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MAJOR THEMES IN AMERICAN LITERATURE

N their reflections on America and Ameri-
cans our writers have returned again and
again to certain ideas or themes. In doing

so they have frequently expressed our own
half-realized thoughts about ourselves and
about America. These themes have grown nat-
urally out of our experience of living 1n this
land. Indeed they are merely extensions of the

Major Themes in American Literature

effort to describe our environment and our
manner of living in it and to express a vision
of the future. One could give the themes a
variety of names. In this book they are called
“Sense of Place,” *“The Individual,” and “The
American Dreamn.”
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Sense of Place

All people, no matter where they reside, de-
velop some “‘sense of place,” some feeling of
identification with home. This feeling operates
at many levels—from the home and neighbor-
hood to a region or the entire country. The
time may even come when one will identify
with earth as opposed to some other planet.
The sense of place may involve a great com-
plexity of feelings: loyalty at one level, for
example, may well conflict with loyalty at
another level. And sometimes the familiarity
of home provokes a desire to leave and to try a
new place.

There 1s an additional complication in the
American sense of place, deriving from the
way the country grew. The Europeans who
came here in the seventeenth century had to
transfer affections from their birthplaces to a
strange and very different place. Such a change
is not easily made; nor, when made, easily for-
gotten. For a long time, Americans from Eu-
rope lived with the problem of divided loy-
alty. While they looked westward to the
American frontier and beyond, they also felt
the strong cultural pull of Europe. This divi-
sion of mind and heart has been repeated in all
subsequent immigrant groups and was espe-
cially painful for those from Africa who were
forced to come. As Robert Frost tells us in
“The Gift Outright,” we could own America
simply by living in it. However, we could not
be Americans until we had given ourselves to
the land.

Concurrently with this acquisition of a
sense of place by foreign settlers, Native
Americans have been forced to struggle to
maintain their sense of place. This has been
difficult in the face of unrelenting pressure for
more than three and a half centuries. Yet, Na-
tive American speakers and writers continue

Major Themes in American Literature

their effort to preserve for their people the
memory of their original relationship to this
land. For example, Leslie Silko’s poem,
“Where Mountain Lion Lay Down with
Deer,” reflects this effort.
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Before We Were the Land’s

When President John F. Kennedy was inau-
gurated in January, 1961, he invited Robert
Frost (1874-1963) to read a poem during
the ceremony. Frost chose “The Gift Out-
right,” a poem written some years earlier.
As Frost began to read, the slant of winter
sunlight on the page made reading difficult

The Gﬁ Outright

ROBERT FROST

and forced him to stop. Then, as the whole
country shared an agony of suspense, the

elderly poet put everyone at ease. He raised
his head and calmly spoke “The Gift Out-
right” from memory. (Additional informa-

tion on Frost is included in Unit 6 on page
499,

The land was ours before we were the land’s.
She was our land more than a hundred years
Before we were her people. She was ours

In Massachusetts, in Virginia,

But we were England’s, still colonials,
Possessing what we still were unpossessed by,
Possessed by what we now no more possessed.
Something we were withholding made us weak
Until we found out that it was ourselves

We were withholding from our land of living,
And forthwith found salvation in surrender.
Such as we were we gave ourselves outright
(The deed of gift was many deeds of war)

To the land vaguely realizing westward,

But still unstoried, artless, unenhanced,

Such as she was, such as she would become.

10

15

Discussion 1.

What do you think Frost means by the first five lines? What were

we withholding? Why did this make us weak?
2. In lines 11-13 what did we have to do to find ““salvation’?

3. How is this poem appropriate to The Sense of Place theme?
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