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INTRODUCTION 

This dissertation is an attempt to inquire into the mutations of the novel 

a s  a literary form. It begins by examining the theory of realism, and then looks 

into t h e  important  charac te r i s t i c s  of expressive real ism which w a s  the  

informing principle of the nineteenth century literature in Europe. It is followed 

by a discussion of the mutations of the novelistic form in modern American 

fiction.In order to study the characterstics of the nineteenth century European 

realism, I have chosen two great masters, namely, Honore de Balzac and Stendhal. 

The modern American novelists chosen for study a re  Sinclair Lewis, J o h n  

Steinbeck, Ken Kesey and Kurt Vonnegut (Jr).  An exhaustive study of the works 

of these authors is beyond the purview of this dissertation. The emphasis is 

always on the mode of realism employed in their works. 

It i s  now common knowledge that the realist theories of the nineteenth 

century classic realist period have become outdated, and that  even the  concept 

of realism has  been challenged and  subjected to serious criticism. Classic 

realism takes for granted the existential independence of the  object a n d  its 

representation. To what extent does the realist novelist of today respect this 

norm, and work in this direction? What strides does modern realism take in 

recognising as  a fact of contemporary consciousness, the increasing complexity 

and volatility of its subject matter? How does twentieth century realism look 

when viewed against the background of the much publicised death of the novel 

and the post-modernist approaches to the representation of reality? These are 

some of the questions addressed in this study. The essence and justification of 

the realistic novel is the  reciprocity between the experience of humanity and 

the consciousness of the individual. It is my endeavour here to examine how far 

this reciprocity is justified in the works of the authors chosen for study. 



The term 'realism', in its broadest sense has been employed in a large 

number of areas: art, literature, aesthetics, philosophy and law. Even before this 

term was taken up in serious literary discussions, it had gained wide currency 

in philosophy. Realism in the novel is, no doubt, different from realism in 

philosophy. Yet the realist thought in general, a n d  the  real is t  method of 

investigation are of importance in literary realism a s  well. 

The earliest recorded use of the word realism with a literary a s  distinct 

from a philosophical application was in a Parisian periodical, La Mercure Francais 

in 1826. A s  a critical term, it was accepted in literary discussions towards the 

beginning of the nineteenth century. Edmund Duranty's journal Realisme used 

the term to denote the verite humaine of Rembrandt a s  opposed to the idealite 

poetique of neo-classical painting. (For a detailed discussion, see Ian Watt, 1970, 

P. 10) 

Towards a definition: 

Definition is always a difficult task in the case of a literary genre, and 

especially so, with the novel, as, unlike many other literary forms, i t  does not 

have a definite form. The rules invented for other literary forms, which were 

born far earlier, cannot be applied in the case of the novel, which was born in 

the modern era. Moreover, the novel, as Henry James rightly remarked, remains, 

still, under the right persuasion, the most independent, most elastic, most 

prodigious of literary forms ("Prefacen to The Ambassadors a s  in Lodge, 199 1, P.56). 

Etymologically, 'realism' means 'thingism', a s  the adjective 'real' i s  derived 

from the Latin 'res' meaning 'thing'. The first definition of 'real' according to 

Dr. Johnson's dictionary i s  'relating to things', 'not persons'. J o h n  Locke 



believed tha t  one of the chief ends of language is to convey the knowledge of 

things. The term 'realistic', t hus  viewed, describes some kind of objectification 

which says tha t  objects a re  to be defined not by their inherent qualities, or 

limits, bu t  by their relation to a fixed observer governing a closed system-a 

stance tha t  was developed during the Renaissance period. It is  connected to the 

intellectual a n d  imaginative approach to reality tha t  Galileo discusses in his  

Dialogue of the New Sciences and  Descartes discusses in his Discourse on Method. 

According to Ian Watt ,  realism i s  the  defining charac te r i s t ic  which 

differentiates the work of the early eighteenth century novelists from previous 

fiction (P. 10). The history of realism is t h u s  ie not different from the history of 

t h e  novel. The Oxford Dictionary describes t h e  novel as a ficti t ious prose 

n a r r a t i v e  of a c o n s i d e r a b l e  l e n g t h ,  in w h i c h  c h a r a c t e r s  a n d  a c t i o n s  

representative of real life a re  portrayed in a plot of greater or lesser complexity. 

Dennis Walden lists three important reasons for the close connection between 

the novel and  rea1ism:the intimate relationship between the history of the genre 

a n d  the  concept of realism, the  fact t ha t  the nineteenth century novel h a s  

always been closely associated with t h e  family of fea tures  o r  convent ions 

reluted to realism, and  the still continuing use of the mode of realism in fiction, 

drama a n d  television (1995, P. 17). 

Realism, in  i ts  widest general sense,  can  be taken a s  a word which means 

portraying in l i terature,  life a s  it is. Long before realism became a powerful 

movement in European literature, Dr. Johnson,  in 1750, describes this new trend: 

The works of fiction with which the present generation seems 
A 

more Delighted, a r e  s u c h  a s  exhibi t  life in  i t s  t r u e  s t a t e ,  

diversified only by the accidents tha t  daily happen in the world 

and  influenced by those passions and  qualities which a re  really 

to be found in convers ing  with m a n k i n d .  ( T h e  Rambler ,  

Vol.I,No. 4 ) .  



Later, in the nineteenth century, exponents of realism like Edmund Duranty and the 
e 

Goncourt Brothers, and writers like Balzac and Stsndhal, too, stressed the very same 

"life in its true state" and "passions and qualities which are really to be found in 

conversing with mankind" a s  the essence of the realistic movement. In our own times, 

Krtne' Wcllek, too, rrieans more or less the same thing when he speaks of the objective 

representation of contemporary reality a s  the chief aim of the nineteenth century novel. 

To D. H. Lawrance, the novel is the one bright book of life. 'Books are not life. They are 

only tremulations on the ether. But, the novel a s  a tremulation can make the whole 

man alive tremble, which is more than poetry, philosophy, or science or any other 

book-tremulation can do" (as in Lodge, 199 1, P. 133). 

Raymond Williams elaborates on the term realism in his essay "Realism 

and the Contemporary Novel". "The most common definition is in terms of a n  

ordinary, contemporary, everyday reality, a s  opposed to traditionally heroic, 

romantic or  legendary subjectsn. "In the highest realism, society is seen in 

f u n d a m e n t a l l y  p e r s o n a l  t e r m s ,  a n d  p e r s o n s ,  t h r o u g h  r e l a t i o n s h i p s ,  in  

fundamentally social terms.The integration is controlling, yet, of course, it is 

not to be achieved by a n  act  of will. I f  it comes a t  all, it is  a creative discovery 

and can  perhaps only be recorded within the s t ructure and  substance of the 

r e a l i s t i c  nove ln  ( 1 9 7 5 ,  P . 3 0 0 , P . 3 1 4 ) .  Wi l l iams  i s  e m p h a t i c  a b o u t  t h e  

inclusiveness of the novelistic form. "Novel", he says,  "is not as much a literary 

form a s  a whole literature itself. A form which, in fact includes, Middlemarch and 

Auto d a  Fe, Wuthering Heights and  Huckleberry Finn, The Rainbow and  The Magic 

Mountain is ,  indeed,  a s  I have said,  more like a whole l i terature"  (P.304) .  

Virginia Woolf, too, s t resses  the infinite possibilities of the a r t  of fiction a s  she 

remarks tha t  there is no limit to the horizon, and tha t  nothing, no "methodn, no 

experiment even of the wildest, is forbidden in the writing of the novel. "The 

proper stuff of fictionndoes not exist, everything is the proper stuff or fiction, 

every feel ing,  every t h o u g h t ,  every qua l i ty  of b ra in  i s  d r a w n  u p o n ;  no 

perception comes amissn'  (1968, P. 194). 

According to Robert Scholes,  "realism is a matter  of perception. The 

real is t  p re sen t s  h i s  impress ions  of the  world of experience. A pa r t  of h i s  



vocabulary and  other technical instruments ,  he shares  with social scientists. 

The realist writer seeks always to give the reader a sense of the way things 

a re  .... The realist's t ru th  is a bit more general and typical t han  the reporter's 

fact. It may also be more vivid and  memorable". (1968,P. 9). 

Engels defines realism a s  typical characters in typical situations. Here, 

the  word 'typical', Lukacs reminds us ,  i s  not to be confused with what  i s  

frequently encountered: 

What makes a type, a type, is not i ts  average quality, not i ts  

mere individual being however profoundly conceived, what makes 

it a type is tha t  in it all the humanly and  socially essential 

determinants a re  present on their highest level of development 

in the ultimate unfolding of the possibilities latent in them in 

extreme presentation of their extremes (1964, P.6). 

Lucien Goldman defines the novel in sociological terms. "The novel seems 

to me, in effect, to be the transposition on the literary plane, of everyday life in 

the individualistic society created by market production" (1975, P.7) 

According to Elizabeth A. Drew, the novel is contemporary social history, 

a n d  it invariably reflects t he  society to which the  novelist  belongs. "The 

twentieth century novel, indeed, might almost be identified with that  device of 

punctuation so liberally employed by i t s  creators, and  called the Novel of the Three 

Dots .... It suggests,  inquires, collects instances,  supplies illustrations on every 

side of human  experience, bu t  it would fain leave all ultimate judgement tailing 

off into impartial decision" (1926, P. 137) 



Novel - Origins: 

The novel i s  a fictional form which is a kind of written narrative, a n d  its 

relationship to  i t s  narrat ive predecessors i s  not  clear. Lennard J .  Davis in 

Factual Fiction: The Origins of the English Novel (1983) classifies the theories of 

the novel's origin into three groups: the  evolutionary, t he  osmotic a n d  the 

convergent. The evolutionary theories argue tha t  the prose romances gradually 

became more real is t ic  un t i l  they tu rned  in to  someth ing  like t h e  form we 

recognise a s  novel. According to the osmotic theories, literary forms absorb 

changes in the s t ructure of the  society and  change accordingly. Thus,  the novel 

may be said to have been a n  offshoot of the  rise of the bourgeoisie and  the new 

interest in individuals after the Renaissance. Theories of convergence express 

the general view t h a t  different genres  like romance, biography, picaresque 

narrative and  so on come together to form the  new genre of the novel. The word 

'novel' means  'new', and  it is derived from 'novella' a n  Italian term for a short 

tale in prose. In many European languages the term for novel is 'roman' which is 

related to romance, and  so implies a continuity with the medieval prose works 

known by tha t  name. Romances written in vernaculars tha t  appeared in many 

European countries in  the medieval period were accounts of events, magical, 

fantastic or supernatural ,  mostly centered on love, and  had  a n  elevated tone 

about  them, a n d  always contained a moral. From the fifteenth century onwards, 

some of the . romances  started appearing in prose instead of verse. It is often 

these prose narratives tha t  we consider a s  the precursors of the novel. It is  

interesting to note t ha t  when the novel proper appeared in the mid-eighteenth 

century or  so, critics a n d  au thors  themselves were much more inclined to call it 

history or  romance rather  than  use  the new tern novel. Even in the nineteenth 



century, many novelists still insisted that  they were writing romances. Perhaps, 

i t  was only by the twentieth century tha t  romance took i t s  current  debased 

connotation of a sentimental love story and  the term novel acquired a positive 

cha rac t e r .  Some of t h e  cu l tura l  factors  in t he  Renaissance period, writes 

I<ershner, were quite encouraging to the prospect of the novel form: a liking for 

the exploration of the physical world around man and  a desire to verify ideas 

through personal experience rather  than  by appeal to a n  authority. However, 

the Renaissance reverence for the classical Greek a n d  Roman literary figures, 

and  a desire to emulate them, were obstacles to the use  of forms unknown to the 

ancients (1997, P.3). Besides, literacy was too low and  consequently, there was 

not enough of a popular  readersh ip  for l i terary works. By the  eighteenth 

century,  popular readership was there,  b u t  literary consensus  was  slow in 

coming. 

Philosophical Origins: 

A s  h a s  already been pointed out ,  the  term realism was first used in 

philosophy. Platonism, also known a s  conceptual  real ism,  s t a t e s  t ha t  the 

concept or  universal i s  what is truly real rather than  the individual or  particular 

things. The real is what is common to all individuals of a class. Thus man means 

the  species of man a n d  not a n  individual human being. In the Middle Ages, 

nominalism tried to dislodge conceptualism by insisting tha t  unversals were mere 

names, and  only the individual things existed. Later, Aquinas combined Aristotle's 

modified version of Platonism with the nominalistic emphasis on individual things 

and  gave his  version of realism tha t  was to influence Christian thought and 

writings. Thus ,  while conceptualism held the view tha t  universals existed only 

in the mind, and  nominalism even denied the existence of universals altogether, 



a n d  held tha t  they were simply names, realism granted the specific or generic 
t 

nature  of the thing a distinct existence in reality outside the  mind. Against 

idealism it asserted tha t  the existence of sense objects and  their qualities is 

external to thought.  

The Platonic-Aristotelian kind of realism was replaced in the eighteenth 

century by a new view of what is purported to be real. Empiricists like David 

Hume and  objective idealists like Emmanuel Kant held the view tha t  objects do 

. not have a n  existence independent of man's perception of them. At the same 

t ime,  Thomas  Reid's commonsense school proclaimed t h a t  the objects of 

perception a re  objects a n d  they have a real existence outside the perceiving 

mind. 

Modern realism, however, begins from the position t h a t  t ru th  can  be 

discovered by individuals through their senses.  It h a s  i ts  origin in Descartes 

and  Locke, and  received i t s  full formulation in Thomas Reid in the middle of the 

eighteenth century. The severlteenth century witnessed the eniergence of u ncw 

school of materialist determinism. Thomas Hobbes and  J o h n  Locke belonged to 

this  school. To Hobbes destiny meant material reality. J o h n  Locke's An Essay 

Concerning Human Understanding (1690) was  to be the  cornerstone of t he  

empiricist theory of knowledge. The Essay is a study of how the mind acquires 

knowledge a n d  understanding.  It emphasizes t h a t  all knowledge i s  acquired 

through the senses  and  none of it i s  innate. Locke's followers claimed tha t  what 

a man  thought  and  did, depended on what his senses encountered, and that 

different milieus made different men. Although Locke saw the mind a s  a tabula 

rasa,  he  claimed tha t  it could nevertheless comprehend and  reflect on what the 

senses  wrote there. 



Abbe Etienne de Condillac, using Locke's theory as his  point of departure,  

maintained tha t  all functions of the conscious mind-acts of concentration, 

making  judgement ,  remember ing  etc-were achieved by the  s a m e  menta l  

process.  Condillac's novelty lay in the fact t ha t  he  dispensed with Locke's 

a u  tonornous realm of reflections. Claude Adrien Helvetius brought together the 

materialist determinism of La Mettrie and  the sensualism pioneered by Condillac. 

