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Lecture One : The Main Concepts and Characteristics of Modernism
Features of literary Modernism 
The Modernist period in English Literature occupied the years from shortly after the beginning of the 20 th century. The Modernist period was marked by a strong and international  break with tradition. This break includes a strong reaction against established religious, political and social views. Moreover, the thoughts that influenced this form of literature were influenced by Sigmund Freud and Charles Darwin. Modernist literature came into its own due to increasing industrialization and globalization. New technology and the horrifying events of both world wars made many people question the future of humanity: what was becoming of the world? Writers reacted to this question by turning toward Modernist sentiment. In other words, Modernism seeks to find new forms of expression and rejects traditional or accepted ideas. 
The Main Characteristics of Modern Literature: 
The characteristics of the Modern Literature can be categorized into Individualism,  Experimentation, Symbolism, Absurdity and Formalism. 
1-Individualism: 
In Modern Literature, the individual is more interesting than society. The Modern writers  presented the world or society as a challenge to the integrity of their characters. Ernest  Hemingway is especially remembered for vivid characters who accepted their circumstances at  free value. 
2-Experimentation 
Modernist writers broke free of old forms and techniques. Poets abandoned traditional  rhyme schemes and wrote in free verse. Novelists defied all expectations. Writers mixed images  from the past with modern languages and themes, creating a collage of styles. The inner  workings of consciousness were a common subject for modernists. This preoccupation led to a  form of narration called stream of consciousness. Authors James Joyce and Virginia Woolf,  along with poets T.S. Eliot and Ezra Pound, are well known for their experimental Modernist works. 
3-Absurdity 
The carnage of two World Wars profoundly affected writers of the period. Several great  English poets died or were wounded in WWI. For many writers, the world was becoming a more  absurd place every day. Modernist authors depicted this absurdity in their works. 
4-Symbolism 
The Modernist writers infused objects, people, places and events with significant  meanings. The idea of a poem as a riddle to be cracked had its beginnings in the Modernistperiod. Symbolism was not a new concept in literature, but the Modernists' particular use of  symbols was an innovation. They left much more to the reader's imagination than earlier writers. 
Modernism in American Literature 
The 1920’s Lost Generation of American writers brought Modernism to the United States. For writers like Hemingway and Fitzgerald, World War I destroyed the illusion that acting virtuously brought about good. Like their British contemporaries, American Modernists rejected traditional institutions and forms. Generally, modernists were driven by the belief that the assurances once provided by religion, politics, or society no longer sufficed. This belief intensified after World War I, when it seemed to many that history itself was coming to an end and that modern life was horrific, chaotic, and ultimately futile. Some modernists, notably T. S. Eliot, expressed a deep sense of loss and despair. However, others responded with a fresh sense of both the freedom and the responsibilities of the artist in a new age. Ezra Pound, in particular, envisaged the possibility of a new society to which artists would contribute meaningfully. Many modernists shared an ambitious, aspirational belief in the role and place of the artist in contemporary life, believing that art had replaced religion in providing coherence, guidance, and insight into the human condition. For some writers, this meant a fresh sense of the possibilities of ancient myths, and a revaluation of the contemporary meanings of myth was typical of high modernism. Others, especially Gertrude Stein, Robert Frost, Wallace Stevens, and Ernest Hemingway, were less convinced by the relevance of myth, believing that the creation of meaning and coherence was the task of the writer, performed in opposition to false and damaging external impositions of order.  
The modernist period also saw a radical experimentation in literary form and expression. In part, this developed in response to new insights provided by recently established disciplines such as psychology. This was certainly true of the stream-of-consciousness technique, and in many respects modernist prose narrative begins with the complex later novels of Henry James. Experimentation was also partly a response to the new forms of expression that were developing in painting, sculpture, and music; another of modernism's characterizing features was the intense interaction between literature and the other arts. A further reason for modernist experimentation lay in technological innovations, such as the telephone and the cinema, which were changing the forms and the very meaning of communication. New forms were needed, as was the reinvigoration of established forms. Pound's famous exhortation "Make it new" is rightly considered one of modernism's mottoes, but as well as demanding novelty he was urging writers to apply new energy to established forms. A considerable amount of Pound's earlier poetry was written in antiquated forms as part of his attempt to revitalize and update tradition. At the same time, most modernists believed that literature should challenge and unsettle readers, and much modernist work may be demanding and difficult, alluding to a wide range of learning.
