
American Literature 

 

American literature refers to the body of written or literary works produced in the United States 

and its preceding colonies. It encompasses a wide range of literary forms, including novels, 

short stories, poetry, essays, plays, and more. American literature has a rich and diverse history 

that reflects the complex cultural, social, and historical development of the United States. 

American literature reflects the nation's history, culture, and social issues, providing a rich 

tapestry of narratives that explore themes such as identity, race, class, gender, and the American 

Dream. It continues to evolve and adapt to the changing landscape of American society, making 

it a dynamic and important field of study in the world of literature. 

The origin of American literature can be traced back to the early colonial period when European 

settlers first arrived in North America. Before the arrival of European settlers, Native American 

tribes across North America had rich oral traditions of storytelling, folklore, and mythology. 

These oral traditions were the earliest forms of literature in what would become the United 

States. The first European colonists in America, such as the Pilgrims who arrived on the 

Mayflower in 1620, began writing accounts of their experiences and observations in the New 

World. These early writings often took the form of journals, diaries, and religious tracts. 

Prominent colonial writers include Anne Bradstreet, who is known for her poetry, and Jonathan 

Edwards, a preacher whose sermons are considered significant works of early American 

literature. Many of the early settlers in New England were Puritans, and their religious beliefs 

influenced the literature of the time. Puritan literature often focused on religious themes, moral 

instruction, and the idea of a "city upon a hill" as a model Christian society. 

As European explorers ventured further into North America, they wrote accounts of their 

journeys and encounters with indigenous peoples. Explorers like Christopher Columbus and 

John Smith left behind written records that contributed to the early literary canon of America. 

The period leading up to the American Revolution saw the emergence of influential political 

writings, such as Thomas Paine's "Common Sense" and the Declaration of Independence 

authored by Thomas Jefferson. These documents played a crucial role in shaping the ideology 

of the new nation and are considered important works of American literature. In the 18th 

century, American writers began to produce poetry and fiction that reflected their experiences 

and imaginations. Philip Freneau and Washington Irving were among the early poets and fiction 

writers who contributed to the development of American literature during this period. 

These early forms of American literature laid the foundation for the rich literary tradition that 

would evolve over the centuries. As the United States continued to grow and change, so did its 

literature, reflecting the diverse voices, cultures, and experiences of the people who lived in 

the country. Over time, American literature has evolved and expanded to encompass a wide 

range of genres, styles, and perspectives, making it a vibrant and influential part of global 

literary tradition. 

 

 

 



Key features and periods in American literature include – 

1. Colonial Literature: This period covers the writings of early European settlers and 

colonists in North America. Prominent figures include Anne Bradstreet and Jonathan 

Edwards, known for their religious and philosophical writings. 

2. Revolutionary and Early National Period: This era encompasses the literature of the 

American Revolution and the early years of the United States. Writers like Thomas 

Paine, Thomas Jefferson, and Benjamin Franklin played important roles in shaping the 

nation's literature and political discourse. 

3. Romanticism: In the 19th century, American literature was heavily influenced by the 

Romantic movement, characterized by a focus on emotion, nature, individualism, and 

the supernatural. Writers like Edgar Allan Poe, Nathaniel Hawthorne, and Herman 

Melville are notable figures of this period. 

4. Transcendentalism: Transcendentalism was a philosophical and literary movement that 

emerged in the mid-19th century. Prominent transcendentalists such as Ralph Waldo 

Emerson and Henry David Thoreau explored themes of self-reliance, individualism, 

and the connection between nature and spirituality. 

5. Realism and Naturalism: In the late 19th century, American literature shifted toward 

realism and naturalism, which aimed to portray everyday life and the harsh realities of 

society. Authors like Mark Twain and Henry James are associated with this period. 

6. Harlem Renaissance: The Harlem Renaissance of the early 20th century was a cultural 

and artistic movement that celebrated African American literature, music, and art. 

Langston Hughes, Zora Neale Hurston, and Claude McKay were central figures in this 

movement. 

7. Modernism: American literature in the early 20th century saw the emergence of 

modernist writers like F. Scott Fitzgerald, Ernest Hemingway, and William Faulkner, 

who experimented with narrative techniques and explored the disillusionment of the 

post-World War I era. 

8. Contemporary Literature: Contemporary American literature encompasses a wide 

range of voices and styles, including postmodernism, multiculturalism, and a focus on 

diverse perspectives. Prominent contemporary authors include Toni Morrison, Jhumpa 

Lahiri, and Don DeLillo. 

 

Themes in American literature  

 

• Identity: Questions of individual and collective identity are central to American 

literature. This theme explores issues of self-discovery, cultural identity, and the search 

for one's place in society. Works like "The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn" by Mark 

Twain and "The Catcher in the Rye" by J.D. Salinger examine the complexities of 

personal identity. 

• Freedom and Independence: Given the United States' history as a nation founded on 

principles of freedom and independence, these themes are deeply ingrained in American 

literature. Writers often explore the pursuit of freedom, whether it be from societal 

constraints, oppressive governments, or personal limitations. 



• The American Dream: This theme examines the idea that in America, through hard 

work and determination, anyone can achieve success and prosperity. However, 

American literature also frequently critiques the disillusionment and inequality that can 

accompany the pursuit of this dream. 

• Nature and the Environment: The American landscape, from the vast wilderness to 

urban settings, has been a recurring theme in literature. Authors like Henry David 

Thoreau and John Muir celebrated nature, while others, such as Upton Sinclair in "The 

Jungle," critiqued the impact of industrialization on the environment. 

• Social Injustice and Inequality: Many American writers have used literature to address 

issues of social injustice, racism, class inequality, and discrimination. Works like "To 

Kill a Mockingbird" by Harper Lee and "The Grapes of Wrath" by John Steinbeck 

tackle these themes head-on. 

