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Abstract 

This article explores the transformation of American literature at the turn of the 

twentieth century, a period marked by significant social, cultural, and artistic change. 

The study examines how literary movements evolved during this transitional era, 

moving from realism and naturalism toward modernism. Particular attention is given 

to the ways in which writers responded to industrialization, urbanization, and shifting 

cultural values. The research highlights the contributions of authors such as Henry 

James, Theodore Dreiser, and Edith Wharton, whose works reflect both continuity and 

innovation in literary forms. Their writings reveal the tensions between tradition and 

change, as well as the emergence of new narrative techniques and thematic concerns. 

Furthermore, the article argues that this period played a crucial role in shaping 

American cultural identity. Literature became a medium through which writers 

explored issues of class, gender, and individual consciousness, contributing to the 

development of a distinct national voice in the global literary landscape. 
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The turn of the twentieth century represents a pivotal moment in the history of 

American literature, characterized by transition, experimentation, and the redefinition 

of cultural identity. This period witnessed a gradual shift from the established traditions 

of realism and naturalism toward new literary forms that would later be associated with 

modernism. Rapid industrialization and urban growth significantly altered the social 

fabric of the United States, influencing both the themes and techniques of literary 

production. Writers began to question traditional values and explore the complexities 

of modern life, including issues of identity, alienation, and social inequality. Authors 

such as Henry James and Edith Wharton focused on psychological depth and social 

structures, while Theodore Dreiser introduced a more deterministic and naturalistic 

perspective. Together, these writers contributed to a literary environment defined by 

both continuity and change. 
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This article aims to analyze the transitional nature of American literature at the 

turn of the twentieth century, examining how innovation in form and content 

contributed to the construction of cultural identity. It also seeks to explore the broader 

social and historical forces that shaped literary expression during this transformative 

period. The transition of American literature at the turn of the twentieth century has 

been widely examined by literary scholars as a complex and dynamic period marked 

by both continuity and transformation. Researchers emphasize that this era cannot be 

understood through a single literary movement, as it represents an intersection of 

realism, naturalism, and emerging modernist tendencies. Scholars such as William 

Dean Howells played a foundational role in defining realism as a literary approach 

grounded in the truthful representation of everyday life. His influence extended into 

the early twentieth century, shaping the work of writers who sought to depict social 

reality with accuracy and ethical awareness. However, critics argue that realism 

gradually evolved into naturalism, which introduced a more deterministic view of 

human behavior. 

The works of Theodore Dreiser are frequently cited as central to the development 

of naturalism in American literature. Dreiser’s narratives emphasize the influence of 

environment, heredity, and social conditions on individual судьба, reflecting a shift 

toward a more scientific and objective perspective on human life. His contributions 

illustrate how literature began to address the harsher realities of industrial society. At 

the same time, authors like Henry James and Edith Wharton introduced new forms of 

psychological and social realism. Their works explore the inner lives of characters and 

the complexities of social structures, bridging the gap between traditional realism and 

modernist experimentation. Critics note that this focus on consciousness and 

perception laid the groundwork for modernist techniques. In addition, contemporary 

literary studies highlight the role of cultural and historical factors in shaping literary 

production during this period. Industrialization, urbanization, immigration, and 

shifting gender roles are often identified as key influences that contributed to thematic 

and stylistic innovation. Scholars argue that literature became a space for negotiating 

identity and responding to the uncertainties of modern life. 

Furthermore, recent interdisciplinary approaches have expanded the analysis of 

this period by incorporating perspectives from cultural studies, sociology, and history. 

These studies suggest that American literature at the turn of the twentieth century 

played a crucial role in constructing national identity by reflecting diverse social 

experiences and cultural transformations. The existing body of research demonstrates 

that this transitional period was characterized by both the continuation of realist 

traditions and the emergence of new literary forms. However, further analysis is needed 

to fully understand how these developments collectively contributed to innovation and 
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the formation of American cultural identity—an objective that this study seeks to 

address. 

This study employs a qualitative, descriptive, and historical-analytical research 

design to examine American literature at the turn of the twentieth century, focusing on 

transition, innovation, and cultural identity formation. The research is based on the 

interpretation of primary literary texts and the critical analysis of secondary scholarly 

sources. The primary method used in this study is close textual analysis, which involves 

a detailed examination of selected works by key authors such as Henry James, Edith 

Wharton, and Theodore Dreiser. These texts are analyzed in terms of narrative 

structure, thematic development, stylistic features, and characterization. Particular 

attention is given to how these writers represent social change, psychological 

complexity, and cultural transformation. In addition, a historical-contextual approach 

is applied to situate literary works within the broader socio-economic developments of 

the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. This includes examining the effects 

of industrialization, urbanization, immigration, and changing class structures on 

literary production and thematic concerns. A comparative method is also used to 

identify the differences and continuities between realism, naturalism, and early 

modernist tendencies. This approach allows for a clearer understanding of how literary 

forms evolved during this transitional period and how innovation emerged within 

established traditions. Furthermore, the study incorporates secondary sources, 

including peer-reviewed journal articles, literary criticism, and historical research. 

