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ABSTRACT 
 

 American poetry has evolved with the passage of time reflecting the changes taking 

place on social, political and cultural fronts. The two world wars left indelible prints on 

American poetry and this paper traces the major events since World War I and links the 

impact of major political developments with the works of major American poets.  
 

 Poetry is a form of literature that employs literary devices such as rhyme, rhythm, meter 

and verse to express emotions and feelings. It has been the most popular form of literature 

since times immemorial. Being the earliest form of literature, it has enjoyed immense 

reverence as an art form. Poetry has undergone changes in its theme, style and construction 

but it has always fulfilled its function either as a medium of delight and instruction or as a 

reflection of society.  
 

 James Fenton quotes W. H Auden in his book while describing the function of poetry, 

“The primary function of poetry, as of all the arts, is to make us more aware of ourselves 

and the world around us” (Fenton). Poetry has always been influenced by social, political 

and economic conditions as it is an imitation of life. Although poetry is mostly viewed as 

passive, imaginative and as a symbol of empty talk and politics is viewed as persuasive yet 

the connection between the two cannot be denied. American poetry has been greatly 

influenced by the political events of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. 
 

 The twentieth century was a period of great transformation for the United States of 

America and some historians have rightly termed it as the American century. It began the 

century as a rural country but emerged as the world leader with an exceptional industrial 

sector and mighty military power. It was the century where America gave up its policy of 

isolation and entered world politics and within a few years emerged as an indisputable 

political leader.  
 

 American poetry was shaped by the developments on the political front and in turn 

shaped the sensibilities of the public. Poetry aided African Americans in the quest for civil 

rights. It helped to bring the suppression of women to the forefront. It raised the voice 

against the materialistic attitude of the public. It encouraged the soldiers on the war fronts 

and also gave a voice to the suffering of soldiers. The first major political event that 

influenced American poetry in the twentieth century is World War I. 
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 World War I (1914-1919) engulfed Europe for almost five years and extinguished more 

than ten million flames of life. America’s neutral stance in the deadliest war came to an 

end with a sunk ship and it entered the infernal battlefield in 1917. The war that was fought 

to put an end to the previous conflicts ironically prepared the ground for World War II. The 

carnage associated with the War of Attrition scarred the American psyche as the horrific 

details influenced American poets to pen the viciousness of mass manslaughter.  
 

 American poetry was alive to the atrocities committed during the Great War and poets 

like Florence Earle Coates, Alan Seeger, Herbert Kaufman recount the horrors of World 

War I in their poems. Alan Seeger highlights the fragility of life in a war zone in his poem 

I Have a Rendezvous with Death. Seeger enlisted himself in the military to fight the 

enemies of America and France and laid his life for the purpose. The poem gives voice to 

the enthusiasm of a young soldier whose optimistic belief in his mission encourages him 

to welcome his death with open arms. He writes, “When Spring trips north again this year, 

/ And I to my pledged word am true, / I shall not fail that rendezvous” (Rittenhouse). His 

youthful ambition and belief in the nobility of war were shared by many men of his age at 

the beginning of the war but these ideals received a sharp blow as the war continued its 

brutalities.  
 

 Seeger’s idealism is countered in the poetry of Herbert Kaufman. It is estimated that an 

average of 6,500 people lost their lives each day during World War I. Such figures make it 

one of the deadliest battles on the face of the earth. In the poem, The Hell Gate of Soissons 

Kaufman writes, “Ten we count—ten who ventured unquailing—ten there were—and ten 

are no more!.” He describes a battlefield where soldiers lose life in quick succession 

highlighting the staggering death toll of the war. 
 

 American society was left in shambles after World War I. A vast majority of people 

who left for the war front did not come back. The increased death toll disillusioned 

American society and poets began to question the nature of patriotism that engulfed 

hundreds of lives. Those who came back after the war could not fit in the social setup. The 

writers and poets of the post-war era declared themselves to be the “Lost Generation”. 

Alienation from society and dearth of faith defined this generation. The pre-war values that 

these writers believed in became irrelevant after the war. The poem Killed Paive--July 8—

1918 by Ernest Hemingway depicts the toll of war on him as a soldier in particular and on 

American society in general.  
 