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Lecture Two : The Roaring Twenties.
The Roaring Twenties The Roaring Twenties Literary and Historical Context for Literary and Historical Context for The Great Gatsby The Great Gatsby Overview The 1920s were an age of dramatic social and political change. For the first time, more Americans lived in cities than on farms. The nation’s total wealth more than doubled between 1920 and 1929, and this economic growth swept many Americans into an affluent but unfamiliar “consumer society.” People from coast to coast bought the same goods (thanks to nationwide advertising and the spread of chain stores), listened to the same music, did the same dances and even used the same slang! Many Americans were uncomfortable with this new, urban, sometimes racy “mass culture”; in fact, for many–even most–people in the United States, the 1920s brought more conflict than celebration. However, for a small handful of young people in the nation’s big cities, the 1920s were roaring indeed. Take a look at these facts to see how they compare with our contemporary society: 
 During the 1920’s there were approximately 106,521,537 people in the United States 
 During the 1920’s there were about 2,132,000 people unemployed; the unemployment rate was 5.2% 
 Life expectancy in the 1920’s was 53.6 for males and 54.6 for females 
 The United States military had 343.000 members in the 1920’s, which was down from 1,172,601 in 1919 
 The average American’s annual earnings in the 1920’s was $1236; the average teacher's salary was $970 
 The illiteracy rate in the 1920’s reached a new low of 6% of the population 
 In the 1920’s, gangland crime was rampant and included murder, swindles, and racketeering 
 It took 13 days to reach California from New York in the 1920’s 
 There were 387,000 miles of paved road in the United States in the 1920’s

1. A Decade of Prosperity 
Following a postwar recession from the middle of 1920 to the end of 1921, the economy picked up again and remained strong until the end of the decade. This prosperity, combined with tax cuts for the rich, led to a rising consumer culture. The very nature of consumerism changed during this period, as new products filled the market. Electrical appliances grew rapidly in popularity as electricity reached almost two-thirds of American homes by the mid-1920s. Refrigerators, washing machines, and vacuum cleaners flew off the shelves. The vast reach of the newly invented radio created a national market and spurred advertising to unprecedented levels. Three years after the first commercial radio station hit the airwaves in 1920, there were more than 500 stations in the nation. By the end of the 1920s, there were radios in more than 12 million households. People also went to the movies: Historians estimate that, by the end of the decade, three-quarters of the American population visited a movie theater every week. 
However, the automobile was the most important consumer product of the 1920’s. Low prices (the Ford Model T cost just $260 in 1924) and generous credit made cars affordable luxuries at the beginning of the decade; by the end, they were practically necessities. In 1929, there was one car on the road for every five Americans. Meanwhile, an economy of automobiles was born: Businesses like service stations and motels sprang up to meet drivers’ needs. 
2. Prohibition 
During the 1920s, some freedoms were expanded while others were curtailed. The 18th Amendment to the Constitution, ratified in 1919, had banned the manufacture and sale of “intoxicating liquors,” and at 12 A.M. on January 16, 1920, the federal Volstead Act closed every tavern, bar and saloon in the United States. From then on, it was illegal to sell any “intoxication beverages” with more than 0.5% alcohol. This drove the liquor trade underground–now, people simply went to nominally illegal speakeasies instead of ordinary bars–where it was controlled by bootleggers and racketeers. Organized crime controlled the distribution of alcohol in major American cities, and mobsters such as Chicago gangster Al Capone, made a fortune while law enforcement looked the other way. Capone reportedly had 1,000 gunmen and half of Chicago’s police force on his payroll. In 1927, Capone’s income was reportedly over $1 million, while the average American’s income was below $2,500.
To many middle-class, white Americans, Prohibition was a way to assert some control over the unruly immigrant masses who crowded the nation’s cities. Drinking was a symbol of all they disliked about the modern city, and eliminating alcohol would, they believed, turn back the clock to an earlier and more comfortable time. Prohibition fueled much debate within the United States until its repeal in 1933.
