Creativity Revolutions – Defining Characteristics of Realist and Naturalist Fiction
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Social Realism developed as a reaction against idealism and the exaggerated ego encouraged by Romanticism. Consequences of the Industrial Revolution became apparent; urban centres grew, slums proliferated on a new scale contrasting with the displays of strength by the upper classes. With a new sense of social consciousness, the Social Realists pledged to ‘fight the beautiful art’, any style which appealed to the eye of emotions. They focused on the ugly realities of contemporary life and sympathized with working-class people, particularly the poor. They recorded what they saw (‘as it existed’) in a dispassionate manner. [George Shy, University of Fine Arts, Valencia]
Realist fiction arises, to some extent, out of the socio-cultural ‘paradigms’ – or beliefs about the world – that dominated 19th century Europe. Darwinian science, psychology, socialism (Marxism) and Enlightenment reason all fed into the ‘realist’ or ‘naturalist’ project in literature. It has also been suggested that realism represents a fiction expressive of the world-view of the urban middle classes. Superstition and religion were in decline among this group whereas secular understandings of life, the world/universe, character, mind, etc. were on the rise. Some theorists link its rise to what is now articulated as the ‘death of God’ theme:

[One can trace a connection] between the emergence of realism and the abandonment, by many advanced thinkers in the nineteenth century, of the belief in transcendental values that had formerly characterized the European world-view. … It is a fact that the novel … depends on a willingness on the part of the writer and his or her public to suspend and belief they may have in ‘a divinity that shapes our ends’.

Realism begins with what people at that time took to be ‘the world as encountered on a daily basis’. There is an emphasis on the common-place and on contemporary life. In reality, the more seedy side of urban life became a major theme of the realists, as did the experience of poverty and oppression amongst working class people. Fictionalised accounts of the lives of criminals, prostitutes, paupers, oppressed workers, orphans, spies and so on were very much in demand—a kind middle class voyeurism, perhaps? As early as 1744 the French novelist Gaillard de la Bataille understood this demand among ordinary readers of fiction:

People want speaking likenesses, natural relations, of the truth or at least of what may be true. They want the reflection of the world as it is, the history of society, of the vices and virtues of the age, the portrayal of existing characters.
At a fundamental philosophical level this impulse places Realism in conflict with Romanticism since both have mutually exclusive views about the nature of the world and of humanity’s place in it. Realists opposed what they saw as the ‘idealism’ (Neo-Platonism) behind the Romantic movement. The spirit, the supernatural and the magical are excluded from pure realist narratives as legitimate authorial perspectives. In this sense, ‘realism’ was from its inception potentially opposed to, and critical of, many of the mainstays of Romantic literature: the fantastic and the supernatural, Medievalism (and those who would escape the realities of industrialization/modernity by immersing themselves in any ‘idealised’ past age), and to highly idealized/unrealistic depictions of the world. In reality it took quite some time for the more Romantic elements of 19th century fiction to be jettisoned completely from the emerging realist aesthetic of fiction and art, thus the century saw many ‘hybrid’ fictions, fictions that were part romantic and part realist. A realist novel, for example, could be just as ‘melodramatic’ as any Romantic novel (e.g. Wuthering Heights). George Sand, sometimes seen as a pure realist, has many melodramatic scenes in her fiction—similarly, many clearly Romantic elements are also evident. In general, however, the Realist writer sought artistic truth by faithfully depicting the real world—created stories, if you like, of the ‘world as is’. 

The pure ‘Realist’ writer then often adopts a posture of ‘objectivity’ not unlike that of the scientist. Indeed art becomes a kind of science, one must research one’s novels thoroughly, one must be precise in terms of structure, and so on. The Third Person point of view (i.e. ‘eye of god’), suited many 19th century realist writers because with it the author becomes almost invisible and all-seeing, a kind of objective camera or recording device diligently recording the world as it really exists. This fictive stance is sometimes labelled as that of ‘detached irony’. Fundamental to realism is a turn away from the inner world, especially from escapist aspects of the imagination, to the exterior world, of people, things and nature as it actually exists: 

[Realism is] a literary doctrine … which will lead to the imitation not of artistic masterpieces but of the originals that nature offers us. […] This might well emerge, to judge by certain signs, as the literature of the nineteenth century, the literature of truth.’ 