Destutt  de Tracy, on the other hand,  reconciled determinism with a satisfying 

concept of the individual will. I t  was with Thomas Reid's commonsense school 

tha t  realism assumed,  in philosophy, the sha rp  delineation which was to have 

a n  unambiguous attraction for writers, critics and  theorists in literature. Thus, 

t he  idea t h a t  t he  perceived objects  have an existence independent of the 

perceiving mind was developed in opposition to all forms of idealism. Descartes's 

greatness dwells primarily in the thoroughness of his  determination to accept 

nothing on t rus t ,  and  h is  Discourse on Method and Meditations did much to bring 

about  the  modern assumption whereby the pursuit  of t ru th  is conceived of a s  a 

wholly individual matter,  logically independent of the tradition of pas t  thought.  

Ian Watt, in his  book, The Rise of the Novel, remarks tha t  the novel is the 

only literary form which most fully reflects a n  individualist a n d  innovating 

reorientation. Earlier literary forms, he says,  had reflected the general tendency 

of their cul tures  to make conformity to traditional practice the major test of 

t ru th .  The plots of classical and  renaissance epic, for example, were based on 

past history or  fable, a n d  the merit of the author 's treatment was  judged largely 

according to a view of literary decorum derived from accepted models in the genre. 

This literary traditionalism was first and  most fully challenged by the novel whose 

primary criterion was fidelity to individual experience, individual experience 



which is always unique and  therefore new. "The noveln, Watt argues,  'is t hus  

the logical literary vehicle of a culture which, in the last  few centuries,  h a s  set 

a n  unprecedented value on originality, on  the novel, and  it is  therefore, well 

named"  (1970 ,  P.13) .  S ince  t h e  novelist 's  pr imary t a s k  i s  to convey the  

impression of fidelity to human experience, adherence to any pre-established 

formal convention can  only endanger his  success. A s  Ian Watt observes, "What 

is often felt a s  the formlessness of the novel, a s  compared with tragedy, or with 

the ode, probably follows from this; the poverty of the novel's formal conventions 

would seem to be the price it mus t  pay for i t s  realismn (1970, P. 14). In short,  the 

impact of philosophical realism on  literary realism lies in the general temper of 

i ts  thought,  i t s  methods of investigation, and  in the kinds of problems it ha s  

r a i s e d .  T h e  gene ra l  t e m p e r  of ph i losophica l  r ea l i sm h a s  been  cr i t ica l ,  

a n t i - t r a d i t i o n a l ,  a n d  innovat ive ;  i t s  method h a s  been  t h e  s t u d y  of t h e  

particulars of experience by the individual investigator. 

Damian Grant's book, Realism: thecritical Idiom, describes two kinds of 

r ea l i sm,  name ly ,  t h e  consc ious  real ism a n d  t h e  consc i en t ious  rea l i sm.  

Consc ious  r ea l i sm i s  connec ted  to  t h e  co r r e spondence  theory  a n d  the  

conscientious realism to the coherence theory. The correspondence theory is 

empirical and  epistemological and  it involves a naive common sense realist belief 

in the reality of the external world. In the coherence theory, the epistemological 

process is accelerated or  elided by intuitive perception. Truth i s  not earned by 

labour of documentation or analysis, but  coined by a ready synthesis.  Evidence 

is replaced by self-evidence. In the correspondence theory, t ru th  is t rue  to 

something, in the coherence theory it is  straight, flawless, containing the t ruth,  

not simply representing or  attending to it, In the first case, reality is, a s  it were, 



way-laid by t ru th ,  arrested by it; in  the second, reality is discovered, and  in a 

sense,  created in the very ac t  of perception. The correspondence theory can  be 

called a semantic conception and  the coherence theory, a syntactic conception 

of t ru th ;  one probes for and refers to a verifiable meaning, the other makes a 

I n  a l l  t h e  f o r m s  of r e a l i s m ,  we c a n  d i s c e r n  a t e n s i o n  be tween  

correspondence and  coherence a s  the criterion of reality, reflected or achieved. 

The correspondence theory of realism is the expression of what one might call 

the conscience of literature, the conscience which protests when it neglects or 

disparages external reality, and  seeks to draw its sustenance from, and  exist 

for, the disengaged imagination alone. It i s  the conscience which made Yeats 

exclaim in the last  line of "The Circus Animals' Desertion": 

"1 must lie down where all the ladders start, 

111 the rag-and- bone stlop of lllc I i c u ~ ~ t "  ( 1965, I' .G9).  

The coherence theory of realism, on the other hand, is the consciousness of literature, 

its self-awareness, its realisation of its own ontological status. Realism, in this case, is 

always something created; it does not exist a priori. Here there is no nature or reality 

outside the mind, and the artist need not worry about the relationship. We are reminded 

of William Blake's lines in "Jerusalem": 

"I must create a system, or be enslaved by another Man's 

I will not reason and compare: my business is to create" (1969,P.629). 

Philip Stevick, in  The Theory of the Novel, points  to t he  connection 

between the novel and  the actual ways of the world. "The novel", he says, "records 



the  passage  from a s t a t e  of innocence t o  a s t a t e  of experience,  from the 

ignorance which is a bliss, to a mature recognition of the actual ways of the 

world" (1967, P. 14). Falstaff, in a sense, foreshadows the sensibility tha t  will make 

the novel possible. The protagonist of the novel follows more or less the same 

pattern of disillusionment tha t  Falstaff embodied a s  he stood on the battlefield of 

Shrewsbury questioning the value of such  aristocratic absolutes a s  chivalric 

honour,  and  deciding to choose the life of a coward. 

Georg Lukacs, in The Theory of the Novel (1971) defines novel a s  the epic 

of the transcendental homelessness of man.  It is a n  attempt by the modern man 

to reconcile life (existence) with t rue  self (essence) th rough a form of epic 

narration. The novel shall remain only a pale shadow of the t rue epic, because 

the historical conditions which made the epic possible, the organic community 

and i ts  unquestioned value system, have vanished from the Western world. The 

c%l.~ic, Lukacs says,  is a n  extensive totality, a closed a r t  in which the hero is 

never a n  individual, for the epic must  describe not his destiny, but  tha t  of the 

community. The epic hero i s  intimately connected to the  community and  he  

never questions i t s  values. In contrast ,  the novelistic hero is the product of man's 

alienation from the world, a world in which values a re  no longer universally 

binding a n d  where the  individual is no longer bound to a closed community. 

I f  the epic gives form to the extensive totality of life, the novel tells of the 

adventure of interiority. The content of the novel is the story of the soul that 

goes to find itself, t ha t  seeks adventures in order to be proved and  tested by 

them, a n d  by proving itself, to find i ts  own essence. The first great novel of world 

literature, Don Quixote, was written a t  a time when the Christian God began to 



n 
forsake the world, and  man,  having lost his transctceental home, sets  out  in 

search of h i s  own soul. Cervantes lived in a period of desperate mysticism, a 

period of great  confusion of values aga ins t  the  background of a n ,  a s  yet ,  

unchanged value system. 

In short ,  the novel is the epic of a n  age in which the extensive totality of 

life is no longer directly given, in which the immanence of meaning in life has  

become a problem a s  it still thinks in terms of totality. The hero is therefore 

problematical and  shall seek the goal and  meaning of life within a mundane 

world which denies and  frustrates  him. The s t ructural  instability inherent in 

t he  novel form i s  t he  direct  r e su l t  of t h e  necessary  tens ion  between the  

problematic hero a n d  the contingent world, the conflict between the universal 

viilues sought by the hero and the stark fact about the impossiblity of realising 

them, because reaslising those values would be tantamount  to destroying the 

novel form and  regaining epic wholeness. 

Narrative, Formal Origins: 

Robert Scholes and  Robert Kellogg in their work, The Nature of Narrative, 

speak  of two ant i thet ical  modes of narrative: the  empirical, owing primary 

allegiance to the real, and  the fictional whose primary allegiance is to the ideal. 

They fur ther  subdivide the  empirical narrative into history, which is t rue to 

fact, and  mimesis or realistic imitation which is t rue to experience. Similarly, 

fictional narrative is subdivided into romance which cultivates beauty and aims 

to delight, and  allegory which cultivates goodness, and aims to instruct.  The 

book also tells u s  t ha t  the primitive oral epic was a synthesis of empirical and 

fictional modes tha t  under  various cultural pressures  (chiefly, the transition 
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from oral to written forms of communication) broke u p  into i ts  component parts 

twice: a t  first  during the period of the late classical literature, and  then,  during 

t h e  period of t h e  development of the  European vernaculars .  A perceptible 

movement in narrative literature towards a new synthesis of the empirical and 

fictional modes s tar ted during the late Middle Ages and  the Renaissance period, 

and  it was this  movement tha t  culminated in the novel form in the eighteenth 

ceritury. W .  I-'. Ker, in his  Epic artd Romance, comments on the epochal event of 

the epic yielding to romance. "The change of temper and  fashion represented by 

the appearance a n d  the  vogue of the  medieval French romances i s  a change 

involving the whole world and  going far beyond the compass of literature and 

literary history" (193 1, P.6).  

Among the  seven teen th  cen tu ry  l i terary forms t h a t  inf luenced the  

s t ructure of the novel, the conduct book or guide literature was one of the most 

important. The domestic conduct book gave guidance on atti tudes and  behaviours, 

about marriage and  married life. The full title of Eliza Haywood's conduct book 

( 1  725) is: The Tea Table: Or a Conversation Between some Polite Persons of Both 

Sexes, at a Lady's Visiting Day Wherein a re  Represented the Various Foibles and  

Affections, which Form the Character of a n  Accomplished Beau or Modern Fine Lady. 

Boccaccio who followed the specific tradition of the fourteenth century 

favellatore a n d  the general tradition of the story tellers from the epic to the 

fabliaux, retold s tor ies  with eloquence a n d  evocative power. A s  we come to 

Chaucer,  we have a narrator who claims to have witnessed the events of the 

narrative, but  here, the pretence is a n  obvious convention and  operates a s  a 

skillfully created device. "What distinguishes the novel from the  epic, the early 



shor t  narrative, a n d  the stories told within the walled garden of a plagued city or 

the time encompassed by a journey to Canterbury", says Raymond Federman, 'is 

our  sense of the narrator  not a s  a story teller, bu t  a s  a witness who has  imposed 

his frame upon reality. Whether his story is told in the first or third person, the 

narrator  is present a s  a witness who holds a world of time and  space within his 

solitary purview" (1975, P.50). 

Er ich  Auerbach ' s  Mimesis  i s  a n  overview of t h e  Western rea l i s t ic  

l i t e ra ture .  It makes  a n  impor tan t  innovation in  the  concept  of realism by 

linking it with the stylistic development over long historical periods. Auerbach 

tells u s  tha t  in the classical period, the separation of styles into the sublimitas 

and humilitas was the literary expression of the social hierarchy of those times, 

and  it was this  separation tha t  prevented the development of realism in that  

period. Only characters  of high social standing were treated a s  truly serious, 

a n d  ord inary  h u m a n  exis tence w a s  t rea ted  in  a m a n n e r  t h a t  lacked any  

seriousness.  With the  story of Christ, this  principle of stylistic separation is 

violated: the  lowliest man  (son of a carpenter) is identified with the  highest 

being. What  prevents  medieval Chris t ian l i terature from a t ta in ing  the  full 

seriousness of realism is i ts other- worldliness. 

Auerbach tells u s  tha t  even though the courtly romances of the Middle 

Ages h a d  a b o u t  t hem a grea t  dea l  of real is t ic  flavour a n d  psychological 

r e f i n e m e n t ,  t hey  h a d  a lways  t h e  s t ronge r  l imi ta t ion  t h a t  t h e  fairy ta le  

atmosphere about  them was entirely without basis in political, geographical or 

social reality. The courtly romances were not a t tempts  to shape or set forth 

reality; they were content to be fairy tales or fables. Contrasting the feudal 
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literature with the liturgical plays, Auerbach tells u s  tha t  there is in the latter 

a movement toward everyday contemporary reality. In Saint Francis of Assissi, 

a t  the beginning of the thirteenth century, we have a mixture of the sublirnitas 

and  huri~ilitas with a resulting irresolvable fusion of action a n d  expression, 

content a n d  form (Pp. 143-173). This is in direct contrast  to the  antique theory 

tha t  the sublime and  elevated style shall always be separated from the low style. 

Dante's work, he says,  laid open the panorama of the common a n d  multiple world 

of h u m a n  reality,  a n d  in  Boccaccio, l i terature,  perhaps  for the  first  time, 

presented a world of reality and  of the present: "Gift of observation and  power of 

expression Boccaccio had by nature;  what he owes to Dante, i s  the  possibility of 

making such  free use  of his  talent,  of attaining the vantage point from which it 

is possible to survey the entire present world of phenomena, to grasp it in all i ts  

multiplicity and  to reproduce it in a pliable and  expressive languagen (P.219). 

During t h e  fifteenth cen tu ry ,  realism becomes more sensory ,  t h e  colours  

bcco~ne more glaring. Yet the representation always remains within the bounds 

of medieval determination and  of Christanity. Only with the modern novel does 

the writer present mundane reality in i ts  historical particularity and  with full 

ser iousness .  

B.M. Eichenbaums's essay "0.  Henry and the Theory of the Short Storyn 

discusses the  relationship between oral tales and  the written story. Tales such 

a s  Decameron, he says,  have a fundamental connection with the oral speech, 

and  so, they a re  related to oral tales, gossips and  anecdotes. The oral element, 

he a rgues ,  persis ts  even in the early novels. Eichenbaum subs tan t ia tes  his 

argument  by pointing out  the  oratorical narrative voice of Scott and  the lyrical 

voice of Victor Hugo (as in Scholes, 1973, P. 143). The novel, nevertheless, broke 
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with the  narrative form and  became a combination of dialogues, scenes and  

de ta i led  p r e s e n t a t i o n s  of decor ,  g e s t u r e s  a n d  in tona t ions .  E ichenbaum 
* 

cons ide r s  t he  novel a s  a "syncre t i s t icn  form which i s  made  u p  of o the r  

e lementary forms a n d  agrees with the  view of the earlier Russ ian  literary 

critics t ha t  the novel i s  a new mixture of all the genres with variant s u b  classes 

a s  the epic novel (eg. Don Quixote), the lyrical novel (The Sorrows of Werther), and  

the  dramatic novel (novels of Walter Scott). 

Lennard J .  Davis, in Factual Fiction: The Origins of the English Novel, 

observes how the  early novelists adopted the method of the  documentary or 

historical writing for obtaining complete truthfulness to reality in the depiction 

of fictitious characters  and  events. The eighteenth century reader, he thinks, 

was unable to make sure  whether Robinson Crusoe or Pamela were t rue  stories 

or not. At the same time, the novelists raised a defensive smoke-screen around 

the contradictory demands made upon them a s  story-tellers. On the one hand,  

was the traditional aesthetic imperative tha t  literature should embody general 

t ru th  about  hurnan nature,  and  on the other,  was the particularity of reportage. 

