INTRODUCTION TO UNIT 7
SHERWOOD ANDERSON

l. WHITMAN'S CHALLENGE TO THE TWENTIETH CENTURY

In the early decades of the twentieth centuryUhded States emerged
as a major power whose actions in diplomacy, warfand political and
economic affairs had profound and durable consempgenn the international
scene. There was a comparable accession of powenamican writing which
gave new urgency to the view of American culturé feeth in 1870 in
Democratic Vistas by Walt Whitman. There the poet issued a doubélehge
to the American imagination. On the one hand helrated the emergence of
artists "commensurate with the people" and burdéhnech with the mission to
remold society and to bring to their fulfillmentetimew eras in human history
that he found incarnate in the American experimént.the other hand he
defined a profound crisis in the arts, itemizing tianifest deficiencies, the
diseased corrosions of American civilization, whibheatened increasingly to
betray the high expectations it had aroused, anwvdr@ed that they might
bring on a catastrophe comparable to the fatelirohthe "fabled damned". In
the period encompassing two world wars and the tGdearession of 1929,
ambitious missions for the arts comparable to thiefaned by Whitman, and
comparably dire warnings agitated American writelesfining the confidence
and boldness with which the best pursued theirecarand sought recognition,
but defining also the anxiety, even desperate wugemwith which most

scrutinized their traditions and their contemporagyvironment as they
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weighed the chances for human fulfillment and sodglshape conditions that

would enable them to fulfill their aspirations assds.

IIl. REASSESSMENT OF AMERICAN CULTURAL TRADITIONS

A reassessment of American cultural traditions wase of the major
undertakings of creative writers and critics aliEeerson's awareness that his
traditions were in a state of flux and that an af#ransition" was a stimulus
to creativity was heightened in the twentieth centd’hey discovered the
poetry of Emily Dickinson, first published in the890 and issued
piecemeal(fragments) until the 1940s, and estadddidier as one of the chief
figures in American letters. They rediscovered Nvin the 1920s and
reassessed Henry James in the 1930s, rearguedettts of Whitman and
Mark Twain, and defined a durable importance faesthwriters that continued
to be influential after World War Il in American ltwral circles and in the new
British universities as well.

The New Englanders Thoreau, Emerson, and Hawthoengained
highly esteemed, and the poets Robinson and Feodttpbute to their New
England predecessors. But the long-dominant Newldadgtradition more
widely came under attack for the evasive gentiigthge delicacy) and
prim(decorous, neat) idealism that it had encoutaglspects of the
specifically Puritan tradition came under particlylantense scrutiny. It was
attacked in the 1920s for its constraints and meeakrity by the critic H. L.
Mencken and others and for its reinforcement ofitiingbiting complacencies
of the middle-class "booboisie"(stupidity of bounggee). But the subtleties of

its contributors to American culture and its impoite in defining the national
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character and America's "mission" were emphasiydddyvard historians and
others in the 1930s and 1940s.

Groups and regions outside New England asserteot thaims to
recognition and importance, possibly because shiftspopulation and
economic power were generating new energies therdecause these
subcultures -their familiar values and the morethefr communities- seemed
threatened by industrialism and the increasingdstatization of American
life.

New York City, however, remained the publishingtes of the nation,
and two neighborhoods there became important fitecanters. In uptown
Manhattan, Harlem, its fine avenues, its night sgeaturing jazz music, as
well as its congested slums, became the metropadeater of black culture in
the United States beginning in the earliest decadl¢se century, when rural
black people were migrating by the thousands t@amrenters and Blacks in
New York City, responding to the pressures of resithl and economic
segregation, completed the transformation of whitburban Harlem into a
black ghetto. With heightened consciousness of ttaaial and community
identity, black intellectuals launched in the 1920 first important
movement in black American literature, the "HarleRenaissance", to
strengthen the cultural traditions of their peomed demonstrate their
achievements to the white society that habitualiyored them. During the
same decades, Greenwich Village in lower Manhattath its inexpensive
tenements and relative isolation from the instisi of the native-born white
middle-class, became the haven of literary andll@d®ial bohemians,
prominent writers and intellectuals as well as longus Miltons by the score,
and Rodins, one to every floor", as the radicanJBleed wrote mockingly in
The Day in Bohemia. In the Village they found the freedom to purstydes of
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living at odds(disagreement) with notions of prepyiprevailing elsewhere, to
circumvent the Prohibition laws against the salalobholic beverages, and to

experiment with radical political ideas and newrry forms.

