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Introduction

As a general survey, An Outline of American Literature concentrates on
the major literary trends and the major writers of American literature
from the early colonial period through the 20th century. For all the
efforts on the part of the author to follow the academic fashions in the
field, the selection of the topics for discussion, including trends,
authors and their works, is unavoidably arbitrary. Assuredly, all the
concepts, names, and titles mentioned in this book deserve their
right places in the canon of the English department the world over.

Before we begin our discussions on any specific topics about
American literature, it is imperative for us to deal with some basic
questions concerning literature in general so as to prepare our minds
for academic studies of the field. What is literature? How to define
American literature? Why do people read literature? How to study
literature? These are the preliminary questions that students of
American literature must all know how to answer.

The word “literature” came into English from the 14th century
in the sense of polite learning through reading. Thus a man of
literature, or a man of letters, meant what we would now describe as
a man of wide reading. So, this word corresponds mainly to the
modern meaning of the word “literacy.” From the mid-18th
century, literature referred to the practice and profession of writing.
This appears to be closely connected with the heightened self-
consciousness of the profession of authorship. Since the 19th
century, literature has been the high skills of writing in the special
context of high imagination.

Whence comes literature? Literature comes from human interest
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in telling a story, in arranging words in artistic forms, in describing in
words some aspects of our human experiences. This human activity
embodies human desire to express and share experiences. At the
beginning, the literary impulse exists only in one’s mind. It is the writer
who turns this impulse into literature: a story, a poem, a play, or an
essay, with the medium of language. It is a writer’s “ performance in
words” as Robert Frost once said. In this way it can be appreciated by
others. Therefore, we can define literature as language artistically used to
achieve identifiable literary qualities and to convey meaningful messages.
Literature is characterized by beauty of expression and form and by
universality of intellectual and emotional appeal.

Literature as an art is the creation of individuals and it is experienced
by individuals. Yet, creative artistic literature presents one of the
essential sources for studying the relation between humanity and society.
Great works of literature enable us to study the way in which people live
out their social roles. Literature shows not only the socialized behavior of
individuals, but also the process of their socialization as well; it speaks
not only of individual experience, but also of the meaning of that
experience. Therefore, a writer is a specialized thinker about the
individual.

Literature shows us not only what a society is like in a certain age,
but also what individuals feel about it, what they hope from it, and how
they think they can change it or escape from it. The fictional characters
see and record not only the reality around them, but their hopes,
wishes, dreams, and fantasies as well. The social meanings of this inner
life of the individual are related to the central problems of social change.

Literature is important in human life because the writer of literature
is not bound to fact in quite the same way as the historian, the
economist or the scientist, whose studies are absolutely based on what
has actually happened, or on what actually does happen, in the world of
reality. The writer of literature, being less bound to fact, has more
scope to comment on the fact, to arrange it in unusual ways, and to
speculate not only what is, but on what ought to be, or what might be
(for better or for worse).

Writers are sometimes people with visionary or prophetic insight
into human life. All of us who read literature will find our knowledge of
human affairs broadened and deepened, whether in the individual, the
social, the racial, or the international sphere. We shall understand the
possibility of human life, both for good and evil; we shall understand
how we came to live at a particular time and place, with all its pleasures
and vexations and problems; we shall understand the ways onwards
which are open to us, and we shall perhaps be able to make right rather
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than wrong choices.

Il. How fo Define American Literature ‘

1. Definition

We have provided the definition of literature in general and it is
applicable to all literature in the world of all times. Different nations
have their own literature produced in their respective national languages.
Therefore, American literature mainly refers to literature produced in
American English by the people living in the United States. This
generalization does not exclude literature produced in other countries by
American expatriates or literature produced in other languages by
minorities in the country such as the American Indian literature in the
Indian language and the Jewish American literature in the Yiddish
language. However, as English-speaking people of European origins are
the overwhelming majority of the American population and English is
the national language of the country, American literature per se has been
mainly the literary creation in English. Therefore, it is conventional to
define American literature as literature produced in American English by
American citizens.