Davis's theory applies more obviously to Defoc and Richardson than  to Fielding 

who mocked the technique of what he called the pseudo-documentary reporting 

in Shamela a n d  Joseph  Andrews. Nevertheless, it is well-known how Fielding had 

put  the facts of a real historical event (The Jacobite Rising of 1765) into his 

novel Tom Jones  with unprecedented care and attention to detail. The classic 

a n d  t h e  modern  p h a s e s  of t h e  novel a l so  a r e  n o t  total ly  free from t h i s  

relationship between fact and  fiction. J ames  Joyce even used to boast that even 

i f  the city of Dublin were to be destroyed, it could be reconstructed from his books. 

Tobias Smollett, in his "Prefacen to Roderick Random, tells about  the three 

phases in the evolution of prose fiction. The ancients,  he says,  were unable to 



relish a fable in  prose because they had seen so many remarkable events  

celebrated in verse by their best poets. Then came the dark  ages when the minds - 

of men were debauched by the imposition of priestcraft to the utmost  pitch of 

credulity and  this  resulted in the writings of romances which appealed to the 

human  sense of wonder rather  than  judgement. At last ,  Cervantes appeared, 

and  with one blow, by a n  inimitable piece of ridicule, reformed the taste of 

mank ind ,  represent ing  chivalry in the  right point of view, a n d  converting 

romance to purposes far more useful and  entertaining, by making it assume the 

sock, and  point out  the follies of ordinary life (1964, P.4). 

Realism and Romance: 

The spec t rum of fiction ranges  between the  extremes of history and  

fantasy, with realism and  romance coming in between. The works and  lives of 

all poets and  writers would seem to oscillate between the poles of Dichtung and 

Wahrheit ,  fiction a n d  t ru th .  Harry Levin, in his book, The  Gates  of Horn, refers to 

Homer's description of the twin gates: one of opaque ivory through which pass 

fictitious dreams and  the other of t ransparent  horn,  which lets out  nothing but 

t ru th .  Walter Scott ,  in h is  E s s a y  on Romance (1824)  points to the distinction 

between the novel a n d  the romance: While in the romance we have "a fictitious 

na r r a t ive  ... t h e  i n t e re s t  of which t u r n s  upon  marve l lous  a n d  uncommon 

incidentsn, in the novel, "the events a re  accommodated to the ordinary train of 

human events and  the modern s tate  of society" ( a s  in Kershner, 1997, P.9). 

Realism and  romance a re  the two principal ways in which fiction can be 

related to life. They indicate the double descent of prose narrative. The novel 

develops from t h e  lineage of non-f ict i t ious narrat ive form: the  le t ter ,  t he  



journal,  memo or biography, the chronicle or history; it develops, so to speak, out 

of documents,  and  stylistically it stresses representative detail, 'mimesis' in i ts 

narrow sense. The romance, on the other hand,  the continuation of the epic and 

the medieval romance, may neglect verisimilitude of detail, addressing itself to 

a higher reality, a deeper psychology. Realism is a matter  of perception, the 

realist presents  his  impressions of the world of experience. Romance i s  a matter 

of vision a n d  the romancer presents not so much his  impressions of the world as 

his  ideas about  it. Nevertheless, the two ways a re  not necessarily opposite to 

each other .  Realism itself is more romantic than  history or  journalism, and  

romance i s  more realistic t han  fantasy. Many important works of fiction are  

rich and  complicated blends of romance and  realism. "The greatest worksn, says 

Robert Scholes, "are those which succeed in blending the realist's perception 

and  the romancer's visions giving u s  fictional worlds remarkably close to our  

sense of the actual,  bu t  skillfully shaped so  a s  to make u s  intensely aware of the 

meaningful potential of existence" (1968, P. 10). 

The novel, which is a further development from the romance, differs from 

its ancestor in tha t  i ts  hero i s  a n  anti-hero. Whereas in a romance the search 

af ter  glory a n d  adventure makes the protagonist a hero, in  a novel, he discovers, 

with Falstaff, t ha t  there is no future for heroism and  tha t  he i s  a perfectly 

ordinary man  with the experience and  knowledge tha t  sui t  his  station. Don 

Quixote, t he  Knight of t he  Sad  Countenance,  is only Alonso Quixano. The 

sensibility t ha t  produces the novel a sks  questions instead of making contrary 

s tatements .  A s  Quixote, the  Knight, describes the windmills a s  giants, his  squire 

Sancho asks ,  "What giants?" This crucial question by Sancho makes explicit the 

distinction between the novel and  the romance. The novel rejects the spirit of 
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romance which sees  the world through a haze of imagination, coloured by 

sentimentality a n d  transformed by the poetry of legend and  myth. Don Quixote's 

frequent fall off the horse indicates the protagonist's fall and  it completes the 

educational process with which the novel deals: a n  initiation into the material 

world and  of man's  life in'.eociety. Ortega Y-Gasset, in his  book Meditations on 

Quixote, points  to the  demythification of the  novelistic form: "The myth is 

always the  s tar t ing point of all poetry, including the realistic, except tha t  in the 

latter,  we accompany the  myth in i ts  descent,  in i ts  fall. This collapse of the 

poetic is the theme of realistic poetry" (1961,P. 144). 

The romance is a t ransi t ional  form standing somewhere between the 

idealism of the epic and  the realism of the novel. It is perhaps one of the ironies 

of history t h a t  Spain the  las t  citadel of feudalism, the  most traditionalistic 

cul ture  of Western Europe, provided the best venue for irony, and  so the most 

fertile soil for the seed of the modern novel. Commenting on Don Quixote, Harry 

Levin writes in The Gates  of Horn: "While the former (Quixote) looks back toward 

the romance, transfiguring commonplace windmills into chimerical foes, the 

latter (Sancho) looks ahead to the novel, wryly squinting a n d  dryly asking, "What 

giants?" (P. 41).  

According to Richard Chase, the main difference between the novel and 

the romance lies in their att i tude to reality. The novel renders reality closely 

and  in comprehensive detail. The people in a novel a re  inextricably related to 

nature,  to each other,  to their social class and  to their own past. Character i s  

more important than  action or  plot and  the events tha t  occur will normally be 

plausible. Even if a violent or  sensational occurrence i s  introduced, it will be 



done only after preparing the reader to accept i t ,  By contrast ,  the romance, 

following distantly the  medieval example, feels free to render  reality in less 

volume and detail. It tends to prefer action to character and  action is more free 

in a romance t h a n  in a novel, encountering a s  it were, less  resistance from 

reality (1973, Pp. 12-13). 

Nathaniel Hawthorne's "Preface" to The House of the Seven Gables distinguishes 

between the novel and the romance: 

When a writer cal ls  h i s  work a romance, it need hardly be 

observed t h a t  he  wishes to claim a certain latitude, both a s  to 

i ts  fashion and  material, which he would not have felt himself 

entitled to assume had he professed to be writing a novel. The 

la t ter  form of composition is presumed to aim a t  a very minute 

fidelity not merely to the possible, but  to the probable and  

ordinary course of man's experience. The former, while a s  a 

work of a r t ,  it mus t  rigidly subject itself to laws, and  while it 

s ins  unpardonably so far a s  it may swerve aside from the t ru th  

of the  h u m a n  heart ,  h a s  fairly a right to present tha t  t ru th  

unde r  circumstances,  to a great extent,  of the  writer's own 

choosing or creation (198 1, P.vii). 

Realism as a convention: Important characteristics: 

Fiction has  assimilated the exterior features of various other literary forms 

like essays,  letters,  memoirs, chronicles, dialogues, rhapsodies, religious tracts 

and  revolutionary manifestoes, sketches of travels a n d  books of etiquette and  

such  like writings in prose and  verse. It ha s  been so polymorphic tha t  it now 



seems amorphous. A s  Harry Levin remarked, "it can therefore be distinguished 

not by uniformities of s t ructure,  bu t  by variations of growth, not by morphology 

b u t  by physiologyn (1963 ,  P 24) .  Nevertheless,  some of t he  qual i t ies  that. 

characterize realism can  be summed u p  as:  particularity, temporal and  spatial 

circumstantiality, humble subject matter,  view point, chronology, interiority and 

external i ty .  "Every good a u t h o r  will confine himself within the  bounds  of 

probability", writes Fielding in Tom Jones (Bk.  viii, Ch. I ,  1749). Commenting 

upon Horace Walpole's attempt to unite the various merits and  graces of romance 

a n d  novel, Clara Reeve writes: "There is required ... enough of the manners  of 

real life to give a n  air  of probability to the work" (as  in Miriam Allott, 1977, P.45). 

Ian Watt points out how from the time of the Renaissance onwards, there 

h a s  been a growing tendency for individual experience to replace collective 

tradition a s  the ultirnate arbiter of reality. What Defoe did in novel, says Watt, 

\\!as something similar to what Descartes did in philosophy. Defoe allowed his 

narrative order to flow spontaneously from his own sense of what  h i s  protagonist 

might plausibly do next: "In so doing, Defoe initiated a n  important new tendency 

i n ' f i c t i o n ;  h i s  t o t a l  s u b o r d i n a t i o n  of t h e  p lo t  t o  t h e  p a t t e r n  of t h e  

autobiographical memoir is a s  defiant a n  assertion of the primacy of individual 

experience in the  novel a s  Descarte's Cogito ergo Sum was in philosophyn (Ian 

Watt, 1963, P. 13). Further changes were to be introduced before the novel could 

adopt the individual apprehension of reality as the most appropriate means of 

bringing ou t  t he  immediate facts  of consciousness .  Ins tead  of the  general 

human types against a background primarily determined by literary convention, 

the actors in the novel were particular people in particular circumstances. This 

change,  again,  i s  analogous to  the  rejection of universals a n d  emphasis  on 



particulars tha t  characterised philosophic realism. Extending the psychological 

approach of Hobbes and  Locke to literature, Lord Kames observes in  Elements of 

Criticism (1762) t h a t  abs t r ac t  o r  general terms have no  good effect in  any 

composition for amusement ,  because it is  only of particular objects t ha t  images 

can  be formed ( a s  in Watt,  1963, Pp. 16- 17).  The tensions of t he  realistic 

tradition a re  well brought out in a passage in Robinson Crusoe in which Robinson's 

father  urges him to recognise the happiness of his middle state:  

He bade  me observe it a n d  I should  always find t h a t  the  

calamities of life were shared among the upper and  lower par t s  

of m a n k i n d ,  b u t  t h a t  t h e  middle s t a t i o n  h a d  t h e  fewest  

d i s t a s t e s  a n d  was  not  exposed to so  many d is tempers  a n d  

uneasinesses  either of body or  mind a s  those were whom by 

vicious living luxury and  extravangances on the one hand,  or  by 

hard labour,  want of necessaries, and  mean or  insufficient diet 

on the other hand ,  bring distempers upon themselves ....( 1961, 

Pp. 9- 10). 

In Pamela, the novelty is in style rather  t han  in subject. The style is plain and 

direct, although in terms of the subject, it i s  perhaps, the purest  of all romances: 

virtue rewarded, pauper made princessland innocence t r iumphs over evil. 

Novels, more than  any other narrative form, a re  full of facts, dates,  time, 

place-names a n d  proper names.  The characters ac t  in a world which can  be 

described spatially a n d  temporally in  the same way a s  the world we inhabit. 

Richardson, seeking literal authenticity, i s  said to have remarked while writing 

Clarissa Harlowe: "The fixing of dates  has  been a task to me. I am afraid I make 



the writers do too much in the time" (as  in Miriam Allott, 1977, P. 124). Fielding, 

who makes no at tempt  to disguise the fact that  his works a re  fictitious, mocks 

Richardson's abundance of circumstantial detail: "He accordingly ate ,  either a 

rabbit  or a fowl, I never could with any tolerable certainty discover which" (1966, 

P. 15). Nevertheless, it is well known that  the action of Tom Jones  was worked out 

with the aid of a n  almanac so tha t  the events were chronologically consistent 

with each other a n d  with public events in the year 1745. At a much later stage of 

the development of the novel, we find J a m e s  Joyce writing to his  a u n t  Mrs. 

William Murray in Dublin recalling the final stages of Ulysses: "Is it possible for 

a n  ordinary person to climb over the area railings of No.7 Eccles. St.  either from 

the path or the s teps,  lower himself down from the lowest par t  of the railings till 

his feet a r e  within two or three feet of the ground and  drop unhur t?  I saw it done 

myself, bu t  by a man of rather  athletic build. I require this  information in detail 

in order to determine the wording of a paragraphn (1957, P. 175). 

Different  l i t e ra ry  forms imi ta te  reality in different  ways ,  a n d  the  

realistic convention, more than  any other literary convention, approves of a more 

immed ia t e  imi t a t ion  of ind iv idua l  experiece in i t s  t empora l  a n d  spa t i a l  

c-nvironment. Right from the time of Homer, to the prose fiction of Bunyan, we 

get detailed and  exact discriptions of events, places and  human life. But, the 

imporatant difference, a s  Ian Watt pu ts  it, is  tha t  "in Homer and  in earlier prose 

fiction, t hese  passages a r e  relatively ra re ,  a n d  tend to s t and  out  from the 

surrounding narrative; the total literary s t ructure was not consistently oriented 

in the direction of formal realism, and  the plot, especially, which was usually . 

traditional and  often highly improbable, was in direct conflict with i ts  premises" 

(P. 33). 



The new awareness of time: 

The role of time in anc i en t ,  medieval a n d  Renaissance l i terature is 

certainly very different from tha t  in the novel. The celebrated unity of time, 

place and  action i s  really a denial of the importance of the temporal dimension 

in human  life. The classical world's view of reality a s  subsisting in timeless 

universals,  a n d  the equally celebrated personification of time a s  the  winged 

chariot or the grim reaper focus attention not on the temporal flux, but on the 

supremely timeless fact of death and  eternity and ,  the emphasis  h a s  always been 

to overwhelm our  awareness of daily life so a s  to enable u s  to face eternity. The 

atti tude to time in early fiction is very similar, and  no real importance is given 

to time a s  a factor in human relationships. The temporal allegory is vague and 

unparticularised. 

The modern sense of time began to permeate many areas  of thought in 

the  late seventeenth century with the rise of a more objective study of history 

which brought in i ts  wake a deeper sense of the difference between the past  and 

the present.  Newton and Locke presented a new analysis of the temporal process 

and  a s  a result ,  time became a slower and  tnore mechanical sense of duration 

which was minutely enough described, eg: to measure the time of the falling of 

objects or  of the succession of thoughts in the mind. These changed, emphases 

a re  reflected in Defoe's novels. At  his  best, he convinces u s  tha t  his narrative is 

occuring a t  a particular time and  a t  a particular place. This impression becomes 

much stronger and  complete in Richardson. The superscription of each letter 

gives u s  the  day of the week and  often the time of the day. We are told that 

Clarissa died a t  6.40 p.m. on Thursday, 7 September. Fielding approached the 



problem of time from a more externalised and  traditional point of view. In Tom 

Jones he indicates his  intention of being much more selective than  Richardson 

in the handling of the temporal dimension. 

