realism and naturalism in american
literature

Realism and naturalism in American literature represent two pivotal movements
that emerged in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, providing a faithful
depiction of life and human behavior. These literary movements sought to
break away from the romanticism that had previously dominated the literary
landscape, offering instead a more grounded and often unvarnished view of
reality. This article delves into the key features, historical context, major
authors, and lasting impact of realism and naturalism in American literature.

Understanding Realism

Realism emerged as a reaction against the idealized portrayals of life found
in romantic literature. It sought to provide an accurate representation of
everyday life, focusing on the mundane and often harsh realities that
individuals face. Realist writers aimed to depict ordinary characters in
ordinary situations, emphasizing common experiences rather than extraordinary
events.

Key Characteristics of Realism

The realism movement is characterized by several distinct features:

e Detailed Descriptions: Realist writers employed meticulous descriptions
to ground their narratives in a believable world.

e Ordinary Characters: The protagonists in realist literature are
typically everyday people, such as farmers, workers, and small-town
citizens.

e Social Commentary: Realism often includes commentary on social issues,
including class struggles, economic hardship, and moral dilemmas.

e Psychological Depth: Characters are usually well-developed, with complex
motivations and inner conflicts that reflect real human emotions.

Historical Context of Realism

Realism began to take shape in the United States during the Civil War era,
gaining momentum in the post-war period. The war had profoundly impacted
American society, leading to a desire for authenticity in literature. Writers
sought to explore the human condition in a rapidly changing world, marked by
industrialization, urbanization, and shifts in social norms.



Major Authors of Realism

Several key authors are associated with the realism movement:

1. Mark Twain - Often considered the father of American realism, Twain's
works, such as "The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn," capture the complexities
of American life along the Mississippi River, addressing themes of race,
identity, and morality.

2. Henry James - Known for his psychological realism, James focused on the
inner lives of his characters, particularly in works like "The Portrait of a
Lady."

3. William Dean Howells - A leading advocate for realism, Howells emphasized

the importance of social issues in his works, including "The Rise of Silas
Lapham."

4. Kate Chopin - Chopin's short stories and novels, such as "The Awakening,"
explore the lives of women in the late 19th century, highlighting themes of
identity and autonomy.

Exploring Naturalism

Naturalism, a subset of realism, took the movement a step further by
incorporating elements of determinism and a more scientific approach to
literature. Naturalist writers viewed human behavior as a product of heredity
and environment, emphasizing the influence of social conditions and
biological factors on individuals.

Key Characteristics of Naturalism

Naturalism is defined by several core characteristics:

e Determinism: Naturalists believed that individuals are shaped by their
environment and biological makeup, which often limits their choices and
freedoms.

e Survival of the Fittest: Influenced by Darwinian theories, naturalist
literature often depicts characters struggling against harsh conditions,
illustrating the concept of survival.

e Scientific Approach: Naturalist writers employed a more empirical
approach, using observation and research to inform their narratives.

e Focus on the Lower Classes: Naturalism frequently highlights the lives

of the impoverished and marginalized, exploring the impact of poverty
and social injustice.

Historical Context of Naturalism

Naturalism emerged in the late 19th century as a reaction to the constraints
of realism. As the scientific method gained prominence in various fields,



writers sought to apply these principles to literature. This period coincided
with significant social changes, including urbanization, industrialization,
and the rise of social movements advocating for workers' rights and social
reform.

Major Authors of Naturalism

The naturalism movement boasts several notable authors:

1. Stephen Crane - His work "The Red Badge of Courage" exemplifies naturalism
through its exploration of the psychological effects of war on soldiers.
2. Frank Norris - Known for novels like "McTeague," Norris depicted the harsh

realities of life in urban settings and the impact of capitalism on
individuals.

3. Theodore Dreiser - His works, including "Sister Carrie," illustrate the
struggles of individuals seeking success in a competitive society, often
highlighting the grim realities of urban life.

4. Jack London - In novels like "The Call of the Wild," London explores
themes of survival and the brutality of nature, emphasizing the instinctual
drives of his characters.

The Lasting Impact of Realism and Naturalism

Realism and naturalism have left an indelible mark on American literature,
influencing numerous writers and literary movements that followed. The
emphasis on character development, social issues, and the exploration of
human psychology can be seen in contemporary literature as well.

Influence on Contemporary Literature

Many modern authors draw inspiration from the principles of realism and
naturalism. The focus on authentic voices and the exploration of social
themes continue to resonate in the works of contemporary writers. Notable
examples include:

— Jhumpa Lahiri - Her stories often delve into the immigrant experience,
reflecting the complexities of identity and belonging.
— Sandra Cisneros - In works like "The House on Mango Street," Cisneros

captures the lives of marginalized communities, echoing the themes of social
struggle found in naturalism.

Conclusion

In conclusion, realism and naturalism in American literature serve as
critical movements that reshaped the landscape of literary expression. By
providing a more honest and unembellished portrayal of life, these movements
have paved the way for future generations of writers. Their influence
endures, reminding us of the importance of authenticity in storytelling and
the profound connection between literature and the human experience. As we
continue to explore literature today, the legacies of realism and naturalism
remain essential touchstones for understanding the complexities of life in a



rapidly changing world.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the key characteristics that define realism
in American literature?

Realism in American literature is characterized by a focus on everyday life,
character-driven narratives, and a rejection of romanticism. It emphasizes
the depiction of ordinary people and social issues, often portraying life as
it is, with an emphasis on authenticity and detailed settings.

How does naturalism differ from realism in American
literature?

Naturalism differs from realism in that it incorporates a more deterministic
view of human behavior, suggesting that environment, heredity, and social
conditions shape human fate. While realism focuses on the representation of
everyday life, naturalism often explores the darker aspects of life,
emphasizing survival and the influence of nature on human experience.

Which authors are most associated with realism and
naturalism in American literature?

Key authors associated with realism include Mark Twain, Henry James, and
William Dean Howells, while naturalism is prominently represented by writers
like Stephen Crane, Frank Norris, and Theodore Dreiser. These authors used
their works to explore social issues and the human condition.

What social issues are commonly explored in realist
and naturalist literature?

Common social issues explored in realist and naturalist literature include
class struggle, economic hardship, racial inequality, and the impact of
industrialization. These themes reflect the complexities of American society
during the late 19th and early 20th centuries, often critiquing social norms
and highlighting injustices.

How did historical events influence the emergence of
realism and naturalism in American literature?

The emergence of realism and naturalism in American literature was influenced
by significant historical events such as the Civil War, industrialization,
urbanization, and social reform movements. These events prompted authors to
respond to the changing American landscape and the realities of modern life,
leading to a literary focus on authenticity and the human experience.
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