• Family and Relationships: Family dynamics, the bonds between parents and children, 

and the complexities of human relationships are common themes in American literature. 

Examples include works like "The Glass Menagerie" by Tennessee Williams and "Little 

Women" by Louisa May Alcott. 

• Coming of Age: Many American novels explore the journey from childhood to 

adulthood and the challenges and discoveries that accompany it. This theme is often 

seen in young adult literature but also in classics like "The Adventures of Tom Sawyer" 

by Mark Twain. 

• War and Conflict: American literature often grapples with the effects of war and 

conflict, from the Civil War to World War I, World War II, and beyond. Authors like 

Ernest Hemingway ("A Farewell to Arms") and Tim O'Brien ("The Things They 

Carried") explore the psychological and emotional toll of war. 

• Spirituality and Religion: The quest for spiritual meaning and religious exploration are 

themes found in works ranging from the writings of early Puritan settlers to 

contemporary authors like Marilynne Robinson ("Gilead"). 

• The American West: The frontier and the idea of the American West as a symbol of 

freedom and adventure have been explored in many Western novels and films. Writers 

like Zane Grey and Larry McMurtry have contributed to this genre. 

 

 

American Dream 

The American Dream is a concept that has played a significant role in American culture, 

society, and literature. It represents a set of ideals and aspirations that are often associated with 

the United States and the promise of a better life. At its core, the American Dream revolves 

around the idea that anyone, regardless of their background or social status, can achieve 

prosperity and success through hard work, ambition, and determination. This often includes the 

pursuit of financial stability, homeownership, and a comfortable standard of living. The United 

States has historically been seen as a land of opportunity, where individuals can overcome 

obstacles and achieve their goals. This aspect of the American Dream emphasizes the belief 

that people have the chance to improve their lives and social mobility is possible. The American 

Dream is closely tied to the principles of freedom and equality. It envisions a society where 

individuals have the freedom to pursue their dreams and are treated equally regardless of their 



race, ethnicity, gender, or background. It encourages the idea of self-improvement and personal 

growth. It suggests that individuals can continuously strive to better themselves and their 

circumstances. Beyond material success, the American Dream includes the pursuit of happiness 

and fulfillment. It suggests that people should be able to find personal satisfaction and 

contentment in their lives. 

In literature, F. Scott Fitzgerald's novel The Great Gatsby is often seen as a critique of the 

American Dream, highlighting the shallow pursuit of wealth and the emptiness it can bring. 

Arthur Miller's play Death of a Salesman delves into the disillusionment of a man who has 

dedicated his life to the pursuit of the American Dream but finds himself unfulfilled. John 

Steinbeck's The Grapes of Wrath explores the struggles of a family during the Great Depression 

and their pursuit of a better life, highlighting the harsh realities that can obstruct the American 

Dream. 

Over time, the American Dream has been the subject of debate and criticism, with discussions 

about whether it is attainable for all and the impact of economic inequality and social barriers. 

Some argue that the dream has become increasingly elusive for certain segments of society, 

while others maintain that it remains an essential and inspirational aspect of American culture. 

In essence, the American Dream is a complex and evolving concept that continues to shape 

American society, politics, and literature, while also reflecting the changing aspirations and 

challenges faced by individuals and communities in the United States. 

 

Myth of the American West 

The Myth of the American West, often referred to as the "Wild West" or the "Frontier Myth," 

is a set of enduring and romanticized beliefs and narratives about the American frontier in the 

19th century. This myth has played a significant role in shaping the American national identity 

and has been a prominent theme in literature, film, and popular culture. While elements of the 

myth are based on historical events, it is important to note that the myth often diverges from 

historical reality. The myth portrays the American frontier as a vast and untamed wilderness 

where individuals could escape from the constraints of civilization and enjoy personal freedom. 

It presents the idea that on the frontier, people could reinvent themselves and live by their own 

rules. The myth also celebrates the courage, resilience, and rugged individualism of the 

pioneers and settlers who ventured westward. It emphasizes their ability to overcome adversity, 

confront danger, and build a new life in the wilderness. 

It often centers on iconic figures like the cowboy and the outlaw. Cowboys are portrayed as 

heroic, self-reliant figures who tamed the frontier through cattle ranching, while outlaws are 

often romanticized as rebels who challenged authority and stood up for their own sense of 

justice. It also tends to downplay or romanticize the violent conflicts and dispossession of 

indigenous peoples that occurred as European settlers expanded westward. It often portrays 

these events as inevitable or necessary for progress. The myth often features the idea of lawmen 

and sheriffs who brought justice to the lawless frontier. Figures like Wyatt Earp and Wild Bill 

Hickok are celebrated for their efforts to maintain order in the West. 

The discovery of gold and other valuable resources in the West, such as the California Gold 

Rush, is a recurring theme in the myth. It symbolizes the allure of quick wealth and the 

adventurous spirit of the frontier. The belief in Manifest Destiny, the idea that it was America's 



destiny to expand across the continent, is closely linked to the myth. It was used to justify 

westward expansion and the displacement of indigenous populations. 

 

It has been perpetuated and amplified through popular culture, including literature, dime 

novels, Wild West shows, Hollywood films, and television series. Characters like Buffalo Bill 

Cody and fictional heroes like the Lone Ranger have become iconic figures in this context. It 

is important to recognize that while the Myth of the American West contains elements of truth, 

it also often distorts or romanticizes historical events and the experiences of various groups, 

including Native Americans, Mexican-Americans, Chinese immigrants, and African 

Americans. In recent years, there has been a greater emphasis on revising the myth to 

incorporate a more accurate and inclusive portrayal of the diverse individuals and communities 

who shaped the American West and to acknowledge the complexities of this historical period. 