2. Basic Qualities of American Writers

As the United States of America is a country of merely over two
hundred vyears’ history, she has little national literary heritage.
Therefore, American writers, unwilling to imitate European tradition
for long, are determined to create a heritage out of their own literary
experiences in their own environment. Hence, some knowledge about
the basic qualities of American writers in general is preliminary to the
understanding of American literature as it is.

Generally.  speaking, American writers are independent,
individualistic, critical, innovative, and humorous.

(1) Independent

Always in the flux of changing, American society is very
fragmentary. Therefore, it lays no close hold on the writers, and writers
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have been able to remain free from its control. They think and act with
independence, and they see writing as an independent action. Most of
them are free-lance writers. They are not raised by the government as
they receive no wages from the government as writers. They make a
living by writing. Hence they are independént,. and they pride
themselves on their independence and their right to make up their own
minds. As a modern tendency, many writers are employed in American
colleges as writers-in-residence. They receive wages from colleges as
profeésors, not as writers. For some of them, the teaching load is very
flexible, sometimes nominal.

(2) Individualistic

American writers prefer to rely on their own efforts for success
rather than be dependent on others. They are prepared to take the
initiative and do not give in easily. As they do not turn to their
government for financial support, they are free from political prejudice
and ideological conformity. They often resort to irony and detachment
in terms of politics. Although they are often in such a dilemma as how
to please the public at the same time to fulfil the social mission as writers
who should reflect society, they pursue their literary career with courage
and become successful all through their individual efforts. Hence they
regard highly the rights of individuals and are ever ready to protect their
own rights and interest. Moreover, they view writing as a means of self-
expression, a way of expressing their personal views about life and
society, a way of advocating liberty, democracy and independent action
of the individual. Although successful writers in America are often
elected to the National Institute of Arts and Letters (founded in 1899 )
and its artistic inner sanctum, the American Academy of Arts and Letters
(created in 1904 ), they have little intimate tie with each other.
Therefore, they are individualistic and their individualism embodies a
devotion to self-realization, to protection of environment and to
suspicion of a mass society and power which threatens to deprive the
individual of his personal identity.

(3) Critical

Most of the American writers are not satisfied with the
contemporary society. They often question the prevailing values held
dear by the majority of their countrymen. They discern flaws in society
before these flaws have been recognized by society as a whole. They
often criticize rather than eulogize American society. In their works,
they explore social problems keenly and severely so as to discover
universal values and then to tell the people how well they can meet the
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universal values. They can laugh at themselves and their country and can
be very selfcritical. Their critical attitude has already become a literary
tradition in America

(4) Innovative

Americans are multi-ethnic with their ancestors coming from all
corners of the world. Their link with the past is never tight. They feel
the least restraints and bondage to the past. It is always the new ideas,
new attitudes, and new cultural faces that urge them to pursue
“newness” in life and literature. Hence American writers are ever ready
to change in the intellectual climate, especially in the last half century.
In order to achieve their distinct identities, they often make experiments
in writing. By innovating styles and techniques, they try to be different
from others as much as possible and start a new trend almost every ten
years. American writers have been both witnesses and prophets to
history. They have done much to shape America’s changing values.

(5) Humorous

Besides, American writers esteem humor as a strictly national
characteristic. It is part of their life, their character, and their style in
creative writing. From Benjamin Franklin, Washington Irving, Mark
Twain, Kurt Vonnegut to John Updike, American writers all apprehend
and delight in the ludicrous and mirthful. Giving full play to this mental
quality , they have enriched American literature with humor of all kinds.
Sometimes, they comment on the pretensions of America with an
affected simplicity which makes satire palatable. Sometimes, they blend
realism and exaggeration skillfully in a style of noncommittal objectivity.
Sometimes, they observe America through eyes that are affectedly wide
and unaffectedly shrewd. Sometimes, they catch the reader off guard
with an unexpected observation which should have been expected
because of its perfect appropriateness to the character or the occasion that
produces it. Sometimes, they write with an air of droll impersonality
and play on words for witty and exaggerated juxtaposition of meaning.
When inappropriateness and misunderstanding appear in familiar ways of
human experiences such as incongruous details and misplaced events, the
humor of incongruity and anticlimax creates amusement or bitterness.

