
Realism And Naturalism In Literature

Realism and naturalism in literature are two closely related literary
movements that emerged in the 19th century, primarily as a reaction against
the romanticism that dominated the previous era. These movements sought to
depict the world with a greater focus on the everyday lives of ordinary
people, emphasizing the importance of social context and the influences of
environment and heredity on human behavior. This article will explore the
characteristics, themes, and notable authors associated with realism and
naturalism, as well as their significance in the broader landscape of
literature.

Understanding Realism

Realism, which flourished from the 1850s to the early 1900s, aimed to present
life as it is, without embellishment or idealization. Writers of this
movement sought to capture the nuances of everyday life and portray
characters with a sense of authenticity. Realism emerged as a response to the
emotionalism and exaggeration of romantic literature, aiming instead to
provide a more objective representation of reality.

Characteristics of Realism

The characteristics of realism can be identified through various elements:

Focus on Everyday Life: Realist literature emphasizes mundane events,1.
often depicting the lives of middle and lower-class individuals.



Complex Characters: Characters in realist literature are multi-2.
dimensional, often grappling with moral dilemmas and personal conflicts.

Detailed Settings: Realist writers pay close attention to the setting,3.
providing rich descriptions that ground the narrative in a specific time
and place.

Social Commentary: Realism often addresses social issues, such as class4.
struggles, gender roles, and political conditions.

Dialogue and Language: Realist authors utilize naturalistic dialogue,5.
reflecting the speech patterns and dialects of their characters.

Notable Realist Authors

Several authors are emblematic of the realism movement, each contributing
significantly to its development:

Gustave Flaubert: Known for his novel "Madame Bovary," Flaubert focused
on the internal struggles of his characters and the societal constraints
they faced.

Leo Tolstoy: His works, including "War and Peace" and "Anna Karenina,"
illustrate the complexities of human relationships and social dynamics
in 19th-century Russia.

Henry James: A master of psychological realism, James explored the inner
lives of his characters in novels like "The Portrait of a Lady."

Mark Twain: Through his use of regional dialects and humor, Twain’s
works, such as "The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn," provide commentary
on American society.

Understanding Naturalism

Naturalism is often considered an extension or a more intense form of
realism, emerging in the late 19th century. It was influenced by the
scientific developments of the time, particularly Darwin’s theory of
evolution, which posited that human beings are shaped by their environment
and heredity. Naturalists believed that human behavior is determined by
external forces, including social conditions and biological factors.

Characteristics of Naturalism

Naturalism shares some features with realism but introduces additional
elements that set it apart:



Determinism: Naturalist literature posits that human beings are products1.
of their environment and heredity, often lacking free will.

Focus on the Lower Classes: Naturalists frequently depict the struggles2.
of the poor and marginalized, highlighting their harsh realities.

Scientific Approach: Naturalist writers often employ a methodical,3.
almost clinical, observation of their characters’ lives, similar to a
scientist studying a subject.

Emphasis on Environment: The setting plays a crucial role in shaping the4.
characters’ destinies, with natural elements often reflecting their
internal states.

Tragic Outcomes: Unlike realism, which can include hopeful resolutions,5.
naturalist narratives often culminate in despair and defeat.

Notable Naturalist Authors

Several authors are significant figures in the naturalism movement, known for
their unflinching portrayals of life:

Émile Zola: Often regarded as the father of naturalism, Zola's series
"Les Rougon-Macquart" explores the impact of environment and heredity on
a family across generations.

Stephen Crane: His novella "The Red Badge of Courage" examines the
psychological effects of war on a young soldier, emphasizing the
brutality of combat.

Theodore Dreiser: Known for "Sister Carrie," Dreiser's works often
highlight the struggles of individuals against a relentless societal
system.

Jack London: His stories, such as "The Call of the Wild," illustrate the
survival of the fittest in the natural world, showcasing the influence
of environment on character.

Comparing Realism and Naturalism

While realism and naturalism share similarities, they also exhibit distinct
differences:

Common Themes

Both movements concentrate on the portrayal of everyday life and social
issues, but they approach these themes differently:



Realism: Focuses on the complexity of human emotions and social
relationships.

Naturalism: Examines the impact of environmental and hereditary forces,
often portraying characters as victims of circumstance.

Style and Tone

The stylistic choices and tones of the two movements also diverge:

Realism: Often employs a more subtle and nuanced approach, allowing for
character development and moral ambiguity.

Naturalism: Utilizes a more stark and unflinching style, emphasizing the
harsh realities of life and often resulting in bleak conclusions.

Significance in Literature

The impact of realism and naturalism on literature cannot be overstated. They
paved the way for modern literary movements and contributed to a deeper
understanding of the human condition. By focusing on the social environment
and the interplay between heredity and circumstance, these movements
challenged existing narratives and introduced a new level of complexity to
character development.

Influences on Contemporary Literature

The legacy of realism and naturalism continues to influence contemporary
literature. Many modern authors draw upon the techniques and themes
established by these movements, incorporating elements of social criticism
and psychological depth into their works. Writers like Toni Morrison and
Jhumpa Lahiri, for example, explore the complexities of identity and social
belonging, echoing the concerns of realism and naturalism.

Conclusion

In conclusion, realism and naturalism in literature represent two significant
movements that transformed the portrayal of life in the 19th century. By
emphasizing authenticity, social context, and the intricate relationship
between environment and human behavior, these movements have left an
indelible mark on literary history. Their influence persists in the works of
contemporary authors who continue to explore the complexities of life and the
human experience, ensuring that the insights gained from realism and
naturalism remain relevant in today's literary landscape.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary difference between realism and
naturalism in literature?
Realism focuses on depicting everyday life and society as it is, often
highlighting the mundane aspects of existence, while naturalism takes a more
scientific approach, suggesting that environment, heredity, and social
conditions shape human behavior.

Can you provide an example of a major realist author?
One of the most notable realist authors is Gustave Flaubert, known for his
novel 'Madame Bovary' which explores the life and struggles of a woman in a
provincial society.

What themes are commonly explored in naturalist
literature?
Common themes in naturalist literature include the influence of environment
on human behavior, the role of fate and chance, and a focus on the darker
aspects of life, such as poverty, violence, and addiction.

How does the setting play a role in realism and
naturalism?
In realism, the setting is often detailed and accurately portrayed to reflect
the social conditions of the time, while in naturalism, the setting serves as
a powerful force that influences characters' lives and decisions.

Which American author is known for his contributions
to naturalism?
Stephen Crane is a key figure in American naturalism, particularly known for
his novel 'The Red Badge of Courage,' which examines the psychological
effects of war.

What role does character development play in realism?
In realism, character development is crucial, as authors create complex,
multi-dimensional characters that reflect a range of human experiences and
emotions, often facing moral dilemmas and social issues.

How did the historical context influence the
emergence of realism and naturalism?
The rise of realism and naturalism in the 19th century was influenced by
rapid industrialization, urbanization, and scientific advancements, prompting
writers to respond to the changing social landscape and human conditions.

What are some characteristics of naturalist writing
style?
Naturalist writing often employs a detached narrative voice, detailed
descriptions of characters and settings, and a focus on the deterministic



nature of life, emphasizing how external factors shape individual destinies.

How do realism and naturalism reflect societal
issues?
Both movements serve as mirrors to society, with realism addressing social
issues like class disparity and moral complexities, while naturalism often
delves deeper into the struggles against socio-economic forces and biological
determinism.

Which contemporary authors are influenced by realism
and naturalism?
Contemporary authors like Jhumpa Lahiri and Richard Russo draw on elements of
realism and naturalism in their works, exploring complex characters and
social issues in modern settings.
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