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The post-Civil War era (1870-1910) is seen as the high point of “realism” in American literature. But what is literary realism?

A. General Ways of Approaching “Realism” in Literature
1.  Determining the sense of reality that seems to operate in the author’s WORLD. For example, reality could refer to

· the perceptible world as it is conveyed to our senses;

· transcendent truths unavailable to ordinary perception; or

· the way in which the world resists our individual purposes.

2.  Evaluating how writers’ RHETORIC (and conventions of presentation) cause the reader to accept the represented world as “realistic.”
3.  Examining the relationship of realism to facts of HISTORY: realism may reflect

· the actual state of society, or anticipate its near future;

· a crisis, or lack of agreement, in the society about what counts as “reality”; or

· the interests of a particular social class in identifying their view of the world with “reality.”
B.  Some Theorists of Realism
1.  Theories of Realism that Treat it as a Search for the Faithful Representation of the Perceptible World.

Ian Watt’s “formal realism.” According to Watt, the novelist has an obligation, like that of the laywer or the empiricist philosopher, to meet the reader’s expectations by giving a full account of the circumstances of any action:
The novel’s mode of imitating reality may therefore be equally well summarized in terms of the procedures of another group of specialists in epistemology, the jury in a court of law. Their expectations, and those of the novel reader coincide in many ways: both want to know “all the particulars” of a given case—the time and place of the occurrence; both must be satisfied as to the identities of the parties concerned, and will refuse to accept evidence about anyone called Sir Toby Belch or Mr. Badman—still less about anyone who has no surname and is “common as the air”; and they also expect the witnesses to tell the story “in his own words”…  <31-32>

The narrative method whereby the novel embodies this circumstantial view of life may be called its formal realism; formal, because the term realism does not refer to any special literary doctrine or purpose, but only to a set of narrative procedures which are so commonly found together in the novel, and so rarely in other literary genres, that they may be regarded as typical of the form itself.  Formal realism, in fact, is the narrative embodiment of a premise that Defoe and Richardson accepted very literally, but which is implicit in the novel form in general:  the premise, or primary convention, that the novel is a full and authentic report of human experience, and is therefore under the obligation to satisfy its reader with such details of the story as the individuality of the actors concerned, the particulars of the times and places of their actions, details which are presented through a more largely referential use of language than is common in other literary forms.
Formal realism is, of course, like the rules of evidence, only a convention …

—Ian Watt, The Rise of the Novel (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1967) 31-32.
2.  Theories of realism that treat it purely as a literary convention.

Roland Barthes’s “effect of the real.” Barthes argues that novelistic description gives us a world not of fullness but of loss, of the absence of transcendent meanings:
…if analysis seeks to be exhaustive, … if it seeks to encompass the absolute detail, the indivisible unit, the fugitive transition, in order to assign them a place in the structure, it inevitably encounters notations which no function (not even the most indirect) can justify, … they seem to correspond to a kind of narrative luxury, lavish to the point of offering many “futile” details and thereby increasing the cost of narrative information … <141-42>

…the general structure of narrative…appears as essentially predictive, schematizing to the extreme…Description <142-42> is entirely different: it has no predictive mark; “analogical,” its structure is purely summatory and does not contain that trajectory of choices and alternatives which gives narration the appearance of a huge traffic-control center, furnished with a referential (and not a merely discursive) temporality. … <143-46>
The pure and simple “representation” of the “real,” the naked relation of “what is” (or has been) thus appears as a resistance to meaning; this resistance confirms the great mythic opposition of the true-to-life (the lifelike) and the intelligible; it suffices to recall that, in the ideology of our time, obsessive reference to the “concrete” (in what is rhetorically demanded of the human sciences, of literature, of behavior) is always brandished as a weapon against meaning, as if, by some statutory exclusion, what is alive cannot signify—and vice versa…<146-48>
… just when these details are reputed to denote the real directly, all that they do—without saying it—is signify it; Flaubert’s barometer, Michelet’s little door finally say nothing but this: we are the real; it is category of “the real” (and not its contingent contents) which is then signified; in other words, the very absence of the signified, to the advantage of the referent alone, becomes the very signifier of realism: the reality effect is produced, the basis of that unavowed verisimilitude which forms the aesthetic of all the standard works of modernity.