lll. THE CRISIS

The excitement of life in Harlem and in the Villaghey became tourist
attractions for other New Yorkers and outsiderkegldid much to set the tone
for which "The Jazz Age" or "The Twenties" becanamébus. But the
experimentation with radical ideas and new modeth@énarts which marked
the 1920s was not unique to the decade; it wasitlreatic response to a crisis
in American culture that took shape earlier but waensified during World
War | (1914-18) and its aftermath, even though Acas distance from the
battlefield and relatively late entry into comba®{7) protected it from the
worst consequences of a war which stained Europeamrmunities, decimated
their populations, and cut off the careers of classt young intellectuals. To
many, like the novelists Hemingway and Dos Passbs, witnessed it, but to
many more, like the pacifist philosopher John Deweyhe poet Ezra Pound,
who did not, the war which President Woodrow Wilgamoclaimed would
"make the world safe for democracy" proved to lsem@seless slaughter in the
name of a "botched(detestable, wretched) civilorati Postwar diplomacy,
establishing the League of Nations on the shifsagds of power politics,
seemed a futile and cynical charade(empty, deceptit).

The intellectuals’ aroused concern as well as rtheiminent
disenchantment quickened the efforts begun in tst-@ivil War decades to
scrutinize and challenge more forcefully the ideafsdemocracy and the
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institutions that presumably secured it, the instihs of industrial and

finance capitalism which were becoming so dominardll aspects of social

and cultural life, and the institutions of the f&ymand sexual codes that had
been central in the structure of American valuexi& violence and industrial

strife in the late war years and early 1920s, alused socialist movement,
and scandalous corruption in league with officialmplacency during the

presidency of William G. Harding intensified theatlenge.

Late in the 1920s new jolts(blows, knocks) to Aiween society
extended the crisis into the 1930s and sharpenddrsirsense of urgency
about their mission. Open evasion of the Prohibiteovs and illicit traffic in
"bootleg(smuggling)" liquor were accompanied by #lawent of gang warfare
in major cities, marking a decay in private and ljulmorals. Poverty spread
through rural areas in the 1920s and 1930s, ansittio& market crash of 1929
bankrupted individuals and institutions throughthg nation and sent shock
waves through the economies of Europe, where tasaig and Nazi Germany
were preparing the way for the outbreak of WorldrWan 1939. Industrial
retrenchment and widespread unemployment duringGifeat Depression of
the 1930s and the explosive violence of industiafe between corporations
and the labor force occasioned a major reoriemtaisicAmerican political and
economic life under President Franklin D. RoosevéNlew Deal", launched
in 1933 to cope with the conditions which had restlicountless Americans to
lives of unquiet desperation. To the crises of 1820s and 1930s American
writers responded by the re-examining and reddfiniheir distinctively
American traditions and by treating social problemae explicitly in fiction
and poetry as well as in literary journalism. Trego looked to Europe for

ideas, programs, and forms that could guide oremeint their efforts.
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IV. AMERICA AND EUROPE

Interest in European radicalism, including anawehiand communism,
was heightened by the outbreak in 1917 of the Rndkevolution, which held
forth the hope of a strikingly new solution to sdcand political problems.
Marxist thought infused the radicalism of Max Eastmand John Reed,
editors ofThe Masses (at the time of its suppression in 1917 for opposito
the war) and of its successdihe Liberator, subsequently namethe New
Masses, which became the official journal of the Americdommunist party.
These journals reinforced the critique of Americatiety sustained by the
conservative(right-wing) H. L. Mencken dhe American Mercury and the
liberal(left-wing) journalism ofThe New Republic and The Nation. And
Marxist theory, along with radical organizationsrquing socialist aims,
helped shape the careers of the critic Edmund Wisad such fiction writers
as Theodore Dreiser, John Dos Passos, Herbert @otdRichard Wright in
the 1930s. Marxists and social critics informedntly Marxist thought were
among those in the 1930s, following the crash &919vho demanded that
writers take direct cognisance(knowledge, awargnassocial and economic
problems and enlist their writing in the cause d¥ancing social change or
revolution. The suppression of dissent in Russemahds for conformity
within communist organizations in this country, ahd alignment in 1939 of
Stalinist Russia with Hitler's Germany disillusignenany intellectuals with
communist-oriented radicalism; but Marxist theoontinued to be influential
in subsequent decades.