Locke d e f i n e d  p e r s o n a l  i d e n t i t y  a s  a w a r e n e s s  of i d e n t i t y  i n  

consciousness through duration in time; the individual was in touch with his 

own continuing identity through memory of his past thoughts  and  actions. The 

principle of individuation accepted by Locke was tha t  of existence a t  a particular 

locus in space a n d  time. According to him, since the ideas become general, when 

separated from the  circumstances of place and  time, they become particular 

only when both these are  specified. In the same way, the characters  of the novel 

can only be individualised if they a re  set in a background of particularised time 

a n d  place (Ian Watt, P 21) .  The novel breaks with the earlier literary tradition of 

u s ing  t imeless  s tor ies  to mirror  t he  unchanging  moral ver i t ies .  Defoe i s  

perhaps the  first writer who visualized the whole of his narrative a s  though it 

occurred in a n  ac tua l  physical environment. Richardson carried fur ther  the 

process of narrative realism. If in Defoe, the attention to the description of the 

milieu is intermittent,  in Richardson, considerable attention is paid not to the 

description of the na tura l  scenery but  to the interiors. Miriam Allot remarks 

tha t  the genius of particularity to which the English novel owes much of i ts 

vitality and  richness of texture i s  a gift of the poetic imagination rather than 

the effect of dispassionate a n d  scientific observation (1977,P 28). 

Alrnost every t echn ique  the  novelist  u s e s ,  i s  in  keeping  with t h e  

tendency to particularise: "The autobiographical memoir, the epistolary method, 

the ciramatised consciousness,  the withdrawal of the au thor  from the scene, the 



s t ream of consciousness ,  all t h se s  methods designed to heighten the disred 

effect of authenticity and  verisimilitude by locating experience in the individual 

consciousness a n d  making tha t  consciousness operate in a particular place a t  a 

particular time" (Miriam Allott, P.24). 

Problematic hero: 

According to Lukacs, the most important characteristic of the novel is i ts  

problematic hero. The novel is the story of a degraded search,  a search for 

authent ic  values in a world itself degraded, but  otherwise a t  a n  advanced level 

according to a different mode. Authentic values do not mean the values tha t  the 

critic or  the  reader regards as authent ic ,  bu t  the ones which without being 

manifestly present in the novel, organise in accordance with a n  implicit mode 

i ts  world a s  a whole. Naturally, these values a re  specific to each novel. 

S ince  novel is a n  epic genre  charac te r i sed  by the  in su rmoun tab le  

rupture between the hero and the world, two levels of degradation are  possible, 

tha t  of the hero and  tha t  of the world. The radical rupture alone would, in effect, 

have led to tragedy or to lyric poetry, the absence of rupture or the  existence of a 

merely accidental rup ture  would have led to the epic poem or  the folk tale. 

Si tuated between the  two, the novel h a s  a dialectical na tu re  in so far a s  it 

derives specifically on the  one hand,  from the fundamental community of the 

hero, and  of the world presupposed by all epic forms, and,  on the other hand, from 

t h e i r  i n s u r m o u n t a b l e  r u p t u r e .  The  demon iaca l  h e r o  of t h e  novel i s  a 

problematic character  whose degraded, and  therefore, inauthentic,  search for 

authent ic  values in a world of conformity and  convention constitute the content 

of this  new literary genre known a s  the 'novel'. Rene Girard also holds the view 



t ha t  the novel is  the  story of a degraded search for  authent ic  values by a 

problematic hero, in a degraded world. 

Lucien Godlman's Towards A Sociology of the Novel discusses, in detail, 

the similarities and differences between Lukacs's theory of the novel and that  of 

Girard. He believes that  Girard makes the Lukacsian analysis more nuanced. 

The important difference in their approaches is that  while Girard describes the 

novelist's position in relation to the world of his  creation a s  humour, Lukacs 

descr ibes  it  a s  i rony.  Both agree  t h a t  the  novelist  m u s t  supe r sede  the  

consciousness of his heroes and that  this supercession (through humour or irony) 

is authentically constitutive of fictional creation. However, they differ from each 

other a s  to the nature of this supercession. To Girard, the  novelist h a s  left the 

world of degradation and achieved authenticity and vertical transcendence, 

through writing his work(1975,Pp. 4--5). The novel according to Lukacs and 

Girard, is a literary form in which authentic values, cannot be present in the 

work in the form of conscious characters or concrete realities. These values 

exist only in a n  abstract,  conceptual form, in the consciousness of the novelist 

in which they take on an  ethical character. 

Catherine Belsey elaborates on the characteristics of classic realism in 

her  book Critical Practice. 'Classic realismn, she  writes, is  characterized by 

illusionism, narrative which leads to closure, and a hierarchy of discourses 

which establishes the ' truth of the story'. (P 70). Barthes in s / z  defines classic 

realism a s  the readable (lisible), the dominant literary form of the nineteenth 

century ,  no longer pert inent  in the  twenteenth century,  a n d  yet still the 

prevailing form of popular fiction (P 73). It tends to offer a s  the obvious basis of 



i ts  intelligibility, the assumption tha t  character,  unified and  coherent,  is  the 

source of action. 

Subjectivity is perhaps, the major theme of classic relism. Insight into 

character  a n d  psychological processes a r e  considered to be the chief marks of 

s e r i o u s  l i t e r a t u r e .  C la s s i c  rea l i sm p r e s e n t s  ind iv idua ls  whose  t r a i t s  of 

character understood a s  essential and  predominantly given, constrain the choices 

they make,  a n d  whose potential for development depends on  what  i s  given. 

Human na ture  i s  t h u s  seen a s  a system of character differences existing in the 

world. The system , nonetheless, permits the reader to share  the hopes and  fears 

of  a wide ranlfe ~f eharacter~, 

Realism and Mimesis: 

Mimesis, or the view tha t  a r t  is  essentially a n  imitation of the aspects of 

the universe, is the most primitive aesthetic theory. Imitation i s  a relational 

term signifying two i tems a n d  some correspondence between them. P l a t o ' ~  

Dialogues characteristically operate with three categories : firstly, the category 

of ideas, secondly, the category reflecting the first, tha t  is, the world of sense, 

natural  or  artificial and  the third one, reflecting the second, comprising such 

things as shadows, images in water and  mirrors a n d  the fine a r t s .  M.  H. Abrams 

discusses  in The Mirror a n d  the Lamp how Socrates, in the Tenth Book of The 

Republic described the  three  beds. According to Plato, imitation car r ies  a 

negative connotation: to imitate means to produce a secondary copy, a version 

which is less pure than  the  original. 

Aristotle, however, dispenses with the Platonic plane of Ideas. He makes 

imitation a term specific to the a r t s ,  distinguishing them from everything else 



in t h e  universe  a n d  thereby freeing them from rivalry with o the r  h u m a n  

activities. Mimesis, he believed, i s  a basic h u m a n  faculty, which expresses 

itself in a wide range of a r t s .  It cannot be equated with mere mirror reflection; 

on the contrary, it involves a complex mediation with reality. Aristotle divides 

mimesis into three aspects  : 'means', 'objects' and  'manner'. One can  imitate 

not only by means of words or paint, but with flute playing and  dancing. Secondly 

h e  recognizes t h a t  imitation always involves a rigorous selection of those 

objects which a re  deemed appropriate for imitation. Thus ,  what we have in 

t ragedy,  is a n  imitat ion of people's ac t ions  r a the r  t h a n  the i r  charac te rs .  

Developing Plato's notions he also sketches out what we would now call fictional 

modes. 

Not only does Aristotle avoid a literal notion of representation, but he 

preserves a subtle tension between the requirements of mimesis and those of 

a n  aesthetic s t ructure.  Art, he believed, should correspond to life and  achieve a 

certain s t ructural  order. As to correspondence, he contrasts  the poet with the 

historian; while the latter reflects the particular and  the factual, the former 

reflects the universal a n d  the general. The poet i s  concerned not merely with 

t h e  possible,  b u t  with t h e  probable also. A likely impossibili ty i s  always 

preferable  to  a n  unconvincing possibility. There  may be probabili ty in a 

fairy-story; the  connection between one incident and  another  may conform to a 

sense of the  probable; on  the other hand a plot which is full of coincidences, 

none of which i s  impossible, may seem improbable. Interestingly, tha t  which 

makes for probability also makes for aesthetic coherence and  harmony. The 

writer does not  merely imitate particular objects or events ,  bu t  reveals the 

logical coherence underlying events in human life. 



The modern proponents of realism and naturalism are  not derived from 

Aristotle in any direct line, bu t  in a general sense, adopt the Aristotelian view of 

representation a n d  not the Platonic View. There i s  also a theory of realism 

descended from the classical commentaries on comedy (notably Donatus and  

Terence) which descr ibe comedy as a mirror of life. Comedy, t he  original 

vehicle of realism, welcomed Cicero's concept of persuasion in rhetoric which 

demanded of the orator capabilities like conciliating, informing a n d  moving the 

minds of the  auditors.  

Horace 's  A r s  Poetica l ays  down t h e  dulce a n d  t h e  utile a s  t h e  two 

fundamental a ims of poetry. A s  one comes to the Renaissance period, a r t  begins 

to be viewed as a means to a n  end. Sidney's Apologie for Poetria speaks of poetry 

a s  a n  a r t  of imitation with the dual  end of teaching and  delighting. In order to 

teach and  delight poets imitate not what is, had been or shall  be, bu t  only what 

may be and  should be, so that  the very objects of imitation become such a s  to 

guarantee the moral purpose. 

The concept of mimesis or imitation was, even in ancient times, rectified 

by tha t  of the potentiality of the artist 's inner vision. Cicero's remark testifies 

to this: 'That ar t is t ,  in executing the figure of Zeus or Athena, would gaze a t  

nobody from whom he could take a resemblance, bu t  in his  own mind he would 

find a sublime ideal of beauty." ( a s  in 1985, P 457). Flavius Philostratus, in the 

late second century A. D,  is also unequivocal in his emphasis on imagination. It 

is  the imagination tha t  produces these works, she  is a wiser demiurge than  

mimesis; mimesis will fabricate nothing but  tha t  which it ha s  seen, whereas 

imaginat ion will a lso do  what  s h e  h a s  not seen for s h e  will surmise  it in 



ience to reality, and frequently fear drives away mimeais, whereas nothing 

stop imagination, for she heads imperturbably towards what she alone 

* ,With the contributions of Hobbcs and Locke in the seventeenth century, 

[ ~ d a a i n g  attention was given to the mental constitution of the poet and the 

P d!iw and the degree of his genius. Summing up his discussion of the 

rmwai* theory, Abramu observes. 

C ,  A work of art is essentially the internal made external, 

I: resulting from a creative process operating under the impulse i;. A + 
i 

L '  of feeling and embodying the combined product of the poet's 

: perceptions, thought8 and feelingar. The primary source and 

: subject matter of a poem, therefore, are the attributes and 
t 
L . actions of the poe t'a own mind, or if arpecte of the external world, 
r 
I . .  

1 then these only as they are converted from fact to poetry by the 
I 
, - 

b * feelings and operations of the poet's mind (P 223. 

t : * I L -  

This means that the cause of poetry ie not formal ae in Aristotle; it is not 

I :hrmined  primarily by human actions and qualities imitated, nor is it, aa in 

Mo-classicism a final cause, the effect intended upon the audience, but instead, 

an efficient cause, the impulse within the poet, ol teachings and desires 

.%Wing expression, OT the compulsion of the creative imagination, which, like 

D&d the creator, has its internal source of motion. 

Thus, in almoat all discussians of art and literature, the mind mediating 

the proctaa of creation was given equal importance as the concept of mimesis 



or imitation. "When the object represented in poetry or  painting is such a s  we 

could have no desire of seeing it in reality", says Edmund Bruke, "then I may be 

sure  tha t  i t s  power in poetry or  painting is owing to the power of imitation and  to 

no cause  operating in  the  thing itself." (1968, (1751) P49). Expressive realism 

was, indeed, the product of a fusion of the concept of mimesis with the Romantic 

conviction tha t  poetry a s  "the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings" expressed 

the perceptions a n d  emotions of a person possessed of more than  usual  organic 

sensibility" (as in Enright and  Chickera, 1966, P 165). 

J o h n  Ruskin applies this  principle to painting. In Modern Painters he 

emphasises two great and  distinct ends  which every landscape painter shall be 

conscious of : the first, to induce in the spectator's mind the faithful conception 

of natural  objects, the second, to guide the spectator's mind to those objects most 

'worthy of i ts  contemplation and  to inform him of the thoughts and  feelings with 

which these were regarded by the  ar t is t  himself. In other words, the ar t is t  must  

both represent faithfully the objects portrayed and  express the thoughts and 

feelings they evoke in him or her. Ruskin's arguments  r u n  like this  : "Mimetic 

accuracy is the foundation of all ar t . .  .... nothing can  atone for the want of truth. .  . . . 

no ar t is t  can  be graceful, imaginative or original unless he  be truthful." (Vol.111 

Pp133-139) "Mimetic* a n d  "expressive" are  to Ruskin not two qualities bu t  one. 

In  p o r t r a y i n g  t r u t h ,  t h e  a r t i s t  e x p r e s s e s  a p e r s o n a l  a n d  pa r t i cu l a r ly  

incisive perception of tha t  t ruth.  The facts of na ture  a r e  there for everyone to 

see  a n d  to be plainly expressed; some people with high a n d  solitary minds 

perceive these facts more keenly, and  if they a re  ar t is ts ,  portray them invested 

with a kobi l i ty  not  appa ren t  to  everyone, represent  them differently. This 

different representation is also accurate.  



A cons t i tuen t  e lement  in  the  emergence of the  novel w a s  t h e  blending of 

factual  a n d  fictional narra t ives  in the  popular  p ress  of t h e  l a s t  seventeenth and  

early e igh teen th  cen tur ies .  Though no  poetics of fiction existed per s e ,  the  

principle of mimes i s  w a s  t h e r e  as t h e  novel's cen t ra l  organiz ing force. Don 

r 
Quixote ,  Tom a o n e s ,  C l a r i s s a  Harlowe,-Tristrarri S h a n d y  a n d  o t h e r  works  

associated with t h e  rise o.f the  novel - -  all have mimesis,  o r  a t  leas t  t h e  question 

of i t  - -  a s  one of thei r  main focuses.  A cursory history of the  novel confirms that 

a s i g n i f i c a n t  o r g a n i s i n g  p r i n c i p l e  of t h e  g e n r e  h a s  b e e n  t h e  l i n g u i s t i c  

representa t ion of the  life. 

T h e  a t t i t u d e  of t h e  1 9 I h  century realists  towards t h e  mirror analogy of t h c  

novel form i s  manifest  in their  writings. George Eliot explains in Adam Bedc 

t h a t  he r  s t rongest  effort is to give a faithful account  of men a n d  th ings  as  they 

mirrored themselves  in h e r  mind.  Although s h e  is conscious  of t h e  dis tor t i r~g 

ponrer of t h e  mirror,  s h e  h a s  firm faith in the  mirror analogy. "The mirror is 

doubt less  defective, the  out l ines  will somet imes be dis turbed,  t h e  reflection faint 

or  confused;  b u t  I feel a s  much  bound to tell you a s  precisely a s  I c a n ,  wha t  tha t  

'. reflection is, a s  if I were in t h e  wi tness  box nar ra t ing  my experience o n  oath"  

(1966, P.171). 