The "Cultural Civil War" According to one journalist in 1920, Americans were “weary of being noble” after a decade of intense progressive reform, morality, and self-righteousness. The 1920s saw a restless culture, spearheaded by America’s youth rebelling against the moral restrictions of past generations. During the 1920s, some Americans—especially young college students—challenged traditional notions of proper behavior. Buoyed by the decade’s prosperity, young people threw raucous parties, drank illegal liquor, and danced new, sexually suggestive steps at jazz clubs. The traditional bastions of American morality lamented these developments, and especially criticized the new dances and college students’ proclivity for drinking and smoking. These critics, however, soon found themselves facing much larger opposition as the older generations began to adopt some of the socially liberated practices of their children.
With new social thinking and activities came new social conventions. Most prominently among the youth of the 1920s, sex became far less taboo than it had been previously. Sex was more openly discussed and premarital sex more common. Such activity led naturally to the promotion of birth control, though it was still widely illegal. The sexual revolution brought with it changing ideas about women. Female sexuality was less suppressed, skirt hems were worn higher, and makeup became more common. It is important to note that although the Roaring ’20s and its attendant characters and events came to symbolize the decade, these stereotypes fit only a small segment of society. Traditional values, especially outside the cities, were not discarded completely, or even much changed.
3. The "New Woman" 
The most familiar symbol of the “Roaring Twenties” is probably the flapper: a young woman with bobbed hair and short skirts who drank, smoked and said what might be termed “unladylike” things, in addition to being more sexually “free” than previous generations. In reality, most young women in the 1920s did none of these things (though many did adopt a fashionable flapper wardrobe), but even those women who were not flappers gained some unprecedented freedoms. They could vote at last: The 19th Amendment to the Constitution had guaranteed that right in 1920. Millions of women worked in white-collar jobs (as stenographers, for example) and could afford to participate in the burgeoning consumer economy. The increased availability of birth-control devices, such as the diaphragm, made it possible for women to have fewer children. New machines and technologies like the washing machine and the vacuum cleaner eliminated some of the drudgery of household work. Although few women actually fit the flapper image, it was and is used widely in journalism and advertising to represent the rebelliousness of the period.
4. The Jazz Age and the Harlem Renaissance 
The rise of the automobile gave young people the freedom to go where they pleased and do what they wanted, and what many young people wanted to do was dance: the Charleston, the cake walk, the black bottom, the flea hop. Jazz bands played at dance halls like the Savoy in New York City and the Aragon in Chicago; radio stations and phonograph records (100 million of which were sold in 1927 alone) carried their tunes to listeners across the nation. Some older people objected to jazz music’s “vulgarity” and “depravity” (and the “moral disasters” it supposedly inspired), but many in the younger generation loved the freedom they felt on the dance floor.
The 1920s also saw the flowering of African American culture in the arts. In music, black culture expressed itself through jazz, an improvisational and spontaneous musical form derived in part from slave songs and African spirituals. Jazz first emerged in the early 1900s in New Orleans then spread to Chicago, New York City, and elsewhere. The 1920s is often called the Jazz Age because jazz flourished and gained widespread appeal during the decade. The improvisational character of the music was often associated with the “loose” morals and relaxed social codes of the time. Among the famous jazz performers of the period were Louis Armstrong, Bessie Smith, and Duke Ellington.
The blossoming of black literature in the Northeast, especially in Harlem in New York City, was known as the Harlem Renaissance. The Harlem Renaissance was a period between World War I and the Great Depression when black artists and writers flourished in the United States. While Harlem was the definite epicenter of black culture during this period, and home to more blacks than any other urban area in the nation in the years after World War I, other cities, such as Chicago, Washington, D.C., and Philadelphia, also fostered similar but smaller communities of black artists. Black artists explored the African American perspective through poetry and novels. One of the most famous authors of the time was the poet Langston Hughes, who published “The Weary Blues,” in 1926. Harlem was the site of social activity as well as intellectual activity, as prominent and wealthy blacks hosted extravagant gatherings for Harlem Renaissance figures.