Freudianism, the theory and practice of psychgaiahs defined by the
Viennese doctor Sigmund Freud, was another Cortahenovement that
Short Story USA

Eusebio V. Llacer Llorca
Curso 2009-2010

VNIVERSITAT D VALENCIA
OpenCourseWare



penetrated deeply into American intellectual [Rsychoanalysis stressed the
importance of the unconscious or the irrationalthe human psyche; the
dramas and dream symbols generated in the mind eghamisms,
psychological and social, or sexual repression; thrvasiveness of
"discontents" that underlie all civilization; theays in which psychic
experience is masked or veiled by common language the conscious
operations of the mind; and the capacity of "dgmkichology" to diagnose
psychic illness and try, at least, to cure it. [Eréound a readier acceptance in
America (where he first lectured in 1909) than mrdpe, and his theories,
after becoming a fad(fashion) in the journalismteé 1920s, inspired in
subsequent decades a host of novels and suchrpeettgions of American
culture as Ludwig Lewisohn'sExpression in America (1932). More
significantly, psychoanalytic theory seemed to $anc quest for sexual
liberation in actual behavior and disdain for ebsdled conventions which
inhibited fulfillment of the self. Rival psychoawals, including Alfred Adler
and Carl Jung, added new versions to the literattipsychoanalysis. By 1940
“the psychiatrist”, the "archetypal symbol", anti€'tOedipus complex" had
become part of modern mythology, and both the mgtihyoand the theories of
psychoanalysis had infused literature as varieth@poems of Conrad Aiken,
the plays of Eugene O'Neill, and most poetry antidin that drew heavily on
the subconscious implications of symbolic formspoobed the depths of

psychic experience.
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V. MODERNISM

That revolution took shape in a convergence ofleéecies in modern
culture, accidental circumstance, and concertemttedh the part of influential
writers, some politically conservative and someaald

It began to emerge after 1908 in the movement isna@nd the reaction
of the English writer T. E. Hulme and his followeagainst amorphous
abstraction, clichéd "poetic" diction, indulgent namentation, and
monotonous regularity of meter in Victorian and EBdévan poetry. One
characteristic feature of Modernism is that it dadiges discontinuity, the
sense of distinction and imminent severance from phst, while making
determined efforts to appropriate the past, itsi@s| and its artistic forms by
incorporating them in new acts of creation. A secarharacteristic is
fragmentation: the sense that individual experienoasists of severed or
loosely connected pieces or moments, and that conties are atomized into
individuals or groups that are antagonistic orahstfrom one another. The
literature incorporates and expresses this fragatent in varied ways -
exposing it often in stunned repudiation or mordsatire, sometimes with a
sense of futility verging on despair -while reachibeyond it towards
possibilities of both self-integration and persaaadl social communion.

A third feature of literary Modernism is its comeewith language, all
aspects of its medium, and the problematic relatlmgtween literature and the
audiences. American writers had been anxious ath@se matters since the
days of Cooper, Melville, and Whitman, but modermitavs felt more
intensely that the language prevailing in literavgrks was debilitated and
needed resuscitation, that the conventions commgrigheir medium had
become stale and needed either replacement or kingpand that audiences
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had been numbed by the spread of minimal literagg the impact of
standardized journalism and cheapened tastes.

The variety of their strategies in this effort waisking, and their effects
were of lasting importance. They found ways to eepthe pace, tensions, and
rhythms of urban life; they shaped the cadencdslaafk dialect, of southern
rhetoric, of colloquial speech as actually spoketo ia medium for prose
narration, for dialogue in fiction, and for lyrioetry.

Many modern productions in prose or verse aregotesl without overt
solicitation of the reader's interest, emotionsjmderstanding and are difficult
to apprehend because they are designed insteadvi the vividness and
discrete independence of a well-made artifact,rdsity of an object. That
objectivity is the work's claim on the reader'seation, and other appeals
remain tacit or covert. Yet both the difficulty amlde deviousness(cuninng,
deceptive) testify to the deliberateness with whiah important writers of the
period undertook to address their society.

Common to the strategies pursued by many vanguarers was that of
articulating or dramatizing the barrier betweentarand audience by bluntly
and explicitly assaulting the audience's expeatatior by proceeding in
seeming indifference to its needs, in either cagehing and holding reader's
attention by shocking them into a new alertnesstudily new to American
writing (though there were precedents in MelvilledaTwain) is the
devious(deceptive, cunning) and sportive(frolicspraieportivo) playfulness,
the virtuoso posturing(pose, attitudinize), the uigeént(lenient; indulgente)
frivolity which in some poetry and fiction replacéue solemnity with which

authors customarily had addressed their subjects$herir readers.
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