S tendha l  e laborates  on the  mirror analogy in Part  11, Chapter  19 of'l 'he 

Red and The Black: 

Wliy, Si r ,  a novel is a rnirror carried along a high road.  Otlc 

moment  it will reflect into your  eyes the  azure  of heaven,  the  

n e s t ,  the  mire in the  potholes along t h e  road. And you woul(l 

a c c u s e  t h e  m a n  w h o  c a r r i e s  t h e  m i r r o r  i n  h i s  p a c k ,  of 



immorality.  His mirror shows the  mire and  you blame the  

mirror? Oughtn't you rather blame the road with the pot holes, 

or  even better,  the  inspector of highways, who let the  water 

gather  a n d  the potholes form? ( 1986, P.365). 

Minresis is  not imitation in the sense of a photographic copy; . . 
crv^+ 

the Greek w o r d a s  no exact counterpart  in other languages. The 

\ 
word r a t h e r  ca l l s  u p  t h e  idea of verisimilitude. T h a t  i s ,  

homogeneity is supposed to exist between the representant ( the 

referent) and  the represented (the object of mimesis), the job of 

the ar t is t  being to correct, adjust ,  modify the represented source 

in  relative t e rms ,  without  changing i t  to  t he  extent  t h a t  it 

becomes naturalistically unrecognizable. 

Although the mirror analogy h a s  always provided the best illustration 01' 

the representation theory, it h a s  i ts inherent limitations, too. Edmund Gosse in 

The Limits of Realism in Fiction points to the disproportion which exists between 

the small flat surface of a book and  the vast arch of life which it undertakes to 

mir ror .  Many modern  theo r i s t s  like R .  G. Collingwood (The Principles oj' 

Art -1938) and  Ortega Y. Gasset (The Dehumanization of A r t  - 1968) have insisted 

on the  bankruptcy of the representational theory in literature. 

"The ' l i fe- l ikeness '  of real ism",  s a y s  Hemmings ,  "depends  upon a 

particular se t  of rules for the disposition of concreteness and  detail, a s  well a s  of 

value a n d  ques t ion  of ul t imate concern.  Because the  realistic convention 

d i s t r ac t s  a t ten t ion  from i t s  artificiality, it may be in fact one of the most 

artificial  of all  convent ions.  In any case  verisimilitude of real ism,  or  the  



illusion of life-likeness i s  no simple or  natural  expression; on the contrary, it is 

a highly artificial and  highly achieved effect" (1974, P.23). 

Represen t ing  rea l i ty  i n  f ic t ion i s  d i f fe ren t  f rom r e p r e s e n t i n g  i t  in 

non-fiction. Taylor Stoehr discusses this  question in his  essay "Realism and  

Verisimilitude". He tells u s  t h a t  there  a r e  different k inds  of t r u t h  to life, 

different degrees of it and  different criteria for it. Truth of t ru th  to life, he says,  

is not the essential  thing in mimesis a s  it is in history or philosophy. "Most o l  

the theorising on the subject of mimesis is concerned with a literary manner,  

realism, rather  t han  with representation of reality, mimesis, tha t  is,  with one 

means of effecting verisimilitude rather than  with verisimilitude itself (1986, 

P2). According to h im,  var ious l i terary manne r s  like realism, symbolism, 

naturalism and  so on, a r e  different means writers have developed to present 

experience in words, a n d  the theory of mimesis is the theory of the foundations 

of all such  manners ,  their common problems built into the relations of language 

and  life. Unfortunately in critical parlance verisimilitude becomes a mere tool 

of realism. Stoehr  remarks tha t  it i s  a mistake to a s sume  tha t  realism i s  

better suited to the imitation of reality t han  the other modes. 

The reaction against the mirror analogy grew stronger a n d  stronger with 

the decline of realism. Virginia woolf asser t s  tha t  if one looks within, a one 

unders tands  tha t  life is not like this  or  like that  (1968, P. 189). Douglas Hewitt 

points ou t  tha t  the fallacy of the celebrated mirror analogy in Stendhal's The Red 

and The Black is  tha t  it is  concerned with the manner  in which the non-verbal 

phenomena a re  presented in terms of words and  with the inevitability of the 

form: 



Whereas a mirror reflects a n  object a s  itself, a novel presents 

objects in a sequence of words from which it would be impossible 

to recons t ruc t  the  ac tua l  appearance of what  is supposedly 

mirrored. Second, a mirror reflects something which is there 

already, while a novel does not exist unt i l  it is  written, the 

image leaves out of account which road you choose a t  which point 

on it you s t a r t  a n d  finish, in which direction you point the 

mirror a n d  whether,  from time to time you cover it u p  (1972, 

P 48). 

The Sociology of The Novel: 

Sociology and  novel had common origins in the sense tha t  both had the 

s a m e  in t e l l ec tua l  dr ive ,  emot iona l  exc i tement  a n d  expand ing  hor izons  

experienced in t h e  e ighteenth  century .  Both the  social  sc ien t i s t  a n d  the  

novelist  of t h e  e ighteenth  century  felt a n  in tense  need to explain human  

behaviour ra ther  t han  only to describe, exalt and  criticise it. They turned to 

races,  nations,  classes,  occupations and  religions to illuminate social life. 

Alan Swingewood in The Novel and Revolution discusses some important 

problems of the  sociology of the novel. According to him, any  sociological 

discussion of the novel h a s  to consider two important inter-related theories: one 

regarding the connection between the development of the novel and  the growth 

of the bourgeoisie, and  the other connecting liberal ideology and  the novelistic 

form. George Steiner s t resses  the link between the novel and  the bourgeoisie. 

"In i t s  production a n d  distribution, in the domestic privacy, leisure and  reading 

habi ts  which it requires from i ts  audience, the novel matches precisely the great 



age of the industrial ,  mercantile bourgeoisie" (1967, P- 104). F. W. J. Hemmings 

in the Age of Realism speaks of the age of realism a s  the age of countless 

inventions, a n  age in which a dynamic, enthused,  self-confident, literate middle 

class  was coming to the fore and  gaining more and  more power in England and  

France. W .  J .  Harvey's Character a n d  the Novel examines the more complex 

connection between liberal ideology and  the novel form. 

T h i s  s t a t e  of m i n d  h a s  a t  i t s  c o n t r o l l i n g  c e n t r e ,  a n  

acknowledgment of the plenitude, diversity, a n d  individuality of 

h u m a n  beings in society, together with the belief t h a t  such  

characteristics a re  good a s  ends  in themselves. i t  delights in 

the multiplicity of existence and  allows for a plurality of beliefs 

and  values ... Tolerance, scepticism respect for the autonomy of 

others  a re  i ts watchwords, fanaticism and the monolithic creed 

i ts  abhorrence (1965, P.24). 

Ian Watt, in The Rise of the Novel, points to the close social connection 

between the  development of the novel and  the English middle c lasses  and  

suggests t ha t  this  c lass  correlation is embodied in what  he calls the 'formal 

realism' of Defoe, Richardson and  Fielding. Formal realism is defined in tlie 

book in terms of the narrative techniques necessary for a full and  authentic 

report of human  experience in which the novelist satisfies his readers "with 

s u c h  de ta i l s  of the  s tory a s  the  individuality of the  ac tors  concerned,  the 

particulars of the time a n d  place of their actions" ( P 33). He argues that  with 

increasing secularization of culture,  there developed a realist epistemology based 

on materialist philosophy which helped shape the novel form. According to this 



materialist philosophy man's destiny was decided not by divine will bu t  by man's 

complex relations with the world: "The novel could only concentrate on personal 

relations once most writers and  readers believed tha t  individual human  beings, 

a n d  not collectivities such  as the  persons of the  Trinity, were allotted the  

supreme role on the  earthly stage" (P871. 

Capitalism brought in a great increase of economic specialisation; this, 

combined with the loss of a rigid and  homogeneous social s t ructure in favour of 

a less absolutist  and  more democratic political system, enormously increased 

t h e  individual 's  freedom of choice. The  effective en t i ty  o n  which social 

arrangements  were now based, was no longer the family or the church or the 

guild, nor the township or any other collective uni t ,  but the individual; he alone 

was primarily responsible for determining his own economic, social, political 

and  religious roles. The great English empiricists of the seventeenth century 

were  as vigorously individualist in their political and  ethical thought a s  in their 

epistemology. .Defoe's philosophical outlook was similar to tha t  of the English 

empiricists of the seventeenth century and  he expressed the diverse elements 

of individualism more completely than  any other earlier writer. Robinson Crusoe 

can  be called a unique demonstration of the connection between individualism 
, . 

' i n  i t s  many forms and  the rise of the novel. The hero of the novel Robinsort 

Crusoe i s  pe rhaps  the  f i rs t  ever i l lustration of homo economicus. Crusoe's 

original s in  is the  very dynamic tendency of capitalism : to be never satisfied 

with the s t a t u s  quo, but  go on attempting to transform it successfully. This 

f u n d a m e n t a l  t endency  of economic individual ism p reven t s  Crusoe  from 

sentimentalising over family ties whether as a son or as a husband.  Crusoe is 

not a n  explorer like Ulysses or a hero like Don Quixote determined to right the 

Lvrongs of t he  world; he  i s  on  h i s  way to economic independence.  "It i s  



appropriate", writes Ian Watt, " that  the tradition of the novel should begin with a 

work tha t  annihilated the re la tknships  of the traditional social order, and  thus  

drew at tent ion to the opportunity and  the need of building u p  a network of 

personal  re la t ionships  on a new a n d  conscious pa t t e rn ;  t he  .terms of the 

problems of the novel and  of modern thought alike were established when t h e  

old order of moral and  social relationships was shipwrecked, with Robinson Crusoe, 

by the rising tide of individualism" ( 1970, P. 96).  

Arnold Hauser agrees with the theory tha t  the novel is essentially a middle 

c lass  cu l tura l  product .  He tells u s  "how the eighteenth century European 

wri ters  like Goethe, Rousseau a n d  Diderot were influenced by Richardson, 

simply because he was the first to make the middle class man with his private 

life, living within the framework of the home, the centre of his  literary work 

(1962 Pp.53 - 63) .  He considers the eighteenth century sentimental novel a s  an  

important ideological weapon used by the middle class in the struggle with the 

landed aristocracy. Madame Stael also is of the view tha t  the development of the 

novel was greatly influenced by a strong middle class. Hegel writes that the 

novel is the epic of the middle class world, a world in which industrialisation, 

specialisation of work, individualism and the growth of bureaucracy condition 

the forms of all ar t .  A s  the expression of the modern middle class,  the novel 

reflects the fragmentation and  the loss of unity implicit in the movement from a 

society based on land to one dominated by commerce and  industry. The social 

basis of epic action ceased to exist with the advent of modern industry with i ts 

division of labour a n d  efficiency in work and  administration. The ideology of 

individualism and  the  division of labour succeeded in tearing man away from a 

living contact with na ture  and  others. The novel t h u s  becomes the bourgeois 



epic only in the sense tha t  it embodies a striving for unity for poetry in life. But 

the striving i s  negated by the reality it describes; the hero asser t s  his freedom 

C 
and  self in a world which denies both. Lucien Goldman describes the work of 

Balzac a s  "the only great literary expression of the world a s  s t ructured by the 

councious values of the bourgeoisie : individualism, the thirst  for power, money 

a n d  eroticism which t r iumph over the  anc ien t  feudal va lues  .of a l t ru s i sm,  

charity a n d  loven ( 1975, P. 14). 

The sociological approach to literature begins with Hippolyte Taine who 

viewed all knowledge a s  derived from experience. He could not tolerate any 

notions of the intellectual apprehension of the essences. He applied the method 

of t h e  n a t u r a l  sc iences  to social sciences a n d  l i t e ra ture ,  a n d  considered 

li terature a s  a n  object to be dissected and  analysed. He believed tha t  literature 

reflected society and  a n  environment of racial and  climatic forces, and  so can be 

used a s  a document  of i ts  own period. In his famous Preface to The History of 

English Literature he  s e t  fo r th  t he  celebrated formula t h a t  l i t e ra ture  is 

determined by race, milieu and  momentum. 

According to the nineteenth century positivism, the novel was degraded to 

the s t a tu s  of a n  object, a kind of private and  public record book, the repository of 

individualistic ideology and  useful historical information. This approach was 

u t i l i t a r ian .  T h u s  the  sociology of l i t e ra ture  dur ing  i t s  development in the 

nineteenth century was essentially deterministic, the writer and  his creative 

activity were reduced to a n  appendage of geographical or c lass  environment. 

Literature was causally related to and  reflected whole societies. And since the 

novel w a s  pre-eminent ly produced by a n d  for the  l i terate  middle c lass ,  it 

necessarily reflected their dominant values, ideology and  material existence. 



Frank Norris points to the close connection between the  novel and  the 

social life in his  essay. " The Responsibilities of the Novelist": "Today is the day 

of the  novel. In no  other day and  by no other vehicle, is  contemporaneous life so 

adequately expressed; and  the critics of the twenty second century reviewing 

ou r  times striving to reconstruct our  civilization will look not to the painters, 

n o t  to t h e  a r c h i t e c t s  no r  d r a m a t i s t s ,  b u t  to t h e  novel i s t s  to find o u r  

idiosyncracy .... I f  the novel is popular it is  popular with a reason; tha t  is to say, 

i t  i s  e s sen t i a l ;  ... i t  i s  a n  i n s t r u m e n t ,  a tool, a weapon,  a vehicle" (1971,  

Pp.289 - 290). 

Lucien Goldman, in  his  book Towards A Sociology of the Novel, observes 

tha t  the first  problem tha t  a sociology of the novel should have confronted is that 

of the  relation between the  novel form itself and  the s t ruc ture  of the social 

environment which it developed, tha t  is to say, between the novel a s  a literary 

gen re  a n d  indiv idua l i s t ic  modern  society.  He tel ls  u s  t h a t  t h e  g radua l  

elimination of individualism by the transformation of the economic life and  the  

replacement of the economy of free competition by a n  economy of cartels anti 

monopolies, is  paralleled by a transformation of the novel form tha t  culminates 

in the gradual  dissolution and  disappearance of the individual character of the 

hero, a transformation characterised in a n  extremely schematic way, by the 

existence of two periods: i) the transitional period during which the rejection of 

the importance of the individual brings with it a t tempts  to replace biography a s  

the content of the work of fiction with values produced by different ideologies 

(eg: Socialist ideology) ii) the second period beginning more or  less with Kafka 

a n d  con t inu ing  to t h e  contemporary noveau roman, charac te r i sed  by the  

abandonment  of any at tempt  to replace the problematic hero and  individual 

biography by another  reality a n d  by the effort to write the novel of the absence of 

the  subject,  of the  non-existence of any on-going search. 