5. The Harlem Renaissance 
Harlem Renaissance or the " New Negro Movement" was an intellectual, artistic, and social movement that took place in Harlem, New York in the year 1920. It was the Zenith of the flowering of African American literature, says James Weldon Johnson. Apart from celebrating African American culture and literature, the Harlem Renaissance also questioned why African American literature was overlooked. Through this movement, black activists were able to protect their civilization. It also expresses the inner struggle of African Americans between their past life and the present life. According to me, what is the importance of a movement if it cannot make a remarkable change for its society and its people especially whose life has been brutally executed by the ruling class people and Harlem Renaissance did its best to provide equal opportunities to the African-American people whose life was worst than a beast? The movement acted like the strongest catalyst which altered the lives of many African-Americans from a nightmare to a beautiful dream because of the following reasons:-
  It provided equal opportunities to African-Americans by eradicating racial differentiation which was created by the white Americans. 
It appreciated the culture, tradition, ethnicity, heritage, language, and talent of every African American.
It wiped out the memories of slavery, poverty, ignorance, terrorism, and subjugation of AfricanAmericans which was created by the white Americans in their past. 
The movement was more of birth than the rebirth because it gave and nurtured the life of many AfricanAmericans. It is important to understand the significance of this movement because it enabled AfricanAmericans to develop and adopt their ideals, morals, and customs through their creativity and art. They could present their artistic works and could enjoy all kinds of liberties and most important could be a part of democracy. Harlem Renaissance included an array of African-American talents which was mainly presented by the literary heritage and visual culture. One such talent was Zora Neale Hurston, an influential member of the Harlem Renaissance and voice of the movement. As a novelist, anthropologist, and folklorist, Hurston is known for her outstanding way of passing her feelings and ideas about racial division and for her efforts to connect both the artistic world and the African-American folks. Through her creativity, meaningful, and highly decorated words she had helped in developing a common identity for her people during an influential time in history. She says: “When I was a little girl learning about the Black excellence of our past, I was amazed by their talent, intellect, and resilience. Many were trailblazers with no footsteps to guide them- they created the paths that we walk today.”
6. Books That Define the Roaring 20’s Books That Define the Roaring 20’s 
 The Waste Land by T.S. Eliot 
 The New Negro by Alain Locke 
 The Great Gatsby by F. Scott Fitzgerald 
 Strange Interlude by Eugene O'Neill 
 The Sun Also Rises by Ernest Hemingway 
 Babbitt by Sinclair Lewis 
 The Sound and the Fury by William Faulkner 
 Their Eyes Were Watching God by Zora Neale Hurston



Lecture Three : The Lost Generation Writers.
During the 1920’s a group of writers known as The Lost Generation gained popularity. The term was coined by Gertrude Stein who is rumored to have heard it in France (once her auto-mechanic man had said that his young workers were “une génération perdue”). This referred to the young workers’ poor automechanic repair skills. Gertrude Stein would take this phrase and use it to describe the people of the 1920’s who rejected American post World War I values. This group included authors such as Scott Fitzgerald, Hemingway, Dos Passos, Steinbeck or Faulkner… Hemingway, perhaps the leading literary figure of the decade, would take Stein’s phrase and use it as an epigraph for his first novel, The Sun Also Rises. Because of this novel’s popularity, the term The Lost Generation is the enduring term that has stayed associated with the writers of the 1920’s.  The Lost Generation defines a sense of apparently moral loss in literary figures during the 1920’s. World War I seemed to have destroyed the idea that if you acted virtuously, good things would happen. Many good, young men went to war and died, or returned home either physically or mentally wounded (for most, both), and their faith in the moral guideposts that had earlier given them hope, were no longer valid… they were “lost”.

 Apart from the loss of innocence caused by the First World War, the group shared the stylistic bond of modernism, which was a movement away from realism. Characters’ subjective experiences were portrayed through steam-of-consciousness techniques, symbolism or disjointed time frames. The narrator is just a mere witness. The Great Gatsby is an early exemplar of the modernist techniques of The Lost Generation, illustrating a type of jumbled symbolism in the first image of Gatsby. The 1920s was the jazz era in the big cities of the United States. It was an era of high living and all-night parties through the rhythm of the saxophone and trumpet. It was an era of gangsters, of prohibition and of ostentatious new-found wealth. 
Scott Fitzgerald was part of that world, and with his glamorous wife, Zelda, he became a pin-up personality of the time. The main character in his best-known novel, The Great Gatsby, is a man who, like his creator, climbs the ladder of social success. The foundations on which this success is built are fragile, and consequently his fall into obscurity is almost as rapid as his rise towards meteoric success.

