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Introduction

American  Literary  Canons  in  the  21st  Century: 

Uncovering  Hidden  Gems  explores  the  dynamic  and 

ever-evolving  nature  of  literary  canons,  with  a 

particular focus on the hidden gems and marginalized 

voices  that  have  shaped  American  literature.  This 

comprehensive  volume  delves  into  the  historical 

development of canons, the factors that influence their 

formation, and the ongoing debates surrounding their 

relevance and inclusivity.

Through in-depth analysis and compelling case studies, 

the  book  examines  the  complex  interplay  between 

literary merit, cultural values, and the power dynamics 

that shape what works are deemed worthy of inclusion 

1



in  the  canon.  It  challenges  traditional  notions  of 

literary  excellence  and  argues  for  a  more  expansive 

and representative understanding of American literary 

heritage.

The  book  also  shines  a  light  on  the  vibrant  literary 

landscape of  the 21st  century,  exploring the ways in 

which technology, globalization, and social movements 

are  reshaping  the  canon  and  creating  new 

opportunities  for  diverse  voices  to  be  heard.  It 

celebrates the rediscovery of forgotten authors, the rise 

of regional literature, and the emergence of new genres 

that are pushing the boundaries of literary expression.

At  the  heart  of  this  exploration  lies  the  work  of 

Elizabeth  Stoddard,  a  gifted  19th-century  American 

writer whose work was unjustly neglected for decades. 

The book examines Stoddard's life, her literary circles, 

and the controversial reception of her work, shedding 

light  on  the  factors  that  contributed  to  her 

marginalization.  It  analyzes  Stoddard's  powerful 
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insights into the human condition, her exploration of 

gender  roles,  and  her  critique  of  American  society 

during a period of profound change.

American  Literary  Canons  in  the  21st  Century: 

Uncovering Hidden Gems is an essential resource for 

scholars,  students,  and  anyone  interested  in  the 

fascinating world of literary canons. It is a timely and 

provocative  work  that  challenges  us  to  rethink  our 

assumptions  about  what  constitutes  great  literature 

and to  embrace a  more inclusive and representative 

understanding of our literary heritage.
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Book Description

American  Literary  Canons  in  the  21st  Century: 

Uncovering Hidden Gems explores the dynamic and 

ever-evolving  nature  of  literary  canons,  with  a 

particular focus on the hidden gems and marginalized 

voices  that  have  shaped  American  literature.  This 

comprehensive  volume  delves  into  the  historical 

development of canons, the factors that influence their 

formation, and the ongoing debates surrounding their 

relevance and inclusivity.

Through in-depth analysis and compelling case studies, 

the  book  examines  the  complex  interplay  between 

literary merit, cultural values, and the power dynamics 

that shape what works are deemed worthy of inclusion 

in  the  canon.  It  challenges  traditional  notions  of 

literary  excellence  and  argues  for  a  more  expansive 

and representative understanding of American literary 

heritage.
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The  book  also  shines  a  light  on  the  vibrant  literary 

landscape of  the 21st  century,  exploring the ways in 

which technology, globalization, and social movements 

are  reshaping  the  canon  and  creating  new 

opportunities  for  diverse  voices  to  be  heard.  It 

celebrates the rediscovery of forgotten authors, the rise 

of regional literature, and the emergence of new genres 

that are pushing the boundaries of literary expression.

At  the  heart  of  this  exploration  lies  the  work  of 

Elizabeth  Stoddard,  a  gifted  19th-century  American 

writer whose work was unjustly neglected for decades. 

The book examines Stoddard's life, her literary circles, 

and the controversial reception of her work, shedding 

light  on  the  factors  that  contributed  to  her 

marginalization.  It  analyzes  Stoddard's  powerful 

insights into the human condition, her exploration of 

gender  roles,  and  her  critique  of  American  society 

during a period of profound change.
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American  Literary  Canons  in  the  21st  Century: 

Uncovering Hidden Gems is an essential resource for 

scholars,  students,  and  anyone  interested  in  the 

fascinating world of literary canons. It is a timely and 

provocative  work  that  challenges  us  to  rethink  our 

assumptions  about  what  constitutes  great  literature 

and to  embrace a  more inclusive and representative 

understanding of our literary heritage.
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Chapter 1: Literary Canons: A Historical 

Perspective

1. The Entstehung of Literary Canons

The concept of a literary canon, a collection of works 

considered to be the most important and influential in 

a  particular  language  or  culture,  has  a  long  and 

complex  history.  The  earliest  known  canons  were 

created in ancient  Greece and Rome,  where scholars 

and critics compiled lists of works that they believed 

represented  the  best  of  their  respective  literary 

traditions.  These  canons  were  often  used  for 

educational purposes, as a way to introduce students to 

the great works of literature and to help them develop 

their own literary taste.