Realism in the nineteenth century: 

Nineteenth century was primarily a century of realism, and  France took 

the leading role in the European realism of this  period. Harry Levin is very 

emphatic about  the French lead role: 

The occidental novel looks back to brilliant beginnings in Italy 

a n d  S p a i n .  P e r h a p s  i t  r e g i s t e r s  i t s  h i g h e s t  d e g r e e  of 

imaginative intensity in Russia and  America, but  it was England 

which led the way in the eighteenth century and  France which 

seems to have taken it over in the nineteenth century. The 

fact  tha t  Germany had had so few novelists of distinction is 

clarified by a remark of Andre Gide's:" The fatherlands of the 

novel a re  the lands of individualism". A sociological study had 

concluded tha t  Germany identified itself too uncritically with the 

interest of the middle class. No land h a s  been more self critical 

or  more individual is t ic  t h a n  France  a n d  no  l i t e ra ture  h a s  

spoken for all of Europe with more authority ( 1963, P.74). 

The abiding preoccupation of the French novel, he says can be summend 

u p  in the single word, moeurs which can  be translated by two different English 

words, namely 'manners '  and  'morals', but  which retains the! ersonality of the 9 
Latin mores. In English literature, there seems to have been a gradual divorce 

between manners  a n d  morals. Novels of manners  like Meradith's for example, 

have been ra ther  eccentric a n d  superficial, and  novels of morals like George 

Eliot's have been more earnest  and  didactic. "For Flaubert a n d  Zola morals were 

the criteria of manner ,  and  manners ,  the test  of morals and  where the practice 



failed to live u p  to the theory, nothing less than  a n  uncompromising realism 

could deal with the situation. (1963, P. 75).The comparatively shorter distance 

between fiction a n d  criticism i s  due,  in Harold Laski's phrase to "the great French 

tradition of making criticism a commentary on life". ( A s  in Harry Levin, 1963, 

P.76). In other countries,  literature and  society are  two distinct things but  in 

France they interpenetrate. Hence the novelist is  ex-officio a social critic. French 

philosophy, under  the aspect of Cartesian dualism, had insisted upon a clear-cut 

distinction, and  a running parallel between material reality and  the realism of 

ideas. "Realism a s  we define it", Levin concludes, is therefore implicit in the 

traditional s t ruc ture  of French thought" (1963, P.74). 

Charles  Nodier, a n  anti-establishment thinker made th is  remarkable 

observation in La Quotidienne 12 January 1823. 

At the s ta te  we have reached, the novel a s  a n  expression of the 

civilization of our  times to which it h a s  regularly adapted itself 

through every shift and  turn ,  appears  destined to assume a new 

character in response to the interest that  contemporary minds 

t a k e  in  impor t an t  social ques t ions  a n d  the i r  r ead ines s  to 

c h a l l e n g e  t h o s e  i n t e r e s t s  a n d  p r e r o g a t i v e s  t h a t  fo rmer  

generations took for granted. The novel of this  century will t hus  

necessarily be informed by a n  austerer  and  more profound spirit 

of observation than  tha t  which concentrates on the minutiae of 

social behaviour a n d  the passing 'quirks' of fashion. It will 

absorb the lessons taught  by tha t  experimental philosophy of 

purely human origin which is gaining increasing doctrinal credit 

among  the  na t ions  a s  the  dogmatic philosophy of revealed 

religions begins to lose i ts  hold. (as  in Levin, 1963, P. 58). 



Ever since the outbreak of the Revolution, France, bu t  for a short  spell, 

had  felt a sor t  of vacuum created by the lack of a n  efficient or  answerable 

governing class.  It was against this  backdrop tha t  the French novel assumed 

cer ta in  q u a s i  publ ic  obligations.  In t he  absence  of regular  ins t i tu t ions ,  

literature became one whose leadership was conceded in Europe, if not in France. 

Of the successive generations tha t  have been shaken by literary revolution, only 

one-- the generation of the mid nineteenth century - -  claims the explicit label of 

realism. It was Gustave Courbet known among his  admirers a s  the landscape 

painter of humanity,  who first proclaimed himself a realist. When the salons 

objected to his  literal treatment of peasants  and  labourers and  middle classes, 

he retorted by issuing manifestoes in the name of realism. When the Paris 

exposition of 1855 refused to hang  his pictures he erected his own Pavileon du  

Realisme, a n d  began to publicize the movement on a n  international scale. He 

was  finally exiled for h i s  involvement in  the  Paris  commune.  The quas i  

photographic genre painting of the Barbizon School later popularised realism. 

When photography w a s  invented by Niepce d e  S a i n t  Victor in  1824  a n d  

subsequently developed by Jacques  Daguerre, it was considered by writers and 

painters as a threat  to their own creative skills. Nothing short  of a work like 

the comedie humaine by Balzac could compete with the daguerrotype. 

Two prominent  figures who can  never be ignored in any  discussion of 

European realism are  a pair of journalists whose novels created less excitement 

than  their articles on contemporary a r t  and literature. Ju l e s  Fleury Husson 

under  the pseudonym of Champfleury collected some of his critical articles into 

a volume Le Realisme which came out  in 1857. Edmund, Duranty edited seven 

numbers  of a little magazine Realisme a t  monthly intervals between November 

1856 and  May 1857. Both of them were opposed to using the term 'school' to 



refer to their movement a s  they felt tha t  realism signified a frank and  complete 

expression of individualit ies a n d  was actually a n  a t t ack  upon convention, 

imitation and  every sort  of school. 

To Duranty the  objective of realism was the exact, complete and  sincere 

reproduction of the social milieu and  the epoch in which one lived. Champfleury's 

laconic definition of realism a s  sincerity in a r t  meant  something against  a 

context of artistic affectation. He remarked tha t  the lower classes were apter 

subjects for l i terature as he felt tha t  they were more sincere. He reminds u s  

t h a t  realism is a n  insurrection of a minority. His d is t rus t  of form a n d  his 

a t tempt  to judge works of a r t  by their content fore shadowes the later Marxist 

critics. He distinguished the  friends a n d  foes of realism a s  sinceristes and 

formistes. 

The  rea l i s t s  were aga ins t  a l l  so r t s  of romanticis ing a n d  imaginative 

treatment of l i terature.  Edmund Duranty's language tu rns  absusive when he 

a t tacks  writers like Edgar Allan Poe, Baudelaire and  Lamartine. By the end of 

t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y ,  real ism a n d  n a t u r a l i s m  toge ther  revolut ionised 

writing by attempting to liquidate the last  asse ts  of "romance" in fiction and  by 

purging it once a n d  for all of the idealism of the "beautiful lien. Champfleury is 

all praise  for Diderot's realism : 'Diderot did not invent anything,  discover 

anything, he was only the intelligent copyist of a n  unfortunate passion that  played 

itself before him; he had to do no more than  display human  na ture  in a certain 

number of pages". (1857, Pp.94-95). 

The  uni ted  front  formed aga ins t  romanticism gave a superficial  a n d  

deceptive aspect  of cohesion to the realist idea. But the appeal made by the 



realists to t ru th  was essentially simplistic. The realists' obsession with t ruth 

did not leave room for anything else. Questions of technique were ignored and 

even proscribed a s  a part  of literary paraphernalia of the past. Realists were in 

revolt against complexity and  consciousness, and ,  so, simplicity and  sincerity 

came to be viewed as cr i ter ia  of worth in ar t is t ic  production. Emile Zola 

formulates the reductive principle of the realistic technique most vividly in his 

~iictuphol. or  tile three screcns: The classic acreen enlergea, the romantic screen 

distorts,  whereas the realist screen gives a n  unimpeded view. "The realist screen 

is plain glass,  very thin,  very clear, which aspires to be so perfectly transparent 

tha t  images may pass  through it and  remake themselves in all their realityn. 

(Letter of August 1864 as in  Grant ,  P.28). Damian Gran t  compares Zola's 

relegation of imagination to Plato's explusion of the poet from the ideal s ta te  of 

the Republic. 

Balzac decided to s t ructure his entire fictional output  in order to provide 

a complete contemporary history of a kind no novelist had ever attempted 

before. His grand design inspired his  successor, Emile Zola to embark on his 

own series Les Rougon Macquart, wisely limited to twenty volumes, which dealt 

with the life of the Second Empire (1852-70). 

The period of industrial  capitalism is also known a s  the period of classic 

realism. I t  is during this  period tha t  human culture h a s  most consistently and 

profoundly been examined by the novel. Everett Knight divides the  classic 

realist works into two distinct levels of discourse: the explicit and the implicit: 

The explicit i s  the tribute the novelist pays to the obvious; it is 

his denunciation of a society which, with a monstrous abuse  of 



confidence, always places money before people. The novelist may 

convey his  judgements, criticisms, directly by suspending the 

narration momentarily a s  do Balzac and  Dickens, or in the more 
C 

refined t echn ique  of a Zola or  Tolstoy; opposi t ion will be 

incorporated into what i s  shown and  how it i s  shown. On the 

implicit level, the novelist gives expression to pre-suppositions 

which a re  those of his class and  historical period, and  these 

assumptions a re  of nature to annu l  in one way or  another  the 

novelist's criticism of his  society (1970, P.26) 

Over-emphasis of the explicit leads to a thesis novel like Balzac's Medicin 

de Campagne, a n  over emphasis  of the implicit may be intolerably dull, bu t  it 

r e m a i n s  undoub ted ly  a novel.  These  two levels a r e  not  a lways  clearly 

discernible a s  they are  in writers like Balzac and  Dickens, one level may easily 

shade  into the  other.  Therefore, Knight says,  by and large, we can conclude that 

the  explicit is  what  the novelist says consciously a n d  deliberately and  the 

implicit i s  what is said much less consciously. The 'classical novel' he says,  is 

about  the identity of human  beings and  this  identity is a t  once, 'free' (for i t  has 

to be proven) and  yet it i s  a n  entity (for it is  always given). We shall say that 

identity i s  a given proven. ( P.29). 

Naturalism: 

I f  realism was  on the  way to becoming in a r t  what  positivism was in 

philosophy, then in i ts  naturalist  apotheosis it realised this  condition. I t  was 

T a i n e  w h o  f i r s t  a r g u e d  for  t h e  n a t u r a l i s t  t h e o r y  in  l i t e r a t u r e  i n  t h e  

Introduct ion to  h i s  Histoire d e  la  Litterature Anaglaise (1863- 1864). The 

universe he said,  was a great mechanism, and  everything, including man,  his 



moral life and  all his work, could be understood in terms of cause a n d  effect. 

The research into causes  mus t  come after the collection of facts. It doesn't 

matter  whether the  facts a re  physical or moral, they will still have causes; there 

a re  causes  for ambition, courage and  truthfulness,  a s  there a r e  for digestion, 

muscular  movement and  animal warmth. Vice and  virtue a r e  products like 

vitriol a n d  sugar ,  and  every complex element has  i ts  origins in the admixture of 

other ,  simpler elements on which it depends. Taine argues tha t  Stendhal 

was the first who composed his works by a scientific procedure, who introduced 

scientific procedure into the history of the heart .  Balzac's work, he believed, is 

t h e  g rea t e s t  hoa rd  of information which we have on  h u m a n  na tu re .  His 

intention, Taine argues,  was to emulate Buffon's work in Zoology, and  write a 

na tura l  history of man.  It mus t  also be remarked tha t  Balzac deliberately 

dissociated himself from the sensualist  and  materialist philosophy tha t  was to 

provide the real impetus for naturalism. Zola quotes Taine in the epigraph to 

the first edition of Tl~erese Racquir~ : 'Vice and virtue a re  products like vitriol 

and  sugar'. 

The  n a t u r a l i s t s  dec l a red  t h e i r  f a i t h  i n  s c i ence ,  i n  t h e  m e t h o d s  

observation, experimentation and  documentation. Zola's theory, a s  stated in 

his "Le roman experimental (1880) made of the novelist, a kind of diagnostician in 

fiction, with a scientifically dispassionate att i tude. His faith in the scientific 

method is complete, and  he held the view tha t  the novel should set a good 

example by submitting itself to the scientific spirit. Naturalism derives from 

the natural  science, and  the naturalist ,  therefore, h a s  to be a n  observer of the 

na tura l  phenomena. In the Preface to Therese Raquin, Zola compares himself to 

a surgeon. The natural is t ,  according to him, is both a n  observer (empiricist) 

a n d  a n  exper imenter  ( sc ien t i s t ) ;  t he  observer  p repa res  t h e  ground where 

characters  may appear  and  things may happen, then the scientist appears and 

begins the experiment, se t s  the characters  in motion in a particular story. Zola 

attempted a social panorama of the Second Empire, just  a s  Balzac had attempted 

one in respect of the Restoration period. He took u p  a single family with two 

branches, one legitimate, enjoying all the advantages of education and  in herited 



proper ty ,  a n d  t h e  o t h e r  i l legitimate,  o u t c a s t s  f rom,  t h e  very s t a r t .  The  

legitimate branch,  the Rougons, would give Zola his  opportunity to study the 

rising middle class,  the  illegitimate, the Macquarts, would provide a variety of 

lower class  types. Zola titled his  novel series: The Naturalist a n d  Social History of 

a Farrtily Under the Second Empire. 

Naturalism has  often been described a s  pessimistic determinism and the 

natural is ts  were all determinists in tha t  they believed in the omnipotence of 

abstract  forces. They regarded individuals a s  pawns on a chessboard. Theodore 

Dreiser once remarked tha t  man  i s  the  victim of forces over which he h a s  no 

control. In some of his works, Frank Norris carried this  magnification of forces 

a n d  reduction of persons to a n  even greater extreme. Men were nothings, were 

animalculae,  were ephemeridas,  t ha t  fluttered and  fell, a n d  were forgotten 

between dawn a n d  dusk ,  he said in the last  bu t  one chapter of The Octopus. "Men 

were nought,  life was nought, FORCE only existed - FORCE tha t  brought men into 

the worlds, FORCE tha t  made the wheat grow, FORCE tha t  garnered it from the 

soil to give place to the succeeding crop" (1963, P.430). But like many other 

n o v e l i s t s ,  h e  w a s  ab le  t o  combine  t h i s  roman t i c  p e s s i m i s m  a b o u t  t h e  

individuals with the  romantic optimism about  the future of mankind. "The 

individual suffers, bu t  the race goes on", he says a t  the end of the novel. Zola, 

too, believed in the perfectibility of mankind. 

Naturalism is the logical result of realism, and  by exaggeration makes the 

defects and  limitations of realism more apparent.  The very fact that  naturalism 

very heavily depended on scientific method reveals i ts inherent weakness. Only 

scientific objectives can  be attained by scientific methods. When the scientific 

subs t ruc ture  supporting the naturalist  facade started collapsing, the movement 



was discredited. Huysman said tha t  his  objection to naturalism was not because 

of "the lumpy wash of i t s  clumsy style, but ,  for i ts  garbage of ideas" (as in Grant,  

1978, P.45).  Naturalism thus  got trapped in the perversity of i t s  own theoretical 

ideas a n d  was  confined to the  monotonous s tudies  of mediocre charac te rs  

revolving among exhaustive descriptions of drawing rooms a n d  landscapes. 