Desire and all the sweet pulsing aches and gentle hurtings that were 

you, are gone into the sullen dark.      (Hemingway) 
 

 Hemingway comments on the effects of war and describes it as a futile act that brings 

misery and exploitation. He also highlights the loss of innocence that accompanies war. 

Being in a war zone, a soldier experiences extreme cruelty and loses his innocence. His 

poems and novels are mostly set in the backdrop of wars and the setting enables him to 

highlight the futility of war. 
 

 World War I saw the loss of millions of lives but it also fueled the process of 

Industrialization, with the emergence of a mechanized world the attitudes of people began 

to change. A large number of people left the rural environment and moved to an urban 

setting. The cities became extremely populated and the individuals felt isolated and alone 
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in overcrowded cities. As people became more self-centred, the focus in poetry shifted 

from society to individuals. Poets came up with new forms of writing to describe a changed 

world. The poetry reflects the anxiety and hopelessness of people in a post-war world. 
 

 The poems of this period reflect an individual’s futile struggle to find his place and 

purpose in a chaotic society. The atrocities committed during the war made poets question 

the existence of God. The loss of faith was expressed in fragmented sentences. Notable 

American modernist poets include Ezra Pound, Robert Frost, Wallace Stevens. Wallace 

Stevens (1879–1955) explored the theme of the difference between ideal and reality in his 

poems. The outer world and the inner world of a human being was devastated because of 

the wars. Anxiety, restlessness and materialism became the primary characteristics of this 

age. 
 

 Robert Frost (1874-1963) does not write about the political and social problems 

explicitly but uses pastoral images to implicitly talk about the changing social environment. 

Frost’s poem Nothing Gold Can Stay depicts a state where perfection cannot survive. 

Though America emerged as a world leader after World War I but it came with an 

expensive price tag. Urbanization and industrialization resulted in alienation. The isolation 

of modern man is deftly depicted in the poems Bereft and Acquainted with the Night where 

indifference of people and hostility of Nature aggravate the feeling of isolation. “Word I 

was in my life alone” (Frost). This line from the poem Bereft conveys a threatening image 

of complete and absolute isolation. The poem Acquainted with the Night highlights the 

indifference of people towards each other. The speaker in the poem hears “an uninterrupted 

cry” from a house across the street but ignores it and continues his stroll. People in the 

society were motivated by materialist goals and showed little or no concern for their fellow 

human beings as depicted in the poem. 
 

 Another poem The Death of the Hired Man is a dialogue between husband and wife. 

The husband is a product of capitalism and treats people based on the monetary value 

attached to them. His wife, on the other hand, is emotional and untouched by the vice of 

capitalistic society. Silas, in the poem, represents millions of workers who were victimized 

in a modern capitalistic society. Like many workers, he is discarded by society in his old 

age. “At his age for the little he can do?” (Frost).  
 

 The poem represents the difficulty of communication in the modern age. Set in rural 

background, the poem is written in free verse and breaks down in dialogues periodically. 

Frost highlights the changing attitude of society where isolation and loneliness prevail. As 

he highlights the breakdown of society the poem breaks down into dialogues that stand 

apart from the verse of the poem.  
 

 Ezra Pound (1885–1972) was the most controversial contributor to modern poetry. He 

experimented with his style and laid the foundation of Imagism in poetry. Imagist poetry 

tends to be brief, precise, and use free verse. Pound began writing The Cantos during World 

War I and expressed his opinions about politics, economics, history and religion. Pound 

was a fearless supporter of Mussolini and raised his voice against the economic system of 

America. During the Second World War, he broadcasted his ideas because of which he was 

arrested.  
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 Pound comments that financial gains motivate countries to wage wars. The weapon 

industries play a major role in pushing a country in a war field. “War, one after another, / 

Men start ’em who couldn’t put up a good hen-roost.” He blames bankers, economists for 

pushing countries into war.  
 

 The belief that nothing could be deadlier than World War I received a massive shock 

with the eruption of World War II. The devastating war cost the lives of 25 million soldiers 

and 55 civilian lives were lost in one of the deadliest conquests of power. The war 

influenced sensitive poets of America to compose poetry on the issue. Stanley Kunitz, 

Randall Jarrell, Ezra Pound, T.S. Eliot and Robert Lowell were among the few who wrote 

about the consequences of World War II. 
 