—Roland Barthes, “The Reality Effect” (“L’effet du réel”), in The Rustle of Language, trans. Richard Howard (Oxford:  Basil Blackwell, 1986) 141-48.
3.  Theories of realism that treat it as a historical development, and seek to identify its causes in history.

Georg Lukács’s Marxist Defense of Realism. Lukács defends Realist writers’ “narration” over Naturalist writers’ “description,” because the former represents reality accurately by reflecting the energies of historical processes, while the latter merely takes a photograph of it:
The inner poetry of life is the poetry of men in struggle, the poetry of the turbulent, active interaction of men.…Epic art—and, of course, the art of the novel—consists in discovering the significant and vital aspects of social practice.  From epic poetry men expect a clearer, sharper mirror of themselves and of their social activity. The art of the epic poet consists in a proper distribution of emphasis and in a just accentuation of what is essential….<126-27>

The predominance of description is not only a result but also and simultaneously a cause, the cause of a further divorce of literature from epic significance. The domination of capitalist prose over the inner poetry of human experience, the continuous dehumanization of social life, the general debasement of humanity—all these are objective facts of the development of capitalism.…The poetic level of life decays—and literature intensifies the decay.
—Georg Lukács, “Narrate or Describe?,” in Writer and Critic and Other Essays (London:  Merlin Press, 1970) 126-27.
Amy Kaplan’s Discussion of Realism as a response to Historical Crisis. Kaplan proposes that realism emerges precisely at those historical moments when reality threatens to overwhelm the writer’s efforts to control it:
[In The American Scene, Henry] James articulates both a fear and a challenge underlying many realistic novels, that social “material” as he calls it is not an absence but something monstrous and threatening, and that the novelist is not in the role of reflecting but of capturing, wrestling, and controlling a process which seems to defy representation.
Thus realism will be examined as a strategy for imagining and managing the threats of social change—not just to assert a dominant power but to assuage fears of powerlessness. The threats of social change surface double-faced in the realistic novel: they appear as the potential for revolutionary upheaval, which the narrative of [William Howells’s] A Hazard of New Fortunes, for example, works to quell; or as the corporate imposition of novelty as the status quo, the “impudently new” which The House of Mirth both counters and enacts in its narrative structure…The realists do not naturalize the social world to make it seem immutable and organic, but, like contemporary social reformers, they engage in an enormous act of construction to organize, re-form, and control the social world. 
—Amy Kaplan, The Social Construction of American Realism (Chicago and London:  University of Chicago Press, 1988) 10.
Fredric Jameson’s Marxist Theory of Realism as Tied to the Rise of Capitalism. Jameson argues that realism represents not only the resistance which reality presents to our desires, but also the promise of attaining happiness through the comprehension of how all this weight of reality is organized:
[Realism] may be taken as the sign of some fundamental lesson which the self must learn in the face of a world which always and necessarily outstrips everything we might possibly expect of it at the same time that it reveals its radical incommensurability with anything we might desire.  But … our fascination with precisely this external overflowing of our expectations, and with the secret inner logic and design of the destinies thus imposed on us, make of realism an activity more akin to an exploration than to a photograph, more fitly symbol- <346-37> lized by Crusoe on his island than by Proust’s naturalistic novelist, who, when asked why he insisted on sitting in the corner in the midst of one of the year’s most stylish receptions, replied shortly, “J’observe!”  <347-50>
[W]herever realism makes its appearance (classical Greece, the Europe of the Gothic or of the high Renaissance, the nineteenth century), it may be taken as a sign of the profound secularization and desacralization of social existence … [S]ecularization and the practice of commerce or of a money economy go hand in hand:  it is, indeed, the life of commerce, rather than that of a theocratic or feudal hierarchy, which gives men an incentive to see the world “realistically”…
—Fredric Jameson, “Review of On Realism by J. P. Stern,” Clio 3 (1974) 346-52.

