The Realistic Period Background Notes

From Romanticism and Idealism to Realism, Naturalism, and Regionalism – The Changing Face of American Literature (1855 – 1915)

Historical Contexts

1855 – 1865 A Nation Divided and Reformed: The Civil War and Reconciliation

Before the war: The Civil War served as stopping point for what is commonly referred to as the idealistic sentiment of the Romantic Era in American literature.  This conflict, sparked by economic and philosophical differences between Northern and Southern leaders, consumed the interest of the entire nation and the writers of the period were no exception.

The North

· More industrial and urban

· Commerce and business were the focus economically

· Immigrants were changing the face of the region, both socially and politically.  Immigrants also provided a source of cheap labor.

· Known more for its progressive abolitionist policies

The South

· More agrarian and rural

· The large-scale production of cotton and other crops dominated the economic scene.

· Slavery dominated the culture and provided a source of labor that the plantation owners felt was indispensable.

· Felt slavery was essential for economic and social life

1861 – 1865 The War between the North and South 

· 1861 Confederate States established & Lincoln inaugurated in March; most 

Northerners accepted secession, but Lincoln was not ok with it

· April 12, 1861 First shots fired on the Union by the Confederacy at Fort Sumter, in the Charleston Harbor.

· Robert E. Lee, Confederate leader vs. Ulysses S. Grant, Union leader

· Both sides had strengths: Superior leadership of Robert E. Lee vs. Superior numbers of Union troops

· January 1, 1863: Emancipation Proclamation made by Lincoln goes into effect after the bloody Union victory at Antietam, where more than 20,000 soldiers were killed in twelve hours.

· Union victory in 1865 when Lee surrendered to Grant at Appomattox; Lincoln is assassinated days later

1865 – 1880 The Aftermath: The Reconstruction Era

· After the war, the South was slowly rebuilt and slowly accepted the fate it had been dealt after the war

· The North continued to grow with the flood of Irish and German immigrants

· The U.S. military moved in to the South, by the order of Congress, to supervise the reconstruction efforts

· The South was forced to accept the 13th amendment which ended slavery, the 14th amendment granted African Americans citizenship, the 15th amendment which granted African Americans the right to vote

· Groups like the Ku Klux Klan formed in the South to try and limit the freedom of and intimidate African Americans to maintain white supremacy

· Reconstruction ends in 1877

1865 – 1915 Westward Expansion and Manifest Destiny

The move westward occurred for a variety of reasons:

· Cities were booming and actually becoming over-crowded

· Slums, poverty, and labor unrest resulted from overcrowding

· Wide-spread disillusionment after the Civil War; many moved west for a fresh start

· Travel west became easier as technology continued to advance

· There was a lust for gold and land, fueled by the philosophy of Manifest Destiny, the belief of Americans that it was their Divine right to conquer the wilderness and the people living there

· Government sanctioned removal, confinement, and genocide of American Indians 

· All of these factors opened the doors for Americans to move west

Literary Movements

Philosophical Reasons for Change: Romanticism and the fantasy of writers like Emerson and Poe seemed ridiculous to writers of this period.  New writers wrote as a direct reaction or response to the idealistic and optimistic views of the Romantic Era.  They tried to make their writing honest, objective, and realistic.

Realism: A revolt against Romanticism was born, to some extent, of the European Realistic tradition, but American Realism was the direct result of the harsh reality of the Civil War, frontier life, and urban life. The objectivity of the Age of Reason was, to a degree, picked up again, and the idealism of the Romantics was largely discarded.

· Everyday experience was written about

· Commonplace situations were written about

· Writers looked for the beautiful in the mundane and wrote about it

· Writers tried to present the story accurately, with both pleasant and unpleasant situations depicted

Naturalism: First suggested by the French writer, Emile Zola, who contended that society must be observed, analyzed, and written about objectively and scientifically. American Naturalistic writers believed that heredity and environment, physical appetites, and economic & social circumstance impacted one’s destiny.  These writers tended to suggest that people had no control over events in their lives and that the natural environment and circumstance dictated their behavior.

· Writing tended to be pessimistic
· Man is at the whim of the brutal forces of nature

· The environment in which these characters are placed often destroys or corrupts them

Regionalism: Towards the end of the nineteenth century this movement built upon the honesty and objectivity of Realism and attempted to capture the “local color” of a particular region.  “Local color” writing attempted to capture the feel of particular region by incorporating visible or tangible aspects of culture into the writing.  These writers tried to recreate dialects, cultural signifiers & characteristics, and vivid descriptions landscapes that were particular to a specific region.  

The Fundamental Principles of Feminism



  
According to M.H. Abrams, in A Glossary of Literary Terms, feminists tend to view the world from two very distinct vantage points:

A. Gender is Socially Prescribed: In essence gender, as opposed to sex, comprises a variety of learned traits we absorb as members of an organized society.  What it means to be a woman, in respect to relationships, occupations, behavior, etc, is very different from what it means to be a man.  We are not born with these traits; instead we learn them from a very early age from the people around and from representations of gender we absorb from media.

B. Western Society is Patriarchal: The society which shapes our gender is “ruled by the father” or patriarchal.  This is belief is evidenced by religious teachings, which tend to portray women as virgins or temptresses, and the societal tendency to respect the dominance of men and to place men in positions of authority at all levels of society.  Traditionally, power, property, and wealth are passed down from father to son.  Though this patriarchal tendency has shifted because of the women’s suffrage movement and the civil rights protests in the twentieth century, like racism – the social order has not disappeared from our culture.