 World War I had taught the lesson that conflict cannot bring a solution. The poets of 

this era regret the unfortunate and disastrous second world war. It was a period of turmoil 

and trauma. The foundations of human relationships were shaken as a result. The use of 

the nuclear bomb and the beginning of the Cold War made the poets move away from 

society to individualism.  
 

 World War II followed World War I in quick succession. There were a lot of changes 

taking place in the world. World War II ended but prepared ground for the Cold War. The 

emergence of media and its influence on the public also changed society. New 

technological advances such as inexpensive photo prints made it easier for young poets to 

publish their work. With the rise of advances in technology, the hazards that it accompanied 

also became evident. Poetry became a tool to highlight the negative effects of technology 

on society.  
 

 A multitude of styles emerged after World War II. Some were regional and some were 

associated with famous schools or poets. American poetry was decentralized and richly 

varied post World War II. Some poets wrote poetry in traditional form while some 

experimented with new forms. 
 

 Traditional poets like Richard Wilbur, John Crowe Ransom, Allan Tate and Richard 

Eberhart used traditional form and diction to compose poetry. Richard Wilbur (1921) 

combined the use of meter and rhyme with paradoxes and his poems had a musical quality. 

He took inspiration from Milton and Donne. Wilbur fought in the Second World War and 

composed poems during his service. Composing poetry in rhyme and meter provided him 

with stability and discipline in the midst of nightmarish chaos. Poetry for Richard Wilbur 

was a medium for delight and instruction. In his poem Still Citizen Sparrow he challenges 

society’s notion about vulture and presents it as a positive entity. He urges people to judge 

people based on their work rather than their status. 
 

 Traditional poets used rhetoric, aesthetically pleasing rhyme and rhythm, wits, puns 

and literary allusions. Although many traditional poets used rhyme and meter the themes 

and tone were not necessarily traditional. Gwendolyn Brooks (1917-2000) was one of the 

renowned traditional poets who wrote about the teething troubles of living in urban slums. 

In her poem Kitchenette Building she questions “how / could a dream send up through / 

onion fumes / Its white and violet, fight with / fried potatoes / And yesterday's garbage 

ripening / in the hall” (Brooks). The filth of overpopulated cities is symbolic of the loss of 

purity and innocence. 
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 Many poets, including Brooks, Robert Lowell, Robert Penn Warren and Adrienne Rich 

started writing poetry using traditional form and meter but abandoned this style and moved 

to experimental poetry. Robert Lowell (1917-1977) changed his poetic style after the 

poetry of Allen Ginsberg's and Gary Snyder surfaced and gained popularity. Lowell felt 

that his poems were too traditional and rhetorical as compared to the poetry of Ginsberg 

and Snyder so he revised his style. He once said, “My own poems seemed like prehistoric 

monsters dragged down into a bog and death by their ponderous armor” (Lowell). 
 

 Experimental poetry has been associated with movements like imagism, surrealism, 

symbolism, dadaism, futurism and so forth. Imagist poets use free verse and precise images 

which adds to the clarity of expression like Ezra Pound in his poem “In a Station of the 

Metro.” Other notable imagist poets include Ezra Pound. Ford Madox Ford and Hilda 

Doolittle. Surrealism surfaced in the U.S. during the Vietnam War and it uses surreal 

images to express the unconscious. Poetry composed during Vietnam War took up 

humanity as its subject matter. It exposed the futility of war and its nightmarish effect on 

human psychology. Merwin's poem When the War is Over in his book The Lice ironically 

expresses the pointlessness of war.  
 

When the war is over we will be proud of course the air will be good 

for breathing at last the water will have been improved.  (Merwin) 

 

 W.H. Auden (1907–1973) became an American citizen in 1946 and was deeply affected 

by the destruction caused by World War II. He is well known for his political views. His 

book “Age of Anxiety” is a commentary on the bleak and grim reality of post-war world. 

It comments on the faithless society that resulted in loneliness and isolation of individuals. 

His poem Say This City Has a Million Souls is a satire on religious and political 

discrimination. The Jews who migrated to America were treated in an inhumane manner. 