These sources provide theoretical frameworks and scholarly interpretations that 

support the analysis of literary texts and contextual developments. This methodological 

framework enables a comprehensive examination of how American literature at the 

turn of the twentieth century reflects both literary innovation and cultural identity 

formation, while also highlighting the interaction between historical change and artistic 

expression. 

American literature at the turn of the twentieth century represents a period of 

profound transformation in both artistic expression and cultural consciousness. This 

era is characterized by a shift from the relatively stable conventions of realism and 

naturalism toward more experimental and psychologically complex forms of narrative. 

The works of Henry James, Edith Wharton, and Theodore Dreiser clearly illustrate this 

transitional literary landscape. One of the most significant developments of this period 

is the increasing focus on psychological depth and individual consciousness. In contrast 

to earlier realist traditions that emphasized external reality, writers such as Henry 

James explored the internal experiences of characters, particularly through the use of 

limited perspective and narrative ambiguity. This shift reflects a broader intellectual 

movement toward understanding human behavior as complex and subjective rather 

than purely objective. 
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Similarly, Edith Wharton’s works provide a critical examination of upper-class 

American society, highlighting the tension between social expectation and personal 

desire. Her narratives often reveal the restrictive nature of social structures, especially 

in relation to gender roles and class mobility. Through subtle characterization and 

detailed social observation, Wharton contributes to the development of psychological 

realism and social critique. In contrast, Theodore Dreiser represents a more 

deterministic and naturalistic approach. His novels depict individuals as being shaped 

by environmental forces, economic conditions, and biological impulses. This 

perspective reflects the influence of scientific thinking and social Darwinism, which 

were prominent during the early twentieth century. Dreiser’s works emphasize the 

struggle of individuals within an indifferent and often harsh society, thereby 

highlighting the limitations of human agency. Furthermore, this transitional period is 

marked by increasing experimentation in narrative form and structure. Traditional 

linear storytelling begins to give way to fragmented perspectives, shifting viewpoints, 

and symbolic representation. These innovations signal the early emergence of 

modernist techniques, which would later dominate twentieth-century literature. 

Another important aspect of this period is the changing representation of 

American cultural identity. Literature increasingly reflects the diversity and 

complexity of American society, shaped by industrialization, immigration, and 

urbanization. Writers begin to question established social norms and explore themes of 

alienation, identity crisis, and cultural fragmentation. The analysis demonstrates that 

American literature at the turn of the twentieth century was not a sudden break from 

tradition but rather a gradual and complex transformation. It involved the coexistence 

of realism, naturalism, and emerging modernist tendencies, each contributing to the 

evolution of literary form and cultural identity. 

In conclusion, American literature at the turn of the twentieth century represents 

a crucial transitional period characterized by innovation, experimentation, and the 

redefinition of cultural identity. This era reflects the gradual movement away from the 

established conventions of realism and naturalism toward more complex and 

psychologically driven narrative forms that later influenced modernist literature. The 

contributions of Henry James, Edith Wharton, and Theodore Dreiser demonstrate the 

diversity of literary responses to rapid social and cultural changes. While James 

emphasized psychological perception and narrative subjectivity, Wharton explored the 

constraints of social class and gender roles, and Dreiser highlighted deterministic 

forces shaping human behavior. Together, their works illustrate the complexity of this 

transitional literary landscape. Furthermore, this period shows that literary innovation 

was closely connected to broader historical processes such as industrialization, 

urbanization, immigration, and shifting social structures. These changes not only 

influenced thematic concerns but also encouraged new narrative techniques, including 
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fragmented perspectives and deeper psychological analysis. Importantly, the literature 

of this era contributed significantly to the formation of American cultural identity. By 

engaging with issues of individuality, social mobility, and cultural diversity, writers 

helped define what it meant to be American in a rapidly changing world. Literature 

became a space for negotiating identity and interpreting the challenges of modern life. 

Overall, this study confirms that the turn of the twentieth century was not merely 

a transitional phase but a foundational moment in the evolution of American literature. 

It laid the groundwork for modernist experimentation while preserving elements of 

realism and naturalism, thereby creating a rich and diverse literary tradition that 

continues to influence contemporary thought. 
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