Let’s Talk About It: Picturing America 

Land of Opportunity

Recommended Reading

The following works are recommended for those who would like to continue reading and discussing books on this theme:

Drama Series

A collection of twentieth-century plays that explore American values, aspirations, and attitudes

Tennessee Williams, The Glass Menagerie
Despite her resolute optimism and persistent efforts to help her children attain a secure future, Amanda Wingfield finds the American Dream elusive. 

Arthur Miller, The Crucible
Written during the McCarthy era, Miller’s story of the 1692 witchcraft trials in Salem, Massachusetts, was intended to suggest parallels between seventeenth-century Puritan extremists and the witch hunt led by Senator Eugene McCarthy more than two-and-a-half centuries later.

Moisés Kaufman, The Laramie Project

Based on the brutal murder of a young gay man in Laramie, Wyoming, Kaufman’s play explores  the impact on the community of a vicious crime that forces people to re-examine their values. 

Charles Fuller, A Soldier’s Play
Winner of the 1982 Pulitzer Prize, this gripping drama set in 1944 on a segregated Army base in Louisiana follows the investigation into the murder of an unpopular black sergeant. 

Wendy Wasserstein, The Heidi Chronicles

This social satire unfolds as a series of scenes, from the 1960s to the 1980s, in the life of art historian Heidi Holland. The play won the 1989 Pulitzer for Drama and the Tony Award for Best Play.

War Series

Literature that examines the extent to which American ideals can survive the stresses and horror of wars fought to sustain those ideals

Stephen Crane, The Red Badge of Courage
An intense look at the brutality of the Civil War through the eyes of Henry Fielding, an eighteen-year-old volunteer in the Union Army. 

Ernest Hemingway, A Farewell to Arms
Set in Italy near the end of World War I, this tragic love story of an American ambulance driver and his English nurse presents the toll of war on individual human lives.

Charles Fuller, A Soldier’s Play

Winner of the 1982 Pulitzer Prize, this gripping drama set in 1944 on a segregated Army base in Louisiana follows the investigation into the murder of an unpopular black sergeant. 

Joseph Heller, Catch-22
A clever, darkly funny satire on the insanity of war (in this case, World War II) with an unforgettable cast of eccentric characters, at the center of which is the bewildered bombardier Yossarian. 

Tim O’Brien, The Things They Carried
A collection of linked stories about an American platoon in the Vietnam War. 

For Further Reading

John Dos Passos, Manhattan Transfer
John Cheever, Collected Stories
Kate Chopin, The Awakening
Stephen Crane, Maggie, a Girl of the Streets

Don DeLillo, White Noise

Theodore Dreiser, Sister Carrie
Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man
Louise Erdrich, The Bingo Palace
William Faulkner, As I Lay Dying

F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby
Chris Jordan, Running the Numbers: An American Self-Portrait
Jack Kerouac, On the Road

Harper Lee, To Kill a Mockingbird
Larry McMurtry, Lonesome Dove
Herman Melville, Moby-Dick
Flannery O’Connor, “The Displaced Person”

Richard Powers, The Echo Maker
Thomas Pynchon, The Crying of Lot 49

Richard Rodriguez, Hunger of Memory: The Education of Richard Rodriguez
Esmeralda Santiago, When I Was Puerto Rican
Upton Sinclair, The Jungle
John Steinbeck, Travels with Charley: In Search of America
Henry David Thoreau, “Civil Disobedience”

Mark Twain, Huckleberry Finn
John Updike, Rabbit Run
Edith Wharton, The House of Mirth
Richard Wright, Native Son
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