A land as vast as America could not accept refugees. Saw a poodle in a jacket fastened 

with a pin, / Saw a door opened and a cat let in: / But they weren't German Jews, my dear, 

but they weren't German Jews (Auden). The poem highlights the misery of people who are 

displaced because of political intolerance. 
 

 World War I changed the European map forever, mighty empires of Russia and Austria-

Hungary were demolished and new countries emerged. American geographical map was 

not affected by the map but it was the social map of the country that changed. America 

needed able-bodied white men on the battlefield so the services of women and African 

Americans were utilized in factories. World War I also provided African Americans with 

a chance to take up jobs that were held by whites before the war.  
 

 This new development provided African Americans with a chance to reevaluate their 

social position. Harlem, a district of New York became the nucleus of African Americans 

as the vast majority of blacks left Southern America to settle in the North following Jim 

Crow Laws. Spanning from the 1920s to the mid of 1930s, Harlem Renaissance was a 

movement that asserted the new identity of black through literature and arts. This 

movement provided African Americans to express their identity through art. Its core was 

summed up by Alain Locke in 1926 when he affirmed that through art, Negro life has a 

chance for self-determination and group expression. Harlem movement became the 



The Influence of Politics on American Poetry of the Twentieth…. 306 

epicentre of a spiritual coming of age in which Locke’s New Negro transformed social 

disillusionment to race pride (Staff). 
 

 The enchanting American dream promised, “a land in which life should be better and 

richer and fuller for everyone, with opportunity for each according to ability or 

achievement” (Adams). America, the land of opportunity, excluded African Americans 

from this dream and with the emergence of this new movement, they demanded a share in 

this dream. Claude McKay, Langston Hughes and Countee Cullen were some of the 

prominent poets of the movement. Langston Hughes (1902-1967) was among the leading 

poets of the Harlem Renaissance and through his poems he highlighted the prejudice faced 

by the people of his race. His poem Mother to Son narrates the discrimination faced by a 

black mother because of her race. She encourages her son to strive hard and adds that her 

own life has been full of problems. “And life for me ain't been no crystal stair” (Hughes). 

He used vernacular to convey the needs and feelings of his fellow African Americans. His 

poetry aimed at achieving a dignified status for the darker skin people and highlighted their 

strength, intellect and endurance. The movement enabled African Americans to showcase 

their talent and this gave them a chance to be thought of as artists rather than slaves.  
 

 Claude McKay (1889–1948) was also a prominent figure in the Harlem Renaissance. 

His poems challenged the de facto authority of Whites over Blacks. Though born in 

Jamaica, he made America his second home and settled in Harlem. He loved his new home 

but hated it for the social injustice. His ambiguous relationship with America is expressed 

in the poem America. He writes, 
 

“Although she feeds me bread of bitterness and sinks into my throat 

her tiger's tooth Stealing my breath of life, I will confess I love this 

cultured hell that tests my youth!”         (McKay) 
 

 He loves the country for the “priceless treasures” (McKay) that it has to offer but the 

country also sinks “her tiger's tooth” in his throat. He argued that America does not let any 

man forget his race and each individual is respected or disrespected for his whiteness or 

the lack of it. In his book Letters from Langston he wrote, “The Negro in America is not 

permitted for one minute to forget his color, his skin or his race” (Hughes, Louise and 

Marylouis).  
 

 Countee Cullen (1903-1946) joined Hughes and McKay in their task of exposing the 

dire living conditions of African Americans. One of his most effective poems Incident 

portrays a young boy who is black and is reminded of his race by a white boy who addresses 

him as a “nigger.” The “incident” has such a bearing upon the youngster that the disgrace 

is all that he remembers. “Of all the things that happened there / That's all that I remember” 

(Cullen). Racism was so prevalent in The United States of America that even young 

children were aware of this distinction. A boy of eight years only remembers the word 

“nigger” when he recounts his visit to Baltimore.  
 

 Harlem Renaissance gave a new identity to African Americans. It encouraged them to 

take pride in their own identity. It reminded the people that they should not be ashamed of 

their skin colour. With the crash of Wall Street in 1929, Harlem Renaissance also crashed 

but it awakened blacks to acquire the rights which they deserved. The poor economic 
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conditions brought an end to the movement but it laid the foundation for later movements 

of civil rights and Negritude movement. 
 