1/ ERNEST HEMINGWAY 
He was the first writer in publishing short stories in Europe. In those, some of his way of writing such as short expressivity and shortening of feelings can be appreciated. He worked as journalist and, following American tradition of muckraker, he informed a cruel social system against the human being. Thus, He travelled sometimes from France to Spain due to his Republican idealism and Spanish culture as we can observe in his novel Fiesta (the plot is set up in Pamplona during Saint Fermin’s bullfighting /racing feasts). Its characters seem to be lost so that they decide to fight against their boredom of living by suffering and taking risks.

Other Hemingway’s literary features are dense descriptions, characters’ estrangement by dialogues, short syntactic periods and autobiography. All of them can be appreciated in novels such as A Farewell to Arms, From Whom the Bells Tolls, The Old Man and The Sea… 
2/ SCOTT FITZGERALD
 His great literary talent gives him a quick success even among critics and readers. That makes him drive a luxury, wealthy and alcoholic life. He dies when he applies for a scriptwriter in Hollywood. He writes five novels and a lot of stories about the jazz, the 1920s, money, pleasure and art. 
3/ JOHN DOS PASSOS 
It is the most experimental writer in technical innovations. Thus, in Manhattan Transfer the city is the real protagonist. Camilo José Cela emulates him in La colmena (The Hive): the fragmentation of the novel, the concatenation of actions using tricks of editing, description of several shots, the simultaneity of actions we can read in progression… In his trilogy USA, he used those techniques and the chaotic city of New York is the protagonist of the novel again.
4/ JOHN STEINBECK 
Younger than his colleges, his success comes at 30s, but there is a committed literature, far away from the purity and experiments of the former poetry. As a result, Literature is made of stories within emigrants, framers or strikers inside. Thus, The grapes of the Wrath (Las Uvas de la Ira -1939) becomes a landmark of American social novelty. He knows cinematographic scripts very well and masters comic and dramatic elements. The Pearl, Mice and Men, The East of Eden are other famous novels.
 5. WILLIAM FAULKNER 
Despite of being the most influential American writer, he has been at Paris for a short time. His relationship with literary world is also short and he lives confined in a southern house where he makes up the imaginary county of Yoknapatawpha, filling in with characters and references to set up a symbolic world, very popular in García Márquez’s Macondo, Juan Rulfo’s Comala, Juan Benet’s Región). Faulkner represents the connection between Joyce and the second XX century novelists. His style is slow and careful, with subordinate sentences and a chronological narration broken in order to connect the present and the past. A variety of narrative voices and points of view are also included in his most important novels: The Sound and The Fury (four narrators), As I Lay Dying (inner monologues from more than ten characters), Absalom, Absalom! (The reader must rebuild the story)








Lecture Four : Literature of the Harlem Renaissance.
The Harlem Renaissance was not just a literary movement; it was a profound transformation in African American culture and self-expression. Artists and intellectuals came together to create a vibrant community that challenged the prevailing narratives of race and identity. This movement fostered a new sense of hope and possibility among African Americans, encouraging them to assert their individuality and cultural heritage.
The literature of the Harlem Renaissance reflected a rich tapestry of voices and experiences, often incorporating elements of Black folk culture and spirituality. Writers sought to express the complexities of their identities, addressing the dual realities of being Black and American. They explored themes of migration, urban life, and the search for belonging, often utilizing innovative narrative techniques and styles.
Musically, the Harlem Renaissance gave birth to jazz, a genre that became synonymous with the era. Jazz musicians like Louis Armstrong and Duke Ellington became cultural icons, and their music influenced writers and poets, creating a symbiotic relationship between the two art forms.
Visually, the Harlem Renaissance was marked by a resurgence of African American artists who depicted their communities with pride and authenticity. Their works challenged stereotypes and celebrated Black culture, contributing to a broader understanding of American art.
Overall, the Harlem Renaissance was a pivotal moment in American history, fostering a cultural awakening that not only influenced subsequent generations of African American artists but also reshaped the landscape of American literature and art. Its legacy continues to resonate today, serving as a touchstone for discussions on race, identity, and cultural expression.
1/ Characteristics of Harlem Renaissance Literature
1. Cultural Pride:
· This literature was a direct response to racial discrimination and societal oppression. Authors sought to reclaim African American history, showcasing the richness of Black culture, traditions, and achievements.