In some cases, American writers amuse the reader by way of
exaggeration or aphorism so as to help the reader see his own weak
points. In other cases, they reveal the gruesome events in seemingly
pleasant or light-hearted expressions so as to warn the reader of an
intolerable social situation he might not be aware of. When truth is
expressed in the pithiest manner possible, humor takes the form of
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aphorism. When humor is embodied in ironic satire, it creates sadness
and anger. When humor combines absurdity with horror, it is called
“black humor,” which conveys anguish and fury, bitterness and
cynicism. American humor is not always funny or carefree, but the
element of surprise is always present — surprise that comes from the
violation or the use of the logic of wit, or from the highest exaggeration
to the lowest anti-climax.

. Why Do Peopie Read Literature

I. Reading for Pleasure

“Howells observed that the study of literature should begin and end
in pleasure” (Baym 1156). Apart from its role of protest, education,
cognition and aesthetic appreciation, literature is primarily to give
pleasure, to entertain those who voluntarily attend to it. There are, of
course, many different ways of giving pleasure or entertainment, ranging
from the most trivial and sensational to the most philosophical and
profound. We discover that literature which entertains us best does not
keep us for long in the other world of fantasy or unreality. The greatest
pleasure and satisfaction to be found in literature occurs when (as it often
does) it brings us back to the realities of human situations, problems,
feelings, and relationships. This is because literature is more than a copy
of what is apparent to every eye. It is imaginative and interpretative. It
reflects a special view of reality.

Human interest in reading literature is universal, but different
people may read different literature and for different purposes because of
their different tastes, experience, and educational background.
Individuals may change their reading tastes depending on the current
moods, on certain occasions, and on the different stages of their lives.
Books which are good to read in one’s childhood may lose attraction in
one’s adulthood. Students may read Emest Hemingway in the classroom
by day and turn to a cloak-and-sword novel at home in the evening.
There is nothing strange about it, for one may have many purposes in
reading. We discuss four of them to serve our purposes of the course
work.
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2. Reading for Relaxation

Generally speaking, literature offers the reader an exciting
narrative. It leads the way for readers to an exciting world of experience
that is different from their own. Thus, literature succeeds in temporarily
getting readers away from their own time and place and sending them to
some imaginary world that they otherwise would never know. When
readers are indulged in reading, they will put aside their problems and
obligations of everyday life for the time being. Modern life is full of
pressure. It is people’s common desire to seek temporary relaxation from
the stress in life. Reading serves the purpose well and conveniently.

Literature flourishes, in part at least, because of such pleasant relaxation
it affords the reader.

3. Reading to Acquire Knowledge

Literature gives readers not only pleasure but also knowledge and
insight into the nature of reality. The readers’ interest in reading lies
partly in the fact that in the process of reading they acquire a good deal
of information, for instance, about America from Christopher
Columbus’s discovery of the New Continent in 1492 to the present.
Literature gives readers an insight into the tradition, custom, beliefs,
attitudes , folklore, values of the age in which it is written. Whether it is
in the form of a story, a poem, a play, or an essay, literature always
offers readers some new piece of information that broadens their
knowledge of the world. Certain other fundamental skills and capacities
are also developed through the reading of literature. They are important
to readers not only in their private pleasure or their personal philosophy,
but also in the day-to-day exercise of the responsibilities which come to
them in the modern world as a result of the educational qualifications
they obtain. These skills include the capacities for discrimination,
judgment, and decision.

4. Reading to Confront Experience

In her foreword to The Cambridge Guide to Literature in English
(1993 ), Doris Lessing states, “ Literature maps the world for us,
fleshing out what we get from newspaper articles and television reports,
giving us a parallel landscape infinitely rich and various where we may
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