 American Civil War abolished slavery and emancipated the African American  

slaves. Slavery was abolished and civil rights were granted as a result of the Civil War but 

deep-rooted social discriminations still divided the two races in America. African 

Americans’ years-long demand for equal rights took the form of the Civil Rights 

Movement during the 1950s. This movement brought their demand for the status of  

equal citizens to the forefront. It was a peaceful movement that aimed at achieving a society 

free of racial shackles.  
 

 The U.S Constitution granted civil rights to African Americans but these people 

continued to live like second citizens. Their skin colour prevented them from achieving the 

position of first-class citizens. The supremacy of Whites continued and Blacks were 

oppressed despite the safeguard provided by the Constitution. 
 

 African Americans were not allowed to socialize with the Whites in Southern regions. 

Such discriminations were deep-rooted in the American society of the 20th Century. These 

social restrictions deprived African Americans of the South of decent jobs and good 

educational and medical facilities.  
 

 This attitude resulted in protest poetry and poets wrote poems to highlight racial 

oppression. Frances Ellen Watkins Harper’s poem Aunt Chloe’ Politics gives voice to the 

social pressures that the Blacks suffered from. The simpleton Blacks were either 

manipulated, blackmailed or forced by politicians to vote for them. They were given the 

right to vote but they could not acquire the freedom to choose. The poem is a monologue 

of a black American woman who narrates the political pressures she has to live with. “And 

this buying up each other / Is something worse than mean, / Though I thinks a heap of 

voting, / I go for voting clean” (Harper). 
 

 The poem uses colloquial language and it draws the attention of the reader. It also 

highlights the moral goodness of the woman and presents her as a citizen who is alive to 

her responsibilities. The woman represents her race and the poem suggests that a morally 

upright person should not be subjected to racial prejudice. 
 

 The 1940s brought the advent of Gwendolyn Brooks (1917-2000) and Margaret 

Walker, both of whom wrote poetry about social discrimination. Brooks was an African 

American herself and wrote about the difficulties faced by the blacks. In A Street  

in Bronzeville she writes about the hopeful blacks who migrated to South America in  

hopes of having a better life. To their dismay, the South treated them the same as the North 

did.  
 

 Margaret Walker (1915-1998) was one of the young poets to write about the issue. She 

wrote about the hopeless state of her fellow African Americans and encouraged the people 

to change their lot. She wanted them to carve a new destiny for themselves and believe in 

their struggle. In her poem For My People, she encourages blacks to carve a new destiny 

for themselves. She writes,  
 

  



The Influence of Politics on American Poetry of the Twentieth…. 308 

Let a second generation full of courage issue forth; let a people 

loving freedom come to growth. Let a beauty full of healing and a 

strength of final clenching be the pulsing in our spirits and our 

blood. Let the martial songs be written, let the dirges disappear. Let 

a race of men now rise and take control.        (Walker) 
 

 The poetry of Amiri Baraka (1934-2014) emerged during the 1960s. He was a political 

activist in addition to being a poet and a teacher. He shared the sentiments of Beat poets 

and raised concern for the rights of African Americans. He was aggressive in his writings 

and wanted his poems to pierce the whites.  
 

 The poetry of the twentieth-century revealed social and political discriminations 

prevalent in America. The poems written during the mid of the century motivated blacks 

to take pride in their identity. A lot of new poets emerged during this time and most of 

them were African Americans.  
 

 Beat poetry evolved during the 1940s and gained momentum in the 1950s. Post-war 

poets like Allen Ginsberg, Gary Snyder, Lawrence Ferlinghetti and Gregory Corso laid the 

foundation of Beat poetry. These poets questioned mainstream politics and culture and 

authority. They wrote against materialistic attitudes in American society. The poets 

composed poetry in free verse and took interest in Eastern religion and meditation. The 

poetry of Beat poetics laments the loss of innocence and values of American society. Allen 

Ginsberg’s Howl is the most influential poem of this movement. 
 

 When the services of men were needed at the war front during the two world wars, 

women took up jobs that were traditionally held by men. Women provided the workforce 

needed in the industries during World War I. It was not just the factories where the services 

of women were needed, they also took up the jobs of railway guards, bus conductors, postal 

workers, clerks and so forth. They put in the same amount of work as men did but received 

low wages as compared to men. They also worked as nurses on the battlefields. With new 

opportunities on the horizon, women wanted a continuation of their roles even after the 

war.  
 