Over  time,  the  concept  of  the  canon  evolved  and 

changed.  In  the  Middle  Ages,  the  Church  played  a 

major  role  in  shaping  the  canon,  as  it  sought  to 

promote  works  that  were  consistent  with  its  own 
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religious and moral values. During the Renaissance and 

Enlightenment,  the  canon  was  expanded  to  include 

works from a wider range of authors and genres,  as 

well as works from other cultures.

In the 19th century, the concept of the canon began to 

be challenged by a number of factors, including the rise 

of new literary movements such as Romanticism and 

Realism,  the  increasing  availability  of  printed  books, 

and the growth of literacy rates. As a result, the canon 

became more fluid and contested, with different groups 

of  critics  and  scholars  proposing  their  own  lists  of 

canonical works.

In  the  20th  century,  the  debate  over  the  canon 

intensified,  as  feminist,  multiculturalist,  and 

postcolonial  critics  argued that  the  traditional  canon 

was too narrow and exclusive. These critics called for a 

more inclusive canon that would represent the voices 

of women, minorities, and other marginalized groups.
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The debate over the canon continues to this day, with 

no clear consensus on what works should be included. 

However,  the  concept  of  the  canon  remains  an 

important  one,  as  it  provides a  way to  organize and 

study  the  vast  body  of  literature  that  has  been 

produced throughout history.

The Role of Institutions in Canon Formation

The formation of  literary  canons  is  not  a  neutral  or 

objective process. Rather, it is a process that is shaped 

by a variety of social, cultural, and political factors. One 

of the most important factors in canon formation is the 

role of institutions.

Institutions  such  as  universities,  libraries,  and 

publishing  houses  play  a  major  role  in  determining 

which  works  are  considered  to  be  canonical. 

Universities,  for  example,  often  offer  courses  on 

canonical works, and they may also require students to 

read these works as part of their curriculum. Libraries, 

too, play a role in canon formation by making certain 
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works  more  accessible  to  readers.  And  publishing 

houses  can  influence  the  canon  by  deciding  which 

works to publish and promote.

The  role  of  institutions  in  canon  formation  is  not 

always a positive one. In some cases, institutions can be 

used  to  promote  a  narrow and exclusive  canon that 

does  not  represent  the  diversity  of  voices  in  a 

particular culture. However, institutions can also play a 

positive role in canon formation by promoting works 

that  are  challenging  and  thought-provoking,  and  by 

making  these  works  more  accessible  to  a  wider 

audience.

The Influence of Cultural Values on Canons

Another  important  factor  in  canon  formation  is  the 

influence  of  cultural  values.  The  works  that  are 

included  in  a  canon  are  often  those  that  reflect  the 

values of the culture in which they are produced. For 

example, in the United States, the canon of American 

literature has traditionally been dominated by works 
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that  celebrate  the  values  of  individualism,  freedom, 

and democracy.

The influence of cultural values on canons can be seen 

in the way that certain works are excluded from the 

canon. For example, works that are considered to be 

too  controversial  or  subversive  are  often  excluded 

from the canon. Similarly,  works that are written by 

women  or  minorities  are  often  excluded  from  the 

canon because they do not reflect the dominant values 

of the culture.

The  influence  of  cultural  values  on  canons  is  not 

always a negative one. In some cases, cultural values 

can help to ensure that the canon includes works that 

are  of  high  quality  and  that  reflect  the  best  of  a 

particular  culture.  However,  cultural  values  can also 

lead to the exclusion of works that are challenging or 

subversive, and that do not fit neatly into the dominant 

narrative of a particular culture.
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The Impact of Technology on Canonicity

The development of new technologies has also had a 

significant impact on the formation of literary canons. 

In the past, the canon was largely determined by the 

availability of printed books.  However,  the advent of 

new technologies such as the internet and e-books has 

made  it  possible  for  a  wider  range  of  works  to  be 

disseminated and read.

The impact  of  technology on canonicity  is  still  being 

felt.  It  is  possible  that  in  the  future,  the  canon  will 

become more fluid and contested, as new technologies 

make  it  possible  for  a  wider  range  of  voices  to  be 

heard.
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Chapter 1: Literary Canons: A Historical 

Perspective

2.  The  Role  of  Institutions  in  Canon 

Formation

Institutions  play  a  pivotal  role  in  the  formation and 

perpetuation  of  literary  canons.  These  institutions, 

which  include  universities,  publishing  houses,  and 

literary  societies,  act  as  gatekeepers,  determining 

which works  are  deemed worthy of  inclusion in  the 

canon and which are relegated to obscurity.

