Already while discussing Henry James and Edith Wharton we mentioned modernism – we said that they were its predecessors in their focus on an individual´s perception of reality even though they still saw their protagonists on a social scene of late 19 c. and confronted them with its petrified social values which were viewed as unproductive, inhibiting... (The Portrait of a Lady, Washington Square; The Age of Innocence – Have you seen any as a film?? In “The Other Two” by Wharton we read a portrait of higher middle class domestic life, into which the woman protagonist succeeds to get by marrying and remarrying men and thus climbing on the social ladder – ironic portrait of a moneyless woman´s only way how to raise her social status (in those times). However, as regards the focus on the individual psychology, it is also an ironic portrait of one wealthy man´s unpleasant loss of ignorance. 
Cultural and artistic modernism, and literary modernism as its part, is often understood as a direct reaction to the crisis of the old social order (viewed in one segment in Wharton´s and James´s works); often also as its rejection leading, however, to existential and reflexive uncertainty of individual people – or of heroes and heroines – and to a sense of disorientation. and, sometimes to an effort to recreate reality, to see and comprise it newly. This was the goal of varied modernist cultural, artistic and literary pursuits developing from the turn of the 19th and 20th centuries to (roughly) the 1930s. Many artists and writers worked in a subjectively experienced space and time and they tried to search new possibilities for expressing their experience or even for forging new reality itself. Therefore – the highly experimental character of cultural modernism.
Why was the world becoming confusing? Why was it seen in a deep crisis? Let´s now think in general about some aspects pertaining to the European sense of crisis:
- the development of science and technology became less and less comprehensible in its growing complexity to individual people; they may have felt even disempowered by it. Also a man´s (not to speak about a woman) individual power over the mechanisms of economic growth was becoming lesser and lesser while making them feel to be a particle driven by bigger forces. The world became more complicated, one could not understand all its aspects any more and felt weak. It was of course incomparable to the complexity of impersonal forces today, but it was its start...

- the development of science could and did threaten people´s religious faith. The evolutionary biology conceived by Charles Darwin´s On the Origin of Species (1859) was rightly understood as shattering the role of God the Creator. The loss of religion might have been a loss of important support for people and added to their uncertainty (the caricature of 1871 at Wiki; up to now some school districts in the US ban Darwin from schools) 

Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900), an internationally influential philosopher, undermined the hold of religion over people further, with his claim that God was dead, with his concept of Übermensch. Nietzsche posited the Übermensch as a goal for humanity to set for itself in his 1883 book Thus Spoke Zarathustra. 

Men and women learned about themselves from Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) who claimed a possibility to analyze human minds scientifically, and that might also have been profoundly bewildering... (to learn that all human psyche is a result of the sexual drive, libido...) It must have shattered the established ethical codes.

- Then came WWI, the mass catastrophe that effectively erased what was surviving from the old social order and its values. In this context, however, we have to have in mind that people of many European nations were originally enthusiastic about the war as a force of possible revival (nationalistic revival in a substantial degree). For some American intellectuals, taking part in this war was an idealistic effort to help spread democracy in the world (see Woodrow Wilson after 1917). The worse was the outcome. 
However, in the States at large the unprecedented economic growth of the late 19 c. that was concentrated in metropolitan areas could have been intoxicating and promised a new kind of existence full of new possibilities, a change to the better. The fast tempo of city life attracted many people and writers among them too. Urbanization of the turn of the centuries changed the United States and its changing society and culture were powerfully portrayed in literature, specifically in naturalist fiction (Stephen Crane, Theodore Dreiser) and in some modernist fiction and poetry of the authors of the so called Chicago Rennaisance (Sherwood Anderson, Edgar Lee Masters, Carl Sandburg).  

But quite a few American intellectuals and writers felt that they needed to leave the self-confident, narrow-minded USA, among them Ezra Pound, H.D. (Hilda Doolittle), Gertrude Stein who left the States for Europe still before the war. They are called modernist expatriates, or the “cosmopolitans”, and their work represented very important American contribution to the international and European modernism.
Some other writers, artists and intellectuals who took part in the fights of the 1st World War, initially enthusiastically, went through warfare as a shocking, absurd and murderous experience, found out that there were no noble goals in the war which only deepened the crisis of the Western world. They lived in Europe for various periods of time because they identified with the European experience – there was no way for America to imagine what the war caused in Europe: Ernest Hemingway and others of the Lost Generation (named by Getrude Stein).
However, there were other streams of modernism in the USA: the Harlem Renaissance and the Southern Renaissance.