 After World War II women’s demand for equal working conditions gained momentum 

and was reflected in the poetry of that time. Many prolific female poets of the 1960s up to 

the present time have written about the consequence of being a woman in a society dictated 

by patriarchal laws.  
 

 Maya Angelou (1928- 2014) a well-known poet, author and civil rights activist wanted 

women to be considered equal to men based on their abilities. Her poems have been praised 

for the beautiful depiction of women, their strength and their spirit. Through her poems, 

she wanted people to accept the important role women can play in society if given a chance. 

She wanted society to acknowledge the services of women. She conveyed “How important 

it is for us to recognize and celebrate our heroes and she-roes!.” 
 

 In her poem “Phenomenal Woman” Angelou presents a confident woman who has 

more accomplishments than just being a beautiful face. Her poem “I Know Why the Caged 

Bird Sings” describes the feelings of her younger self who is not just a female but also an 

African American living in a society segregated by race. The women have high aspirations 

but society created hindrance. The caged bird which is symbolic of women has so many 
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dreams but he is denied a voice, “his wings are clipped and his feet are tied / so he opens 

his throat to sing” (Angelou). Despite the social restriction, the bird hopes for a better future 

where equality prevails. 
 

 Adrienne Rich (1929-2012) is one of the most influential feminist poets who wrote 

extensively about the need for equal rights for women. Evaluation of awareness among 

women was one of the most prominent developments of the 20th century. It was as a result 

of this awareness that the concept of feminism developed. It was a reaction against the 

patriarchal social order. In an essay, Rich defines a patriarchal society as one in which, 

“males are dominant and determine what part female shall and shall not play, and in which 

capabilities assigned to women are relegated generally to the mystic and aesthetic, and 

excluded from the practical and political realms” (Rich).  
 

 Adrienne Rich has written several poems on women. Her poem “Planetarium” is about 

a 19th-century female astronomer who seeks an independent identity in a society where 

women are suppressed. She presents the woman as an instrument who is trying to figure 

out her place in the world. Her poems show her deep commitment to the cause of women. 

In the poem, Aunt Jennifer’s Tigers she writes about a woman who has lived her life 

according to the rules set by her husband. She is a creative woman who has the artistic 

ability to express her deepest desire of freedom into a piece of art. All her life she had to 

live under “massive weight of Uncle's wedding band” and has no confidence in herself. 

Her pathetic state would continue to haunt her even after her death as Rich writes, “When 

Aunt is dead, her terrified hands will lie / Still ringed with ordeals she was mastered by” 

(Rich).  
 

 The poem highlights the oppression of women. They had no artistic freedom to express 

themselves. The domestic responsibilities burdened them and they were not given any 

importance or respect for their duties. Rich wanted equal opportunities for women in 

society.  
 

 Sylvia Plath (1932–1963) is another dynamic poet who advocates the need for women 

rights. In her collection of poems Ariel she adopts a feminist perspective and focuses on 

the necessity of equal rights and opportunities for women. She stresses the importance of 

the assertion of women’s identity in a male-dominated world.  
 

 World War I decided the course for the twentieth century and the collapse of the World 

Trade Center mapped out the direction in which twenty-first century would head. On 

September 11, 2001, two planes flew into the twin towers killing 3000 civilians and 400 

firefighters and police officers. America was under attack and the country decided to wage 

a war against terror. George W. Bush in his televised address stated, “Terrorist attacks can 

shake the foundations of our biggest buildings, but they cannot touch the foundation of 

America. These acts shatter steel, but they cannot dent the steel of American resolve” 

(Staff). U.S. government and the media motivated people to support the military in their 

war against terror. 
 

 America’s declaration of war on terror divided the world into pro and anti-America 

groups. U.S. troops invaded Afghanistan after a month of 9/11 and Iraq in 2003. Millions 

of U.S. soldiers have been deployed in Afghanistan and Iraq to dismantle Al-Qaida and 
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Saddam Hussain’s regime respectively. Many lost their lives on the mission and those who 

made it out alive suffered from post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) or depression. 
 