Universities,  through  their  curricula  and  research 

programs,  have  a  profound  influence  on  the 

development  of  literary  canons.  The  works  that  are 

taught  in  university  courses  and  the  scholars  who 

study  them  shape  the  perceptions  of  generations  of 

students  and scholars.  By  privileging  certain  authors 

and texts, universities contribute to the establishment 

of a literary hierarchy that marginalizes other voices.

13



Publishing houses also play a significant role in canon 

formation.  The  decisions  of  editors  and  publishers 

about which books to publish and promote can have a 

major impact on the visibility and reception of literary 

works.  Publishers  often  favor  works  that  align  with 

prevailing literary tastes and ideologies, which can lead 

to the exclusion of innovative or challenging works.

Literary societies and organizations can also influence 

the formation of canons. These groups, which include 

professional  organizations,  literary  clubs,  and  award 

committees, often advocate for particular authors and 

works.  By bestowing recognition and accolades upon 

certain  writers,  literary  societies  can  help  to  elevate 

their status and ensure their inclusion in the canon.

The role of institutions in canon formation is not static 

but evolves over time. As cultural values and literary 

tastes change, so too do the institutions that shape the 

canon.  In  recent  decades,  there  has  been  a  growing 

movement  to  challenge  traditional  canons  and  to 
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expand  the  literary  landscape.  This  movement  has 

been driven by  the  rise  of  new critical  theories,  the 

rediscovery  of  forgotten  authors,  and  the  increasing 

diversity of the American literary scene.

Despite  the  challenges  to  traditional  canons, 

institutions  continue  to  play  a  significant  role  in 

shaping the literary landscape.  By understanding the 

role  of  institutions  in  canon  formation,  we  can 

critically evaluate the works that are included in the 

canon  and  advocate  for  a  more  inclusive  and 

representative literary heritage.
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Chapter 1: Literary Canons: A Historical 

Perspective

3. The Influence of Cultural Values on Canons

Cultural values play a pivotal role in shaping literary 

canons.  They  influence  the  selection,  interpretation, 

and evaluation  of  literary  works,  determining  which 

texts are deemed worthy of  inclusion and which are 

marginalized  or  excluded.  This  influence  is  evident 

throughout  the  history  of  literary  canons,  from  the 

ancient Greeks to the present day.

In ancient Greece,  for example,  literary canons were 

closely  tied to  the cultural  values  of  the ruling elite. 

Works  that  celebrated  the  values  of  honor,  courage, 

and  patriotism  were  highly  valued,  while  those  that 

challenged  these  values  were  often  suppressed  or 

ignored. Similarly, in medieval Europe, literary canons 

were  shaped  by  the  values  of  the  Church,  which 
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promoted  works  that  reinforced  its  teachings  and 

discouraged those that deviated from them.

The influence of cultural values on canons continued 

into the modern era.  In the 19th century,  the rise of 

nationalism led to the creation of literary canons that 

celebrated the cultural heritage of individual nations. 

In  the  United States,  for  example,  the  literary  canon 

was dominated by works that reflected the values of 

the  American  Dream,  such  as  individualism,  self-

reliance, and optimism.

In the 20th century, the influence of cultural values on 

canons began to be challenged by a variety of factors, 

including  the  rise  of  modernism,  the  feminist 

movement,  and  the  civil  rights  movement.  These 

movements  argued  that  traditional  canons  were  too 

narrow and exclusive, and they called for the inclusion 

of  works  by  women,  minorities,  and  other 

marginalized groups. As a result, literary canons have 

become more diverse and inclusive in recent decades, 
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although the influence of cultural values continues to 

shape their formation.

Today, cultural values remain a significant factor in the 

formation  of  literary  canons.  However,  they  are  no 

longer  the  sole  determinant  of  what  works  are 

included.  Other  factors,  such  as  literary  merit, 

historical significance, and popular appeal, also play a 

role.  As  a  result,  literary  canons  are  constantly 

evolving,  reflecting  the  changing  values  and 

perspectives of society.
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This extract presents the opening three 

sections of the first chapter.

Discover the complete 10 chapters and 

50  sections  by  purchasing  the  book, 

now available in various formats.
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Discover the complete 10 chapters and 
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