2. Use of Vernacular:
· The incorporation of African American vernacular not only added authenticity but also served as a form of resistance against the mainstream literary norms. Writers used dialect and colloquialisms to convey the lived experiences of Black communities.
3. Exploration of Identity:
· Writers grappled with the complexities of identity in a racially stratified society. This included the notion of "double consciousness," a term coined by W.E.B. Du Bois, which describes the internal conflict of being both Black and American.
4. Artistic Experimentation:
· The movement embraced various forms of artistic expression, combining influences from jazz, blues, and African oral traditions. This experimentation extended to structure and style, leading to innovative narrative techniques.
5. Social Commentary:
· Many works contained sharp critiques of racism and social injustices, portraying the stark realities of life for African Americans. This commentary often aimed to inspire social change and raise awareness.
6. Focus on Everyday Life:
· Writers depicted the ordinary lives of African Americans, showcasing both struggles and triumphs. This focus on daily experiences highlighted the vibrancy of Black life beyond stereotypes.
2/ Key Figures and Writers
1. Langston Hughes:
· As a leading voice, Hughes's work reflects the spirit of the Harlem Renaissance. His poetry often celebrated the beauty of Black culture, with themes of resilience and hope. His essay "The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain" articulated the need for Black artists to embrace their identity rather than conform to white standards.
2. Zora Neale Hurston:
· Hurston's anthropological background informed her work, allowing her to authentically portray Southern Black life. Her use of dialect in "Their Eyes Were Watching God" not only brought characters to life but also captured the nuances of Black speech and culture.
3. Claude McKay:
· A Jamaican-American writer, McKay's works often examined the immigrant experience and the complexities of racial identity. His novel "Banjo" explores the lives of Caribbean expatriates in Paris, reflecting on themes of belonging and cultural displacement.
4. Jean Toomer:
· "Cane," Toomer's masterwork, blends poetry, prose, and sketches to depict the Black experience in both the rural South and urban North. His work emphasizes the connection between place, identity, and cultural heritage.
5. Nella Larsen:
· Larsen's novels highlight the struggles of mixed-race individuals, addressing themes of racial ambiguity and identity crisis. In "Passing," she explores the concept of "passing" for white and the personal and social implications of such choices.
6. Richard Wright:
· Though associated more with the later stage of the Harlem Renaissance, Wright’s works like "Native Son" and "Black Boy" provided powerful insights into the systemic violence and oppression faced by African Americans. His writing marked a shift toward a more direct confrontation of social issues.
7. Duke Ellington and Billie Holiday:
· While primarily known as musicians, their contributions to the cultural fabric of the Harlem Renaissance cannot be overlooked. Their music reflected the emotions and experiences of African Americans, influencing literary themes and styles.
3/ Themes Tackled
1. Racial Identity and Pride:
· Literature celebrated African American culture and heritage, emphasizing the importance of racial pride. This was evident in Hughes's poetry and Hurston's characterizations.
2. Social Justice and Equality:
· Many writers sought to illuminate the injustices faced by Black Americans. Works like McKay's "If We Must Die" and Wright's "Native Son" confront the harsh realities of racism and call for activism.
3. The Role of the Community:
· Community and solidarity were central themes, emphasizing the strength found in collective identity. This was particularly highlighted in works depicting communal gatherings, family ties, and cultural practices.
4. Love and Relationships:
· The exploration of love—romantic, familial, and platonic—was a recurring theme. Hurston's portrayal of love in "Their Eyes Were Watching God" illustrates personal growth through relationships.
5. Women’s Experiences:
· Female writers like Hurston and Larsen focused on the intersection of race and gender, highlighting the unique challenges faced by Black women. Their narratives often explored themes of independence and self-discovery.
6. Migration and Urban Life:
· The experiences of those who migrated to northern cities were a common focus, as seen in Hughes's poetry and McKay’s novels. This theme captured the hopes and struggles of individuals seeking better opportunities.
7. Historical Context and Legacy:
· Writers often reflected on the historical experiences of African Americans, from slavery to the present, creating a narrative that connects past struggles with contemporary issues. This context provided depth to their exploration of identity and resilience.