 The incident influenced poets to compose poetry on the unfortunate terrorist attack. 

“People read poems. People I know, they read poetry to ease the shock and pain, give them 

a kind of space, something beautiful in language” (Delillo). Poetry provided people with a 

catharsis. Poets wrote patriotic poems in quick succession. Toni Morrison’s The Dead of 

September 11, Tony Beyer, In the Wake of America, Billy Collins The Names are the few 

poems that celebrate the sacrifice of those who lost their lives and pay homage to victims 

of 9/11.  
 

 The American public took refuge in poetry. By February 2002, more than 2500 poems 

about 9/11 were published on poem.com. In addition to publishing poetry on websites and 

magazines, people tapped poems on their windows and cars. Poetry took the center stage 

and poems were composed on pain, patriotism, faith and revenge. (The Poetry Of 9/11 And 

Its Aftermath).  
 

 Martín Espada’s poem “Alabanza: In Praise of Local 100” pays homage to the 

restaurant workers who were killed in the attack. The poem pays homage to the workers 

who had nationalities other than American. The poet does not concentrate only on the 

suffering of American nationals but talks about those who were neglected. “hear the chant 

of nations: / Ecuador, México, Republica Dominicana, / Haiti, Yemen, Ghana, Bangladesh. 

/ Alabanza” (Espada). The poem includes the victims of 9/11 and also the victims of 

America’s invasion of Afghanistan. An Afghan appears in the closing lines of the poem 

who seeks solace in music as it is all they are left with. 
 

 Amiri Baraka wrote one of the most controversial poems on the topic Somebody Blew 

Up America in which he claimed that the Jews knew about the terrorist attacks. “Who knew 

the World Trade Center was gonna get bombed / Who told 4000 Israeli workers at the Twin 

Towers” (Baraka). He calls America an exploiter that brought destruction upon itself 

through its foreign policy.  
 

 Americans began to perceive Muslims as terrorists after the attack. Arab American 

writers begin to pen poems to present Muslims as tolerant people who were as disturbed 

because of the attack as non-Muslim Americans. Suheir Hammad’s poem First Writing 

Since is an attempt to break the stereotypical image of Muslims. The poem argues that it is 

wrong and insensitive to judge an entire race by the actions of a few people. In addition to 

the writings of Hammad, Naomi Shihab Nye, Sam Hazo and Lawrence Joseph are among 

the other poets who present a moderate image of the Muslims. 
 

 Invasion of Iraq and Afghanistan is also captured in American poetry. Poets like 

Adrienne Rich, Gillian Clarke, Curtis D Bennet and David Krieger are among the few who 

wrote against Bush’s policy of invading the two countries. Rich’s poem Wait reflects on 

the futility of the lawless invasion. The Children of Iraq Have Names by Krieger describes 

the pitiful condition of Iraqi children and arouses sympathy in the heart of the reader. “The 

children of Iraq have hearts that pound / They are not meant to be statistics of war” 

(Krieger). 
 

 Aristotle claimed that all art is an imitation of life (Aristotle). It reflects the social, 

political and economic trends and their consequence on the psychology and behaviour of 
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people. The influence of politics on poetry cannot be denied. American poetry cannot be 

isolated from its political aspect. It has raised a voice against brutal political policies, 

penned the misery of displacement, created and removed prejudices and inspired people to 

revolt against social oppression and inequalities. As Adrienne Rich said, 
 

It hardly matters if the poet has fled into expatriation, emigrated 

inwardly, looked toward Europe or Asia for models, written 

stubbornly of the terrible labor conditions underpinning wealth, 

written from the microcosm of the private existence, written as 

convict or aristocrat, as lover or misanthrope: all our work has 

suffered from the destabilizing national fantasy, the rupture of 

imagination implicit in our history.         (Rich) 
 

 American poetry flourished during the twentieth century as it catered to the needs of 

people. It became a medium of hope, provided an escape, expressed the anxiety and became 

a platform of revolt. It is affected by the trends of politics and in turn, changes the political 

sensibilities of people. From modern to postmodern and from traditional to experimental, 

American poetry has undergone many changes and has witnessed the transformation of the 

country from agricultural land to an industrial giant and a world leader. 
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