The Realist writer, then, seeks to bring art and life closer together. In this sense many ‘realist’ writers were less interested in classical/Neo-classical and Romantic ideas about aesthetics—i.e. art as a separate sphere of existence (indicative of the quest for ‘the beautiful’ [Neo-Platonism]), art as a kind of substitute spiritual discipline—and more interested in art as a political tool for change, for activism, for stripping away the ‘escapism’ and pretensions of middle and upper class world views which ignored ‘oppression’—of workers, of people from other cultures, of women etc. At its most extreme Realism turns into the social realist art typical of the Soviet Union:  

Socialist Realism is the basic method of Soviet literature and literary criticism. It demands of the artist the truthful, historically concrete representation of reality in its revolutionary development. Moreover, the truthfulness and historical concreteness of the artistic representation of reality must be linked with the task of ideological transformation and education of workers in the spirit of socialism. 

In the twentieth century realism split into two major camps—social realism (a Marxist/Western Marxist camp) and modernist realism (containing psychoanalytic and existential strands).  In the totalitarian regimes of Russia and Nazi Germany ‘Heroic Realism’ dominated—we think of Stalinist and Nazi propaganda posters – ‘Happy muscular peasants and workers in factories and collective farms’. Needless to say, many writers and artists found both social realism and heroic realism censorial, anti-human and ultimately anti-art. Typically the role of art was to ‘celebrate’ not critique ‘the state’. Writers like George Orwell, Doris Lessing and more recently Michel Houllebecque however, have managed a literary realism that combines both powerful analysis of society with penetrating analysis of the workings of the human psyche.   

In the capitalist and social democratic West Heroic Realism never took firm root and was instead tempered by modernist literary trends derived from, in particular, psychoanalytic and existentialist understandings of subjectivity. These approaches to life emphasised the uniqueness of individuals and at the literary level turned into an expanded realism encompassing the despiritualised ‘interior’. The goal was to document in fiction the inner workings of the human psyche as it negotiated social codes, memory and unconscious desire—Proust’s Remembrance of Things Past. This strand of realism, unlike its Heroic Realist sibling, led to a certain intensification of ‘subjectivity’ very much in keeping with the new individualism unleashed by modernity generally. ‘Modernist realism’ to my mind remains a key feature—perhaps the defining feature—of the contemporary literary scene despite inroads by postmodernist fiction writers and magical realism in recent decades. 
Some Realist Writers:

Stendhal (1783-1842):  French writer, ‘early realist’ some times described as a ‘romantic realist’, also seen as the inventor of the psychological novel. Stendhal wrote the novels The Red and the Black (1830) and the Charterhouse of Parma (1839) and a classic non-fiction study of love called On Love (1822). In his novels Stendhal spent a lot of time analyzing the thoughts and feelings of his characters—his work was thus deeply psychological, something new in fiction at that time. 

Gustave Flaubert (1821-1880): wrote Madame Bovary (1856) and many other novels. As discussed above, Madame Bovary was a ground breaking realist novel and caused a scandal when first published due to its unflinching depiction of female adultery. 

Honore de Balzac (1799-1850): wrote a large number of novels – over 100 – under the umbrella term La Comedie humaine. 

Charles Dickens: wrote many novels depicting life among the lower and under classes of England’s industrialized cities. 

Emile Zola (1840-1902): French writer who wrote Germinal and many other novels.

Dostoyevsky (1821-1881) Russian ‘realist’ novelist, wrote Crime and Punishment, Notes from the Underground, The Double and many other books.

Nikolaye Tolstoy (1828-1910). Russian realist novelist. Author of War and Peace and Anna Karenina, among many other books.

Turgenev (1880-1883) Russian novelist.
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A Cluster of Revolutions: Mass Society and the Backdrop to Realism
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The critiques of 'modernity' voiced by the 'Lamenters' of the Romantic movement had little effect on the project of world transformation that industrialism, science, Liberalism and Enlightenment philosophy unleashed on Europe and the world. Throughout the 19th century most of the 'organs' of society continued to develop at the behest of these new forces. 