Benardete makes a n  interesting comparison between realism and  naturalism 

in the Introduction to h is  American Realism: A Shape for Fiction. 

It i s  not  ultimately their class or  their vision of society tha t  

d i s t i n g u i s h e s  r ea l i s t s  from n a t u r a l i s t s .  The  unavoidable  

difference between them lies in their vision of the "real", the 

"true". For realists it is  immediateIy verifiable. Reality, t ru th ,  

is found in the visible present  a n d  i s  even available to a n  

intelligent perceptor. It affects his  moral judgement because 

th i s  informed person will see the  advantage of living wisely, 

sensibly in the current  hour.  For the naturalists the real and  

t rue  is always partially hidden from his eyes. It i s  the very shape 

of a system only partially revealed by facts now a t  hand.  No man 

fully divines the ultimate end of that  creation in which he is 

but  a part" [1971, P.23) .  

According to George J .  Becker, " the effect of naturalism a s  a doctrine is 

to subs t rac t  from literature the whole notion of human  responsibility. Men were 

the blind result of conditions, forces, physical laws, or nature itself' (1963, P.434). 

Lukacs observes t h a t  restricting itself exclusively to the faithful reproduction of 

immediate reality, naturalism robbed literature of i ts power to give a living and 

dynamic picture of the essential  driving forces of history" (1981, P.245).  



Novel and Ideology: 

Lennard J. Davis believes tha t  the novels have entered and  changed our 

cul ture  in ways tha t ,  in fact, may not be salutary, and  therefore, we have to 

resist  them. Novel reading is a relatively new phenomenon. In Shakespeare's 

I 
time, for example, none would have thought of spending hours  in reading a book 

all alone. People were more used to communal experiences like theatre going or 

listening to a ballad singer. Today it is  quite common to see people sitting 

passively a n d  alone in the midst of hordes of strangers in some corner of a room, 

reading some novel, blocking themselves from outside stimulae and  trying to 

visual ize,  ana lyse ,  a n d  experience a fan tasy  which they believe, in some 

provisional way, to be true. 

Novel is a strange combination of commodity and  cognitive experience and 

so, i t  occupies n special role in the development of culture.  It is  J a n u s  faced a s  

it holds on  to a n  earlier form related to craft  a n d  cottage indus t ry  for i t s  

creation, bu t  it i s  a t  the same time reliant on technology and  merchandizing for 

i ts  distribution a n d  effect. It is  against this  backdrop of the novel a s  the first 

rearing of the  m a s s  media head tha t  one h a s  to consider the  way in which 

ideology a n d  h u m a n  defenses began to jointly operate  from the  eighteenth 

century onwards. Novel reading began when the authority of the religion began 

to lose hold on man's life. The role of mediating between the self and  the world 

passed from religion to novel. When a commodity based on the market place and  

. on merchandizing replaced a traditional form, the distinction between fact and  

fiction, self and  the other,  the inner and  outer worlds, began to collapse in a 

completely different way with significant consequences. As Christopher Lasch 



observes, "reality itself is no longer real in the sense of arising from a people's 

shared understanding, from a shared past ,  and  from shared values. More and 

more, our  impressions of the world derive not from the observations we make 

both a s  individuals and  a s  members of a wider community, bu t  from elaborate 

systems of communication which spew out  information, much of it unbelievable, 

about  events of which, we seldom have any direct knowledgen. (1979, P. 133). The 

novel, a s  a cultural phenomenon, Davis says,  is one part  of a gigantic defense 

mechanism, tha t  is,  it serves a defensive function in helping u s  carry on and 

live in the world. 

Davis's a rguments  r u n  on  the following lines: Novels a r e  not life, their 

situation of telling their stories is alienated from lived experience, their subject 

matter  i s  heavily oriented towards the ideological and  their function is to help 

h u m a n s  to adapt  to the fragmentation a n d  isolation of the  modern world. Novels 

do not depict life, they depict life a s  it is represented by ideology. Ideology 

constitutes the s u m  of tha t  which a culture needs to believe about  itself and its 

aspirations a s  opposed to what really is. Ideology is in effect a culture's form of 

\\lriting a novel about  itself for itself. And a novel is a form that  incorporates that 

cultural fiction into a particular story. Likewise, fiction becomes, in turn,  one 

of the  ways in  which the culture teaches itself about  itself, and  t h u s  novels 

become agents  inculcating ideology. 

That novels a r e  ideological doesn't mean tha t  they a re  trying to make some 

political point or  other ,  they operate ideologically, primarily a t  the level of 

content.  J u s t  a s  ideology presents a complete and  evident explanation of the 

s tate  of affairs of a society, novels attempt to represent the totality of a society 

a t  a given time. The incidents of a novel may take place perhaps only in a 



drawing room, bu t  tha t  room will contain in i t s  small and  limited scope the 

social relations a n d  thought systems of the larger world. The ideological factors, 
I 

however, do not operate only a t  the level of content,  bu t  even a t  the level of form. 

Davis's book dwells a t  length upon the ways in which ideology works a t  the levels 

of location, character ,  dialogue and  plot. 

Before the advent of the novel, narratives in  most cul tures  used a fairly 

flat, simple backdrop tha t  lacked the thickness of the novelistic space. Space in 

realistic novels mus t  be more than  simply a backdrop. It mus t  have dimension 

and  depth.  Novelistic space is involved in a series of more or  less hidden, 

ideological presuppositions about  the na ture  of property a n d  lands  and  the 

relationship of various races a n d  classes to those lands. "At roughly the period 

tha t  Europe was creating a representation of i ts  coloniesn, writes Davis, "its 

novelists --  a t  least Defoe - -  were colonizing another  kind of space, a space 

p e r h a p s  more complete  a n d  total  because  it was  inside the  mind of t ha t  

particular captive of the novel who was the middle class reader" (1987, P. 63). 

Early novels were ideological not  in  t he  sense  t h a t  they were a t t empt s  a t  

propagating any  particular ideology or view point, bu t  in the sense that  they 

were trying to devise s t ruc tures  tha t  worked in those times and  places. Robinson 

Crusoecolonizes the island and  then imposes his  language and  system on the 

islanders Lennard Davis points out  tha t  Crusoe's private act  of settling in the 

island can  be seen a s  a kind of parody, intended or not, of what England was 

doing throughout the world. 

The problem with America was t h a t  there were no ru ins  a n d  relics and  i ts  

myths  were hidden behind the  obscure cloak of native American signs a n d  

symbols and  the wilderness resisted any  kind of association. That  is to say, the 



spaces of the  colonies were without pre-ordanied meaning or  ideology, and 

meaning had to be supplied from without. Painters like Thomas Cole, John  

Frederick Kensett and  novelists like J ames  Fennimore Cooper gave a meaning 

to the wilderness, inscribed the natural  forms with intelligible iconography, and 

so,  turned them into ideological space. Irwing Howe tells u s  that a political novel 

is "a novel in which the political milieu i s  the dominant setting" (1957, P . 3 ) .  

According to Davis, the novel's ideology operates not by advocating a particular 

political s tand  point or by imposing on the reader any of the novelist's beliefs: 

The process of allowing a novel to work, allowing it to tell a story, 

is inseparable from the desire to have each element of the story 

i n f u s e d  wi th  a n o t h e r  k ind  of mean ing ,  a mean ing  which  

controls the reality of the novel and  our  reaction to it. It is in 

this  very special sense tha t  novels a re  ideological not so much 

because a novelist tells u s  to vote for a poor law reform or  

condemn the  Vietnam War, but  because the very presupposition 

of t he  novel i s  t h a t  a here a n d  now rationalising authori ty  

creates a n  order to which the reader must  passively assent  in 

order to allow the novel to work (1987, P. 144). 

Introductory notes on American Realism : 

The history of modern America begins precisely a t  the same time when 

modern novel was born. A s  Leslie Fielder points out  in his  essay T h e  Death and  

Rebirth of Novel", the underlying national mythos of the Americans is a pop 

myth, a n d  their revolution consequently a pop Revolution, a s  compared with 

e i ther  t h e  French  o r  t he  Russ ian  Revolution which began with idelogical 



d i spu te s  a n d  the  formulation of high level manifestoes.  "Our own war of 

Independence, on the contrary, began not with abstract  ideas a t  all (though 

later we composed ideological documents to justify a fait accompli.), but  with a 

group of quite grown u p  men dressing u p  like Indians and  dumping into the 

BOS~OII Harbour tha t  supreme symbol of effete European Civilization, British tean 

(1974, P 195).  The American writers, he remarks have mostly produced best 

sellers more than  works of high a r t .  It may also be pointed out  tha t  no American 

novelist a t  any  ra te  h a s  ever forgotten the  necessity of speaking to a n d  for 

everybody, including all the ethnic minorities. Especially notable in this  regard, 

a r e  the authent ic  voices of those two non-European groups in whose presence 

a n d  on  whose  backs ,  a s  i t  were, t r ansp lan ted  Europeans  have  bui l t  t h e  

American Culture: the Red man and  the Blacks. It started with Chingachgook of 

Fennimore  Cooper 's Leatherstocking Tales  a n d  c o n t i n u e s  even today ,  in  

characters  like Bromden of Ken Kesey's One Flew over the Cuckoo's Nest. 

The development of America as  a nat ion was,  from the  beginning, a 

c o n s c i o u s  a d a p t a t i o n  of older  E u r o p e a n  c u l t u r a l  p a t t e r n s  to  a f ront ie r  

civilization. Rod W. Horton and  Herbert W. Edwards remark tha t  "the average 

American w a s  u n u s u a l l y  aware  of h i s  role in  h is tory  a n d  of t h e  d i rec t  

r e l a t i o n s h i p  ex i s t i ng  be tween h i s  everyday  life a n d  t h e  s h a p i n g  of h i s  

government  a n d  social ins t i tu t ions .  The wri t ings in  American Li terature 

naturally reflect this  relationship even more strongly than  would the literary 

products of a more settled society". (1974, P. 1). 

The American novel, according to Richard Chase, "has  worked out  i ts  

destiny a n d  defined itself by incorporating a n  element of romance, and it differs 



from its English counterpart ,  by i ts  perpetual reassessment and  reconstitution 

of romance within the novel form" (1973, viii). Romance i s  usually known for i ts 

qua l i t i e s  l ike f a n t a s y ,  s en t imen ta l i t y  a n d  e scap i sm.  B u t  t h e  American 

novelists have used romance for a better purposes: to introduce into the novel 

what  one may roughly descr ibe a s  t h e  narrow profundity of New England 

Puritanism, the skeptical, rationalistic, spirit of the Enlightenment,  and  the 

imaginat ive freedom of Transcendenta l i sm" (x ) .  The  fundamen ta l  moral 

q u e s t i o n  in  Cooper ,  a n d  in  American fiction general ly  " i s  o n e  of piety; 

cha rac t e r s  a r e  judged according to whether  they have reverence for life, 

especially for wild, innocent, untainted life, whether this  may appear  in a deer 

on the prairie, a whale in the Pacific, or in a n  excellent a n d  complicated young 

American woman on her  travels in Europe" [Chase P 62). 

Comparing the English novel with the American, Chase observes tha t  the 

English Novel . has  always followed a middle path.  It is notable for i ts  great 

prac t ica l  s a n i t y ,  i t s  powerful eng ross ing  composi t ion of wide r anges  of 

experience in to  a moral central i ty  a n d  equabili ty of judgement .  "Yet the  

profound poetry of disorder tha t  we find in American novel is missing in the 

English Novel". ( P 2).  The two strong influences behind the English Novel, he 

says,  a r e  the  classical tragedy a n d  Christianity. The American imagination 

even when it wishes to assuage and  reconcile the contradictions of life, h a s  not 

been s t i r red by the  possibility of ca tha r s i s  or incantat ion by the  tragic or 

Christian possibility. It ha s  been stirred, rather,  by the aesthetic possibilities 

of radical form of alienation, contradiction and  disorder. The English novel, he 

says,  h a s  been a kind of imperial enterprise, a n  appropriation of reality with the 

high purpose of bringing order to disorder. By contrast,  the American novel has  



generally seemed content to explore, rather than  to appropriate and civilize the 

remarkable and  in some ways unexampled territories of life in the New World 

a n d  to reflect i t s  anomal ies  a n d  di lemmas.  The middle brow l i te ra ture  in 

American writing h a s  generally been dull a n d  mediocre. "Our best novelists 

have been not middle brows, bu t  either highbrows like Henry James ,  or  lowbrows 

like Mark Twain, Frank Norris, Theodore Dreiser, Sherwood Anderson, or  a 

combination of the two like Ernest Hemingway, Herman Melville a n d  William 

Faulkner. The English Novel a t  best i s  staunchly middle brow. The cultural 

condi t ions within which English l i t e ra ture  h a s  evolved have allowed it to 

become a great middlebrow literature, the only one it may be, in  historyn(Chase, 

1973, P. 10). 

An important difference between the European writers and  the American 

novelists i s  t h a t  while many of the  front ranking European novelists were 
- 

eminent as writers of the novels of manners  (eg: Cerventes, Fielding, Stendhal,  

Balzac, Tolstoy a n d  so on) ,  the great American writers very rarely made their 

mark in this  area.  Their natural  style is something else. The reason, Chase 

tells u s ,  i s  t h a t ,  a s  Cooper once complained, there  a r e  no  manne r s  to be 

observed in American life a n d  the  manne r s  we notice,  a t  all ,  a r e  nearly 

uniform among all Americans, Although, it may not literally be t rue,  certainly, 

a novelist needs  a far more vivid variety of manne r s  t h a n  so  far,  h a s  been 

discovered in the country. Also, there is the persistent dis t rust  of or  simple lack 

of interest  in the idea of society itself, so tha t  it seems unna tu ra l  to most 

American writers to suppose tha t  social conventions and  laws a re  beneficial to 

the individual. 



In Europe, the novels of manners  have met with success  by bringing people 

of different social c lasses  into conflict, bu t  in America nearly everyone a 

novelist of manners  is interested in,  h a s  been middle class,  a n d  h a s  very likely 

prided himself on manners  indistinguishable from a lower class which is always 

incipiently middle class  itself. On the whole, the American novelists have not 

been interested in social manners ,  bu t  in personalities or  transcendent value. 

Chase is of the firm opinion tha t  "the novelist who undertakes to reflect our  

social scene, or some segment of it in literal detail, a s  Sinclair Lewis did in 

Babbitt or Howells in A Modern Instance, or Mrs. Wharton in The Age of Innocence, 

f inds tha t  not all h i s  wit and  perspicacity can  save his  novel from reflecting too 

strongly the comparative social dullness of AmericaV(Chase, P. 16). 