Conclusion
The literature of the Harlem Renaissance was a rich tapestry of voices, styles, and themes that reflected the complexities of the African American experience. Through their innovative works, writers not only challenged societal norms and stereotypes but also laid the foundation for future literary movements. The legacy of the Harlem Renaissance continues to resonate today, influencing contemporary discussions on race, identity, and cultural expression.
Lecture Six : Modernism and Urban Realism in African American Literature (1940-1960)
The period from 1940 to 1960 was crucial for African American literature, marked by modernist influences and the emergence of urban realism. This era saw significant social changes that shaped the themes and characteristics of literary works.
Urban Realism: Definition and Historical Background
Definition:
Urban Realism is a literary movement that focuses on the depiction of urban life, particularly the experiences of marginalized communities in cities. It emphasizes the everyday realities of life in urban environments, often portraying social issues such as poverty, racism, and class struggle.
Historical Background:
· The Great Migration (1916-1970): This mass movement of African Americans from the rural South to urban centers in the North and West profoundly influenced Urban Realism. Writers sought to document the experiences of those who moved to cities like Chicago, New York, and Detroit, capturing the challenges and opportunities they faced.
· Economic Hardship: The Great Depression in the 1930s intensified struggles for many African Americans, leading to increased poverty and unemployment in urban areas. Writers responded by addressing these pressing social issues, portraying the harsh realities of life in the city.
· Civil Rights Movement: The growing awareness of racial injustice and the fight for civil rights in the 1950s and 1960s spurred writers to reflect on the complexities of race and identity in urban settings. Their works often highlighted systemic racism, discrimination, and the quest for dignity and equality.
Intersection of Modernism and Urban Realism in African American Literature
1. Cultural Context:
· The historical backdrop of the 20th century—marked by wars, migrations, and social movements—shaped the literary landscape. African American writers responded to the complexities of their environments, using both Modernist and Realist techniques to articulate their experiences.
2. Literary Techniques:
· The blending of Modernist experimental forms with Realist depictions of urban life created a unique voice in African American literature. Writers utilized fragmented narratives, multiple perspectives, and a focus on internal psychological states to explore characters' lives in an urban context.
3. Themes of Identity and Alienation:
· Both movements grappled with themes of identity, alienation, and the search for meaning in a rapidly changing world. Modernism’s focus on individual consciousness complemented Urban Realism’s emphasis on social realities, allowing writers to depict the multifaceted experiences of African Americans in urban settings.
4. Resilience and Resistance:
· Many works from this period highlight themes of resilience in the face of adversity. Writers portrayed characters who navigated the complexities of urban life while also resisting societal constraints, emphasizing the strength and resourcefulness of African American communities.

Historical Background
1. World War II and Its Aftermath
· Military and Economic Mobilization:
· During WWII, African Americans played crucial roles in both the military and industry. The demand for labor led to the migration of Black workers to northern cities, contributing to the rise of urban Black communities.
· Changing Gender Roles:
· Women, particularly Black women, entered the workforce in unprecedented numbers, challenging traditional gender roles. This shift laid the groundwork for future feminist movements and discussions around gender and race.
2. Civil Rights Movement
· Growing Activism:
· The late 1940s and 1950s marked the beginnings of the modern Civil Rights Movement, with key events like the establishment of the NAACP Legal Defense Fund and the 1954 Supreme Court ruling in Brown v. Board of Education declaring segregation in public schools unconstitutional.
· Influence on Literature:
· Writers began to reflect on the urgent struggles for civil rights and social justice, using their works to both document and critique systemic racism. The push for equality became a powerful theme in their narratives.
3. Cultural Renaissance
· Harlem Renaissance Legacy:
· The Harlem Renaissance had laid a foundation for exploring African American identity, but the subsequent period expanded the conversation to include the complexities of urban life, migration, and the ongoing fight against oppression.
· Influence of European Modernism:
· The impact of European modernist writers like T.S. Eliot and Virginia Woolf encouraged African American writers to experiment with form and narrative techniques, leading to innovative literary expressions.
Themes
1. Racial Identity and Double Consciousness
· Many writers explored the concept of double consciousness, as articulated by W.E.B. Du Bois, reflecting the internal conflict of being both Black and American. Characters often grappled with their identities in a society that marginalized them.