From about 1850 to the mid-1870's much of Europe enjoyed a period of economic prosperity characterised by the expansion of inter-regional and international markets, stable prices, stable real wages, improvements in agricultural efficiency and the expansion of industrial output (especially in the areas of coal and iron). The expansion of markets also revolutionised the way in which people consumed products. These worked side by side with the steady advances of science and its technological applications, which led to greater economies of scale, improved transport efficiency and eventually to lower death rates due to disease. Apart from a few hiccups in the later decades of the century (such as The Great Depression of the 1890's) these forces continued to transform European life, though after 1880 industrial and technological expansion began to centre on steel, engineering, chemicals, petroleum and electricity. One result of this immense expansion of industrial potential was the mania for and proliferation of ever more powerful weapons of mass destruction.  The latter part of the century also saw technological improvements in communication systems of which one off shoot was the popular press.


These expansionary economic and technological factors seem to have contributed to a population boom (especially in Russia and Europe's North Western states) during the later half of the nineteenth and early part of the twentieth centuries which made urbanisation the handmaiden of industrialisation. The populations of many of Europe's major towns grew by between 1.8 and 4.3 percent per year during the period 1850-1875. Between 1875 and 1911 the population explosion continued apace with most European countries (except France and Ireland) recording annual population growth rates of between 0.6 and 1.8 percent ( most of this growth being concentrated in the vast metropolises which dotted the continent. Similarly, many villages were transformed into towns overnight by the development of the railways or the establishment of industries never before seen.


In the social arena what remained of the guild system and old style aristocratic feudalism were everywhere under attack. From this period on the social divisions encouraged by capitalism became sharper. During the latter half of the century there was a large increase in the numbers of the urban proletariat, which fuelled demands for administrative and political reform. Thus, by the turn of the twentieth century, it was possible to speak of the 'working classes'. The middle classes (whether professionals, bureaucrats or merchants) also grew in number, wealth and political power during this whole period, likewise, the class of people termed entrepreneurs or capitalists proper. The traditional landed elites, however, still wielded considerable economic and political power in most of parts of Europe right up to the turn of the century and beyond, especially east of the Danube.
 


In the political sphere, the years between 1850 and 1880 were a period of resurgent conservatism and orderly reform. Everywhere the taste for Revolution was stifled by parliamentary oligarchies controlled by landed elites intent on steering a difficult path between, what Gildea calls 'revolution and reaction'.
 Nevertheless, various forces (economic, political and social) were at play which made for the inevitable transference of political power from these traditional elites to Europe's lower orders. There were, for example, the ever-growing numbers of socialists, communists and anarchists to contend with. One moment these groups preached a gradual movement toward extended suffrage and economic and social reform, the next they fuelled the fires of violent revolution calling for the overthrowing of all repressive capitalistic regimes as a means to make way for an ideal communistic states based on Marxist or anarchistic philosophical principles. During this same period the middle classes were also growing ever more powerful and as a consequence elites could no longer afford to stifle their demands for political representation. This was also the period of a blossoming nationalism  (e.g. the unification of Germany and Italy) and everywhere the nation state was becoming the fundamental unit of political identity. These social and economic forces reached critical mass around 1880 and as a result European politics changed rapidly thereafter. From the 1880s on most European elites were forced to honour popular demands for mass suffrage, state organised social welfare and mass education at the elementary school level, even as they refused to overturn the capitalistic system and worked diligently to stifle working class demands for the legalisation of trade unions.


Throughout the latter half of the nineteenth century Europe's cultural life changed just as radically. Processes of secularisation accelerated as the traditional churches lost ground among the new urban masses. At the same time, empirically minded thinkers began to explore cultural discourses traditionally dominated by theologians, philosophers and artists. As a result of this tendency the study of social life (man as such) became a fully-fledged science. Charles Darwin's Origin of the Species (1859) accelerated these tendencies. Darwinism, the coming to fruition of the earlier philosophical innovations of Descartes, Kant, Locke and Hume, the sociological positivism of August Comte, the social evolutionism of Herbert Spencer and the dialectical materialism of Karl Marx contributed to an intellectual climate where Europeans began to scientifically question the effects of social structures on individual subjectivity. By century's end, the cultural decentering of the subject begun in the Early Modern period, and accelerated thanks to the above theorists, was all but completed by Nietzsche and Freud.


