Realism and Naturalism. Realism is applied by literary critics in two di-
verse ways: (1) to identify a movement in the writing of novels during the
nineteenth century that included Honoré de Balzac in France, George Eliot in
England, and William Dean Howells in America (see realistic novel, under
novel), and (2) to designate a recurrent mode, in various eras and literary
forms, of representing human life and experience in literature.

Realistic fiction is often opposed to romantic fiction. The romance is said
to present life as we would have it be—more picturesque, fantastic, adventur-
ous, or heroic than actuality; realism, on the other hand, is said to represent
life as it really is. This distinction in terms solely of subject matter, while rele-
vant, is clearly inadequate. Casanova, T. E. Lawrence, and Winston Churchill
were people in real life, but their biographies demonstrate that truth can be
stranger than literary realism. It is more useful to identify realism in terms of
the effect on the reader: realistic fiction is written to give the effect that it rep-
resents life and the social world as it seems to the common reader, evoking
the sense that its characters might in fact exist, and that such things might
well happen. To achieve such effects, the novelists we identify as realists may
or may not be selective in subject matter—although most of them prefer the



commonplace and the everyday, represented in minute detail, over rarer as-
pects of life—but they must render their materials in ways that make them
seem to their readers the very stuff of ordinary experience. For example,
Daniel Defoe in the early eighteenth century dealt with the extraordinary ad-
ventures of a shipwrecked mariner named Robinson Crusoe and with the ex-
traordinary misadventures of a woman named Moll Flanders; but he made his
novels seem to readers a mirror held up to reality by his reportorial manner of
rendering all the events, whether ordinary or extraordinary, in the same cir-
cumstantial, matter-of-fact, and seemingly unselective way. Both the fictions
of Franz Kafka and the present-day novels of magic realism achieve their ef-
fects in large part by exploiting a realistic manner in rendering events that are
in themselves fantastic, absurd, or flatly impossible.

Russian formalists, followed more systematically by sfructuralist critics,
proposed that both the selection of subject matter and the techniques of ren-
dering in a realistic novel depend on their accordance with literary convention
and codes which the reader has learned to interpret, or naturalize, in a way that
makes the text seem a reflection of everyday reality. (See Roland Barthes, “The
Reality Effect,” in French Literary Theory Today, ed. Tzvetan Todorov, 1982, and
Jonathan Culler, Structuralist Poetics, 1975, chapter 7, “Convention and Natu-
ralization.”) Some theorists draw the conclusion that, since all literary repre-
sentations are constituted by arbitrary conventions, there is no valid ground
for holding any one kind of fiction to be more realistic than any other. It is a
matter of common experience, however, that some novels indeed produce on
the reader the effect of representing the ordinary course of events. Skepticism
about the possibility of fictional realism is not an empirical doctrine which is
based on the widespread experience of readers of literature, but a metaphysi-
cal doctrine that denies the existence of any objective reality that is inde-
pendent of altering human conventions and cultural formations. (For
philosophical discussions of conventionality and reality, see the essays by
Hilary Putnam, Nelson Goodman, and Menachem Brinker in New Literary His-
tory, Vol. 13, 1981, and Vol. 14, 1983.)

Naturalism is sometimes claimed to give an even more accurate depic-
tion of life than realism. But naturalism is not only, like realism, a special se-
lection of subject matter and a special way of rendering those materials; it is a
mode of fiction that was developed by a school of writers in accordance with
a particular philosophical thesis. This thesis, a product of post-Darwinian bi-
ology in the nineteenth century, held that a human being exists entirely in
the order of nature and does not have a soul nor any mode of participating in
a religious or spiritual world beyond the natural world; and therefore, that
such a being is merely a higher-order animal whose character and behavior
are entirely determined by two kinds of forces, heredity and environment. A
person inherits compulsive instincts—especially hunger, the drive to accumu-
late possessions, and sexuality—and is then subject to the social and eco-
nomic forces in the family, the class, and the milieu into which that person is
born. The French novelist Emile Zola, beginning in the 1870s, did much to
develop this theory in what he called “le roman expérimental” (that is, the



novel organized in the mode of a scientific experiment on the behavior of the
characters it depicts). Zola and later naturalistic writers, such as the Americans
Frank Norris, Stephen Crane, and Theodore Dreiser, try to present their sub-
jects with scientific objectivity and with elaborate documentation, sometimes
including an almost medical frankness about activities and bodily functions
usually unmentioned in earlier literature. They tend to choose characters who
exhibit strong animal drives such as greed and sexual desire, and who are
helpless victims both of glandular secretions within and of sociological pres-
sures without. The end of the naturalistic novel is usually “tragic,” but not, as
in classical and Elizabethan tragedy, because of a heroic but losing struggle of
the individual mind and will against gods, enemies, and circumstances. In-
stead the protagonist of the naturalistic plot, a pawn to multiple compulsions,
usually disintegrates, or is wiped out.

Aspects of the naturalistic selection and management of subject matter
and its austere or harsh manner of rendering its materials are apparent in
many modern novels and dramas, such as Hardy’s Jude the Obscure, 1895 (al-
though Hardy largely substituted a cosmic determinism for biological and en-
vironmental determinism), various plays by Eugene O’Neill in the 1920s, and
Norman Mailer’s novel of World War I, The Naked and the Dead. An enlight-
ening exercise is to distinguish how the relation between the sexes is repre-
sented in a romance (Richard Blackmore's Lorna Doone, 1869), an ironic
comedy of manners (Jane Austen'’s Pride and Prejudice, 1813), a realistic novel
(William Dean Howells’ A Modern Instance, 1882), and a naturalistic novel
(Emile Zola's Nana, 1880, or Theodore Dreiser’s An American Tragedy, 1925).
Movements originally opposed both to nineteenth-century realism and natu-
ralism (though some modern works, such as Joyce’s Ulysses, 1922, combine as-
pects of all these novelistic modes) are expressionism and symbolism (see
Symbolist Movement).
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