
The Rise of Realism: The Civil War to 1914 

(1861-1914) 

 

Slavery Divides the Country 

- The issue of slavery was the key factor in the cause of the Civil War, other issues like 

economic differences also contributed.  

- Through personal accounts of people in slavery like Frederick Douglass and Harriet A. 

Jacobs, people learned about the injustice of slavery 

 

Response to the War – Idealism  

- Ralph Waldo Emerson practiced idealism during the war 

- Idealism is writing about everything in its ideal state, or only discussing the good things 

about the topic.  

- However, the reality of the Civil War was that people were suffering and dying. America 

was being torn apart. 

 

Result of the War: Disillusionment 

- The same war that inspired optimism in Whitman, left feelings of pessimism in Herman 

Melville. Melville’s poems revealed humanity’s basic evil.  

 

The War in Literature 

- The realistic novel  

 

The Rise of Realism 

- The romantic novel presents readers with lives lived idealistically- beyond the level of 

everyday life. Writers like Edgar Allen Poe and Herman Melville used romanticism to 

revel truths that would be hidden in a realistic story, because realistic stories were limited 

to what actually could happen.  

- After the Civil War, The new generation of writers, Realists, aimed at writing about the 

common course of ordinary life.  

- They picked subjects who were based on the slums of the rapidly growing cities, from 

factories that were rapidly replacing farmlands, and from the lives of far-from-idealized 

characters- poor factory workers, corrupt politicians, and even prostitutes. 

- Realism sought to explain why ordinary people behave the way they do.  

- They relied on the emerging sciences of human and animal behavior like biology, 

psychology, and sociology, as well as their own insights and observations.  

 

Elements of Realism  

- Rejection of the idealized, larger-than-life hero of Romantic literature  

- Detailed depiction of ordinary characters and realistic events. Emphasis on characters 

from cities and lower classes.  

- Avoidance of the exotic, sensational, and overly dramatic.  

- Use of everyday speech patterns to revel class distinctions 

- Focus on the ethical struggles and the social issues of real-life situations 



 

 

American Realism- Brush Strokes of local color 

- Realism had its roots in regionalism- literature that emphasizes a specific geographic 

setting and makes use of the speech and manners of the people who live in that region. 

- Early Regionalist recorded the peculiarities of customs, speech, and temperament in the 

different parts of the rapidly expanding nation.  

- Regional writers strove to be realistic in their depiction of speech patterns and manners, 

but they were often unrealistic in their depiction of character and social environment.  

- Realism as a literary movement in the united states went far beyond regionalism in its 

concern for accuracy in portraying social conditions and human motivation, for example, 

Mark Twain 

 

Realism and Naturalism: A Lens on Everyday Life 

- Smiling Realism 

o Portrayed an America Where people may act foolishly, but where good qualities 

eventually win out.  

- Grim Naturalism  

o Naturalist relied heavily on the emerging scientific disciplines of psychology and 

sociology.  

o They attempted to dissect human behavior with as much objectivity as a scientist 

would use.  

o For Naturalist, Human behavior was determined by forces beyond the individuals 

control, especially biology and environment.  

o Naturalist looked at life as a grim losing battle, with characters that have few 

choices 

 

Elements of Naturalism 

- Attempt to analyze human behavior objectively, as a scientist would 

- Belief that human behavior is determined by heredity and the environment  

- Sense that human beings cannot control their own destinies 

- Sense of life as a losing battle against an uncaring universe 

 

Psychological Realism: Inside the Human Mind  

- Concentrated principally on the fine distinctions in character motivation, also interested 

in complex social and psychological situations 

- The human in crisis, under pressure or in battlefields, the streets of the slums, or a 

lifeboat lost at sea.  

- Ironist- Juxtapose human illusions with the indifference of the universe. 

 

Endings and Beginnings  

- From the end of the Civil War, to the Beginning of WWI, America had transformed from 

an isolated, rural nation to an industrialized world power.  

- WWI shook people’s faith in humanity and Idealism turned to Cynicism… and thinkers 

and writers called Modernist would seek new literary forms for exploring the social and 

spiritual upheavals caused by war.  


