago and follows the life of a young black man named Bigger Thomas. The novel explores the impact of 

poverty, racism, and urbanization on the lives of black Americans during this time. 

-Self-reflection: Authors of the 20th century explored the nature of self and identity. This was particularly 

true in the post-war years, when writers began to question the values and beliefs that had led to the war. A 

significant number of writers focused upon the individual experience. These writers were concerned with 

exploring the inner lives of their characters and the subjective perception of the world. For instance, Saul 

Bellow’s novel Herzog is the portrayal of a middle aged professor, his individual experiences and his 

reflections on life. 

Exploration of the complexities of American society: During the 20th century, major American writers 

used their works to comment upon and critique the social and political issues of the time, including race, 

gender, and class. For instance, The Catcher in the Rye by J.D. Salinger is a novel that follows the 

experiences of a teenage boy struggling to come to terms with the complexities of adulthood and the 

hypocrisy of American society. Alice Walker’s The Color Purple explores the experiences of African 

American women in the rural South during the early 20th century, dealing with complex issues of race, 

gender, and sexual identity.  Toni Morrison's novels, such as Beloved and The Bluest Eye, are notable for 

their experimental narrative structure and use of magical realism. She explored complex themes such as 

identity, memory, and the African-American experience in her writing. 

-Postmodernism: The latter part of the 20th century saw the rise of postmodernism, which brought about 

significant changes in American literary prose and emphasized the importance of fragmented storytelling 

and metafiction. Pynchon's novel Gravity's Rainbow is a prime example of postmodern literature, with its 

nonlinear narrative structure and fragmented storytelling. The novel explores the impact of World War II on 

American society and culture, using a variety of literary techniques and pop culture references to create a 

complex and multi-layered work. DeLillo's novel White Noise is a satire of American consumer culture and 

the fear of death, using a fragmented narrative structure and metafictional devices to explore these themes. 

The novel features a protagonist who is a professor of Hitler studies and is confronted with a toxic cloud that 

threatens his town. David Foster Wallace's novel Infinite Jest is a massive and complex work that uses a 
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fragmented narrative structure and metafictional devices to explore addiction, entertainment, and the 

meaning of life in a consumer culture. The novel features a wide range of characters and settings, including 

a tennis academy, a drug treatment center, and a futuristic North America. 

The feminist movement of the 1960s and 1970s also had a profound effect on drama, with female 

playwrights such as Susan Glaspell and Caryl Churchill exploring the experiences of women and challenging 

traditional gender roles. Glaspell's Trifles and Churchill's Top Girls are considered important works of 

feminist drama. 

-Diversification of voices: In the post-war years, literature became more diverse, with  different voices and 

perspectives represented. The Civil Rights movement, the new wave of African American literature, and the 

feminist movement also had a profound effect on literature. Ralph Ellison's novel Invisible Man  is a classic 

work of African American literature, exploring the experiences of a young black man in a society that often 

renders him invisible. Maxine Hong Kingston's novel The Woman Warrior is a seminal work of Asian 

American literature, blending memoir, folklore, and history to explore the experiences of Chinese American 

women. Sandra Cisneros' novel The House on Mango Street is a coming-of-age story that explores the 

experiences of a young Latina girl growing up in a working-class neighbourhood in Chicago. Leslie Marmon 

Silko's novel Ceremony is a hybrid work of fiction, memoir, and myth that explores the experiences of Native 

Americans in the wake of colonialism. 

-The American Dream : 

The American Dream has been a central theme in American literature throughout the 20th century. The idea 

of the American Dream, which promises individual freedom and unlimited opportunities, has been explored 

and challenged in countless novels, plays, and poems. From F. Scott Fitzgerald's The Great Gatsby to Arthur 

Miller's Death of a Salesman, writers have grappled with the complexities of this elusive and often 

unattainable dream. For instance, James Baldwin's Go Tell It on the Mountain deals with the American 

Dream from the perspective of African Americans. The novel tells the story of John Grimes, a young man 

who is grappling with his faith and his identity in Harlem during the 1930s. The novel explores the ways in 

which the American Dream has been denied to African Americans, and how they have been forced to create 

their own dreams and aspirations. 
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Overall, the 20th century was a time of great change and experimentation in American literature that 

helped to shape the landscape of 20th century American literature and made it one of the most diverse and 

innovative periods in the history of American letters. The literature of the time reflects the social, political, 

and cultural changes of the period, and continues to be studied and celebrated today. 

_________________ 