2. Social Injustice and Resistance
· The literature of this era frequently addressed systemic racism and the struggles of the working class. Authors depicted the daily realities of Black life, highlighting issues such as poverty, discrimination, and violence, while also exploring themes of resistance and resilience.
3. Existentialism and Alienation
· Influenced by modernist thought, themes of alienation and existential crisis became prevalent. Characters often felt disconnected from society, grappling with their sense of purpose and identity amidst societal chaos.
4. Community and Belonging
· A recurring theme in African American literature during this period was the importance of community. Writers often depicted close-knit neighborhoods and family ties, emphasizing the strength found in solidarity among African Americans facing adversity.
Characteristics of Modernism and Urban Realism
1. Experimental Narrative Techniques:
· Use of fragmented structures, stream-of-consciousness, and non-linear timelines.
· A focus on internal monologues and psychological depth.
2. Urban Settings:
· The city as a central character, reflecting both opportunity and alienation.
· Exploration of neighborhood dynamics and community life.
3. Social Critique:
· Addressing systemic racism, poverty, and the effects of urbanization.
· Examination of social hierarchies within the African American community.
4. Complex Characters:
· Multi-dimensional portrayals of African American lives, often highlighting inner conflicts.
· Characters who grapple with identity, belonging, and the pressures of society.
5. Cultural Identity:
· Exploration of heritage, folklore, and the African American experience.
· Emphasis on the rich cultural traditions that inform identity.
Key Themes in Modernist and Urban Realism
1. Racial Identity and Experience:
· Exploration of what it means to be Black in America, particularly in urban settings.
· Navigating the dual consciousness described by W.E.B. Du Bois, where individuals grapple with their identity in a racially divided society.
2. Alienation and Dislocation:
· Feelings of estrangement in urban environments, reflecting broader societal disconnection.
· Characters often face isolation from their communities and families.
3. The Impact of Migration:
· The Great Migration's effects on families and communities.
· Conflict between rural Southern roots and urban Northern realities.
4. Struggle and Resistance:
· Depictions of resilience in the face of systemic oppression.
· Exploration of both personal and collective struggles for dignity and rights.
5. Hope and Futility:
· A nuanced view of hope amid despair, capturing both aspiration and disillusionment.
· Characters often strive for better futures, even while facing societal barriers.
Prominent Writers and Their Contributions
1. Richard Wright:
· Notable Works: Native Son (1940), Black Boy (1945).
· Themes: Racism, class struggle, the psychological impact of oppression. Native Son highlights the destructive forces of systemic racism through the life of Bigger Thomas, showcasing the limited choices available to African Americans.
2. Gwendolyn Brooks:
· Notable Works: A Street in Bronzeville (1945), Annie Allen (1949).
· Themes: Urban life, community, and identity. Brooks's poetry captures the vibrancy and struggles of Black neighborhoods, focusing on everyday experiences and the nuances of African American life.
3. James Baldwin:
· Notable Works: Go Tell It on the Mountain (1953), Notes of a Native Son (1955).
· Themes: Identity, sexuality, race relations, and personal conflict. Baldwin’s works often explore the intersections of race and sexuality, portraying the complexities of Black identity in America.
4. Ralph Ellison:
· Notable Works: Invisible Man (1952).
· Themes: Identity, invisibility, and social alienation. Ellison's novel follows a Black man's journey through a racially divided society, grappling with the challenges of finding his own identity amid systemic oppression.
5. Zora Neale Hurston:
· Notable Works: Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937) (published slightly earlier but influential).
· Themes: Gender, race, and self-actualization. Hurston’s exploration of a Black woman’s search for independence and love reflects broader themes of empowerment within the African American community.
6. Lorine Niedecker:
· Notable Works: New Goose (1944), various poems.
· Themes: Nature, rural life, and the relationship between personal experience and social context. Though often associated with the Objectivist movement, her work reflects urban concerns through a personal lens.

Conclusion
The period from 1940 to 1960 was crucial for African American literature, characterized by a blend of Modernism and Urban Realism. Writers used innovative narrative techniques to explore the complexities of urban life, addressing themes of identity, race, and community with depth and nuance. This era produced a diverse range of voices that challenged societal norms and provided powerful critiques of the African American experience, paving the way for future generations of writers. The legacy of these works continues to resonate, reflecting ongoing struggles and aspirations within the African American community.