The gap that had opened up in the Romantic period between artists and the social mainstream widened in the second half of the century. Realist and late-Romantic artists and thinkers broadened their attack on the social and cultural aspects of modernity as well as its many theoretical and ideological offshoots ( psychiatry, sociology, biology, economics and political theory. This attack was answered in kind by some positivist thinkers. At the centre of the argument was the exact cause of the pessimism sweeping Europe at the end of the century, one which Shearer West has labelled the 'discourse of degeneration'. At that time, the terms mal du siècle and fin de siècle were often being used to signify 'degeneration'. Many important nineteenth century figures contributed to this discourse. Some positivists and evolutionists (e.g. James Sully, Lombroso and Max Nordau) tended to blame artists ('mattoids') and bohemians for the mood of doom and gloom; others (eg. Max Weber and Emile Durkheim) preferred to blame specific social or cultural institutions, which they believed could be rationally altered in order to continue the march toward social perfection. Artists, on the other hand, coming from highly subjective perspectives, tended to blame the pessimism of the period on the whole social and cultural apparatus of modernity.
 The artistic side to the dispute became one of the most significant discourses of literary and philosophical modernism.


There were many more or less positivistic contributors to the 'degeneration discourse'. For example, Bénédict-Augustin Morel, who studied the upsurge in psychological ailments among urban populations from the perspective of supposed inherited tendencies toward ancestral degeneration; the Italian criminologist Lombroso, who wrote about the same topic in regard to a generally perceived upsurge in crime (he used the term 'mattoid' to describe mentally sick people with a tendency to paint); the German scientist Max Nordau, who related the phenomenon to the new arts of the period and to bohemian culture in general; Krafft-Ebing, who saw various forms of sexual behaviour as indicative of social degeneration; Bourget, who wrote from a socio-political perspective about the disintegration of social wholes brought about by the expansion of the military industrial complex;  Fouilée, who took a similar tack; Havelock Ellis who also spoke of the disintegration of social wholes; Durkheim, who tackled the malaise of the age from a sociological perspective; Galton, who saw the problem in racial terms; and, finally James Cantlie, who blamed the problem as it affected Londoners on a lack of sunshine.


One of the most significant literary responses to the changing social and cultural climate of the mid-19th century was undoubtedly the so-called ‘realist’ movement, which we will turn to now.

�  From F. Hemmings, The Age of Realism, p.10.


�  From Le Mercure francaise, 1826.


�  Extract, The Statute of the Union of Soviet Writers, 1934


� For an overview of these developments the reader is directed to Gildea (1989, Chapt. 6), Thomson (1977, Chapts. 13 and 18), Lazarus and Coppel (1960, Chapts. 6.i and 12).


� See Thomson (1977, pp.112-114), Lazarus and Coppel (1960, pp.141-147) for the data in this section.


� For overviews of these social trends see Gildea (1989, Chapt. 8), Joll (1981, Chapt 2), Thomson (1977, Chapt. 17).


� Gildea (1989, p.171).


� See Gildea (1989, Parts 2 and 3), Robertson (1986, Chapts. 2-5), Joll (1981, Chapts. 1-6), Thomson (1977, Part 5) and Lazarus and Coppel (1960, Part 3).


� See Gildea (1989, Chapts. 9 and 14), Thomson (1977, Chapt. 18) and Joll (1981, Chapt 5).


� For a useful overview of the late nineteenth century 'discourse of degeneration' see West (1993, Chapts. 1, 2 and 4).


� See in particular: Bénédict-Augustin Morel's Traité des dégenerescences physiques, intellectuelles et morales de l'espèce humaine (1857), Lombroso's Genio e follia (1882) Max Nordau's Degeneration (1892), Krafft-Ebbing's The Psychopathia Sexualis (1886, I have used 1965 edition), Bourget's Essais de psychologie contemporaine (1883), Fouilee's 'Degenerescence: Le Passe et le present de notre race' (1895); Durkheim Suicide (1897, I have used 1975 edition); Galton Hereditary Genius (1869); Havelock Ellis' The Nineteenth Century a Dialogue in Utopia (1900); James Cantlie's Degeneration Amongst Londoners (1885).  For an overview of the contribution of these writers to the discourse of Degeneration see West (1993, Chapt. 2).





