Realism, Naturalism, Regionalism

The late 19th century is a period of social and scientific investigation, including the works of Darwin, and Marx, and leading into Freud. Natural and social sciences are growing as fields of inquiry, and the arts and other fields are following alongside. Investigative journalism is looking at the lives of the very poor, of immigrants, to expose their harsh conditions. Scientists are cataloging the species. Immigrants are moving westward and America is shaping itself after fighting a bloody civil war. 

From 1860 to 1915 or so, American is transforming from a predominantly rural, agricultural country where most people live in small villages or farms to an industrial powerhouse. Our population is more than doubling, in part due to immigration. Writers want to reflect the world around them, rather than speculate on ideal possibilities.

Realism: The faithful representation of reality; not a romanticized version of events or people. One of our writers this week, Stephen Crane, was also a journalist, and we can see in this 19th century literary movement the desire to report, to record life as it is, and to focus not on elevated or idealized subjects or people, but on real people, including the middle class. (roughly 1860-1890)

Naturalism: The term naturalism describes a subset of Realism that attempts to apply scientific principles of objectivity and detachment to its study of human beings. Unlike Realism, which focuses on literary technique, Naturalism implies a philosophical position: for naturalistic writers, since human beings are, in Emile Zola's phrase, "human beasts," characters can be studied through their relationships to their surroundings. Naturalism presents a deterministic philosophy, which holds that, rather than acting out of free will, people behave based on causal factors. Stories in the genre of naturalism often focus on people in the lower social and economic classes.
Regionalism or Local Color: Local color or regional literature is fiction and poetry that focuses on the characters, dialect, customs, topography, and other features particular to a specific region. Once again we can see this as a subset of the larger Realism movement, but we might consider these movements as drawing on the early Romantic movement, as they sometimes mythologize or draw on nostalgia for a region’s quaint customs and mourn losses of culture as industrialization creeps in. Some local colorists might be seen as being condescending to their subjects – exaggerating dialect, looking down on their quaintness, etc. Others, however, credit these stories that highlight the characters and histories of the many regions around the U.S. as helping reunite us after the Civil War and during the major shifts of industrialization and migration, helping create a sense of national identity around our many different cultures. 

Stephen Crane (1871-1900) 

Crane is of the main forces of American Realism, but we should be able to consider him a naturalist as well:

A man said to the universe:  
"Sir, I exist!"  
"However," replied the universe,  
"The fact has not created in me  
A sense of obligation." --Stephen Crane (1894, 1899)
“The Blue Hotel” (1899)
1. How does the description of the hotel in the beginning of the story relate to themes in the story? Are there any sinister details in the description of Scully or of the interior of the hotel or the world outside? What two colors dominate as symbols, and what might they represent?

2. How would you characterize the behavior of the Swede in the first parts of the story?  What is he so afraid of?  How do the others react to him?

3. Can anything that happens in part two be seen as foreshadowing later events in the story?

4. One question that the story raises is “Where is the ‘Wild West’?”  (Or: “Where is hell?”)  What is Crane’s answer to this question?

5. What role does the fight between Johnnie and the Swede play in the story?

6. What is the Easterner’s take on events as expressed to the cowboy in the next-to-last paragraph of the story?

7. Consider the significance—and the irony—of the cowboy’s “injured” plea in the final paragraph.

Sarah Orne Jewett (1865-1895)
Jewett is a main figure in the Local Color, or Regionalist, movement; her short stories and novels are mostly set in rural Maine and her work stands out for its careful portrayal of natural setting and characterization, including dialect.
“A White Heron” (1886)

1. How does Sylvie’s name suggest an association with the woods, and what might this imply as to her character?

2. Gender issues become central in the story.  What are the different (gendered) ways that Sylvia and the young man “collect” nature?  

3. The white heron means different things to each main character.  What does it mean to the young man?  What might it mean to Sylvia?

4. What is the underlying relationship between Sylvia and the young man?  How is this associated with the forest and nature? 

5. Sylvie is the protagonist – in what ways could she be considered a hero, or to behave heroically?