Eric J. Lundquist in American Realism speaks of the contradictory characteristics in 

American realism: 

In material, it includes the sensational, the sentimental, the 

vulgar, the scientific, the outrageously, comic, the desperately 

philosophical, in style, it ranges from the exquisitely fine craft 

of J ames ,  to the resonant  colloquial idiom of Twain, to the 

block-like profusions of Dreiser, in purpose, it approaches the 

cul tural  essay, aspires  to the utility of propaganda, seeks to 

dramatize the theatre of social manners  cu t s  i ts own throat in 

deliberate parody. It is, and  does all these things --  often a t  the 

same time. (1982 "Prefacen). 

Nineteenth century American realism, Alfred Kazin once remarked, had not true battle 

ground, as it had no intellectual history, few models, virtually no theory and no unity. 



"The origin of the problem", he says,  "lay in the fact tha t  while various 

European traditions of realism could more clearly be seen to have grown out  of 

identifiable a n d  logically successive climates of political a n d  philosophical 

thought,  realism in America grew out of the bewilderment, and  thrived on the 

s imple  g r imness  of a genera t ion  suddenly  brought  face to face with the  

pervasive materialism of industrial capitalism" (1942, P. 10, P. 12).  

For half a century before the Civil War, romance dominated the American 

literary scene a n d  the prominent writers of the period were Fennimore Cooper, 

William Gilmore Simms, Nathaniel Hawthorne and  Herman Melville. The post 

Civil War period brought  severe crit icism aga ins t  t he  damaging effects of 

romance. W. D. Howells was the first to write of and for, the new American 

bourgeois. A group of writers generally known a s  the local colorists expressed in 

their works a lingering parochialism and they considered political nationalism 

a threat to the independent village life of a n  earlier America. Prominent among 

them were S a r a h  Orne Jewet t  (1849-1909)  a n d  George Washington Cable 

(1844-1925).  Yet another  school of realists known a s  embittered local colorisls 

belonged to the west. They were victims of the agricultural hard times of the 

1870s  a n d  8 0 s .  (For i n s t ance ,  wri ters  like J o s e p h  Kirkland a n d  Hamlin 

Garland). Alfred Kazin argues that it is the writings of these westerns that shaped 

later literary styles. 'It is  to these lone protestants of their time who did not 

always know tha t  they were writing 'realism', to Jeffersonian hearts  plauged by 

a strangely cold and  despotic America, to writers, some of whom lacked every 

capacity for l i terature save a compelling passion to tell the  t ru th ,  tha t  the 

emancipated and  metropolitan literature of contemporary America owes its very 

inception (1942, Pp. 16- 17). 



The American Civil War was followed by a n  extraordinary progress in the 

development of communication and  transportation, in the spread of education 

and  a sudden  increase in the mobility of people and  of ideas resulting in a sort  of 

abrogation of the entire social s t ructures  of orders a n d  categories previously 

held valid. The sudden wave of capitalism brought wealth a n d  abundance to 

American society. The close connection between realism and  wealth brought in 

by massive industrial  production is evident in American literature as it is in 

the European literature, yet, with a distinction. 

The age of realism in America, is the age of the romance of money - money 

not in any  simple sense, bu t  in  the complex alterations of human value tha t  it 

brings into being by i ts  own capacities for reproduction. In American realism 

the way in which a hero revolts i s  different from the way the European hero 

does. The debased values and  hypocritical entanglements of the society are  

countered by him not by a n  outright rejection of them, but  by those distortions of 

character t ha t  can  make him the exemplary figure of power within the society. 

The hero i s  democratised by being permitted to incorporate the age's own dream 

of successes,  i ts  own special romance (Lundquist, 1982, P.20). 

According to Edwin H. Cady, the American realism of the period 1860- 19 10 

which began  a s  a negat ive movement  exhib i ted  s ix cha rac t e r i s t i c s :  t h e  

customary features of a literary revolt, a new notion of reality from which to be 

critical of i ts  past ,  a positive method and  content, a n  ethical outlook of i ts own, a 

major, bu t  losing battle for American public taste,  and  finally a tendency towards 

the psychologism which was to succeed it. (1971, Pp. 4-5). A few relevant entries 

in Ambrose Bierce's The Devil's Dictionary would help u s  to understand the ironic 



and perverse directions American literary realism had taken by the last  decade 

of the nineteenth century: "Realism : (n) The a r t  of depicting nature a s  it is 

seen by toads, the  charm suffusing a landscape painted by a mole or a story 

written by a measuring worm. Reality : (n)  The dream of a mad philosopher. 

That which would remain in the cupel if one should assay a phantom. The nucleus 

of a vacuum. Really: (adv) Apparently" (as  cited in "Preface", Eric J. Lundquist 

1982). 

Decline of Realism 

Realism, which was a n  intense and  powerful movement in the nineteenth 

century European literature, was on i t s  decline towards the concluding phase of 

the century. How did such  a movement which dominated the literature of a 

whole continent go out  of focus within such a short  period? Literary historians 

usually consider the year 1887 a s  the beginning of the decline of th i s  great 

movement. A few young writers, all self-proclaimed dieciples of Emile Zola, 

issued some kind of a manifestoe in that  year in which they solemnly declared 

tha t  having read La  Terre or as much of La Terre a s  had appeared a t  tha t  time in 

instalments,  they wished to declare themselves against h i s  school, because they 

were shocked a n d  disgusted with Zola's b ru ta l  savagery a n d  the  excessive 

preoccupat ion  wi th  sex  in  h i s  l a t e s t  wri t ings.  Shor t ly  a f t e r  t h i s ,  Zola's 

naturalism was denounced in countries like Italy, Spain a n d  Germany. Along 

side this denouncement came the general reaction against rationalism tha t  was 

gaining momentum under  the impulse of such varied thinkers a s  Schopenhauer,  

Gobineau, Wagner, Nietzsche, Dostoevsky and  Rimbaud. 



I f  the  rise of realism can  be linked with the rise of the  bourgeois in 

Europe, i ts  decline can likewise be linked with the decline of self confidence 

alllong the  middle classes a1 the end of the ninctccnth century. By the close of 

the century, when all the political, economic industrial  and  cultural apparatus  

of the nation-state had  come under  the  control of the successful bourgeoisie, 

r e a l i s m  a c q u i r e d  a new f u n c t i o n :  i t  b e c a m e  v e h e m e n t l y  c r i t i c a l  a n d  

deflationary, especially with writers like Emile Zola. There was a t  this  time 

among the bourgeois, a vague mistrust of the future and  a n  uncertainty a s  to 

how long it would be able to contain the increasingly militant forces of the 

underprivileged. This concern was shared not only by the people of Europe, but 

also by people in other par ts  of Asia and  Africa where the European powers had 

established colonies. The publication of the Cornmunist Manifesto in 1847, 

founding of the First International in 1864, a n  unprecedented outbreak of class 

warfare represented by the bloody suppression of the Paris Commune in 1871, 

the growth of trade union movements - -  all these were portents of a cataclysmic 

future.  All these accelerating forces resulted in the waning of self confidence 

among the middle classes. Hemmings in The Age of Realism discusses the change 

of public opinion among the middle classes during this period: "It grew more 

and  more averse to reading harrowing accounts of the seamy side of life in slums, 

factories a n d  impoverished villages. Instead, it looked to i ts  writers to provide 

a n  imaginary refuge from reality, it applauded any a n d  every experiment in 

escapism, from historicism to occultism, from airy symbolism to the grossest 

forms of decadent eroticism" ( 1974, P 301). 

Another reason for the decline of realism is the emergence of academic 

sociology a s  a scientific discipline. Ever since Balzac's writings, realists always 



claimed to be writing 'studies' ra ther  than  works of imaginative fiction. They 

were all trying to analyze the social problems and  collect da ta  by diligent inquiry 

and  research. This virtually amounted to imitating, in a n  amateurish way, 

t he  work t h a t  was  being under taken  more diligently by a group of people 

pursuing s tudies  in  what later came to be called academic sociology. Auguste 

Comte, a n  exact contemporary of Balzac (1798 - 1857) considered sociology a s  

the most complex of the six main categories of human knowledge, the others 

being mathematics,  astronomy, physics, chemistry and  biology. His methods of 

observation on the basis of which he was to formulate his  laws were very similar 

to the s tudies  a n d  analyses tha t  Balzac proclaimed in the Preface to the Human 

Comedy. His principal successor Frederic Le Play (1806 - 1882) and  another 

figure, Gabriel Tarde continued their studies in the same line, and ,  in due  course, 

it became evident tha t  the sociologist was better equipped than  the novelist for 

the  task  of investigating and  explaining social phenomena. Once th i s  was 

established, one of the principal claims of realism was discredited. 

Possibly, a more fundamen ta l  reason  lay in t h e  fact t h a t  it became 

inc reas ing ly  diff icul t  t o  believe i n  t h e  possibi l i ty  of achiev ing  genu ine  

objectivity in the novel. Zola's description of the three screens, the classic, the 

romantic and  the realistic was indeed picturesque. Even though he talked much 

about  the realist screen and  i ts  capacity for giving a n  objective account of the 

life around,  he himself, quite often felt tha t  he was a poet, and  despite being a 

man of his time, he  could certainly not escape from the influence of his own 

romantic temperament.  



Summing u p  the chapter on "Decline of Realismn, Hemmings refers to the 

quasi-algebraical formula by Arno Holz: a r t  = nature  - x, where x s tands  for the 

l imitations of the  medium. The best efforts of the realists were devoted to 

reducing the value of x to zero, in which case, the equation would read: a r t  = 

nature.  Admittedly, a r t  should never be nature;  it was always in Zola's phrase 

na tu re  seen  through a temperament ,  the  more t r anspa ren t  the  interposed 

'temperament' the more satisfactory would be the resultant a r t  product (1974, 

P. 364). This was the slightly absurd position reached by the theoriticians of 

realism a t  the end of the nineteenth century. 

I f  the  realist tradition was to thrive, the novelists had to retreat from the 

doctrinal cul de sac where it had  come to stay, and  explore new paths.  Some 

writers did put  in their remarkable efforts to save the realist tradition from this 

sad plight: The socialist realists of Russia, English au thors  like Arnold Bennet 

and John  Galsworthy and writers like Upton Sinclair and  Theodore Dreiser in 

the  U .  S. were all realists in whom the realist tradition evolved into new forms. 

But  the more gifted geniuses didn't look back to this  tradition in their own 

writings. For example, Marcel Proust  didn't  even believe in  the  concept of 

disinterested observer or a neutral  viewpoint. According to him, there is no 

external reality a n d  each one of u s  lives in his own subjective universe which of 

course,  i s  affected by what goes on outside, but  is structured, in addition, by all 

the experiences he has  undergone throughout his  life, experiences which have 

determined the  par t icu lar  c a s t  of h i s  mind a n d  the  special quality of h i s  

imagination. Proust  believed t h a t  every impression i s  two sided, one  half 

embedded in the object and  the other half extending to ourselves. 1t  is only the 

other half t ha t  we can  know, bu t  the traditional realist a r t  had consistently 



neglected this  other  half. What it could produce was only a useless copy of what 

the eye sees. The real duty of a realist should be, according to him, to translate 

into terms understandable by the reader, the reality tha t  lies within him. 

But despite this rejection of external reality by the modernist writers like 

- Proust Marxist writers and  critics were still profoundly interested in the concept 

of realism. In Studies in European Realism, Lukacs asser t s  tha t  the question a s  

to whether the European realism reached i ts  culmination in Gide, Proust and  

Joyce, or whether it had reached the peak much earlier in Balzac and  Tolstoy 

shall  be decided by the weltanschaung their works present. Realism, he says, is 

not some sort  of a midway between false objectivity and  false subjectivity, but is 

the  t rue  solut ion-  bringing third way opposed to all  the  pseudo-dilemmas 

engendered by the wrongly posed questions of those who wander without a chart  

in the labyrinth of our  time. The central aesthetic problem of realism, Lukacs 

says,  is the presentation of the complete human personality and  even the inner 

life of man ,  i t s  essential  t ra i t s  and  conflicts can  be truly portrayed only in 

organic  connec t ion  with t h e  social  a n d  h is tor ica l  fac tors .  Th i s  organic  

connection between man a s  a private individual and  a s  a social being has  been 

a difficult question ever since the rise of the modern bourgeois society. It seems, 

the inner life h a s  been proceeding almost parallel to the outer,  obeying i ts  own 

autonomous laws. The great realists of the nineteenth century knew tha t  this 

schism in huinan personality amounted to a mutilation of the essence of man. 

It i s  t h i s  s ch i sm which h a s  become a n  essent ia l  factor  i n  t h e  modernis t  

writings.  Whereas  t he  grea t  real is t  l i t e ra ture  recognised t h e  Aristotelian 

dictum tha t  Man i s  Zoon Politikon, and  tha t  his Sein a n  sich, or  his  ontological 

being,  c a n n o t  be sepa ra t ed  from the  context  in  which he i s  c r ea t ed ,  the 



modernist argument  i s  t ha t  man  by nature is solitary, asocial and  unable to 

en t e r  into meaningful  relat ionship with o ther  h u m a n  beings. Heidegger's 

description of the human  existence as "thrownness into being" (Geworfenheit ins 

Dasein) is  perhaps the best graphic evocation of the ontological solitariness of 

t h e  individual.  This  s t a t e  of th rownness  implies not  merely t h a t  man is 

constitutionally unable to establish relationships with things or  persons outside 

Iiiir~self, b u t  also that  it is itnpossible to determine theoretically the origin and 

goal of human  existence. This negation of history, says Lukacs in The Meaning 

of Contemporary Realism, takes two different forms in modernist literature: the 

hero being strictly confined within the limit of his own experience, having no 

pre-existent reality beyond his own self acting upon him or being acted upon 

him,  or t he  hero without any personal history being thrown into the world 

meaninglessly with no development through contact with the world. Lukacs 

a s se r t s  t h a t  realist  l i terature aiming a t  a t ruthful  reflection of reality must  

demonstrate both the concrete and  abstract potentialities of human  beings in 

extreme situations of this  kind. Whereas abstract  potentiality belongs wholly to 

the realm of subjectivity, concrete potentiality is concerned with the dialectic 

between the individual's subjectivity and  objective reality. I f  solitariness is 

taken for the  essential human condition and  it is identified with reality itself, 

the distinction between the abstract  and  concrete potentiality becomes null and 

void. 

L u k a c s ' s  e s s a y ,  "Art a n d  Objec t ive  T r u t h " ,  g ives  h i s  views on  

representa t ion  a n d  the  novel. He concent ra tes  on  four  ideas:  reflection, 

idealism, materialism and  objectivity. To reflect is to frame a mental structure 

in words. Like Aristotle, Lukacs believes t h a t  t he  writer does not simply 



register individual objects or events, bu t  gives u s  the full process of life. Art is a 

special way of reflecting reality, and  it i s  not to be confused with reality itself. 

The notion of the  novel's separation from reality l inks Lukacs with German 

idealist philosophy and  distinguishes his  approach very clearly from tha t  of Zola. 

The novelist, he argues,  refuses to see reality a s  mechanical causation of 

random flux, bu t  tries to assis t  the reader to experience the process of reality a s  

a n  ordered and  significantly shaped world. This idealist element means that  

Lukacs' materialism i s  not the pseudo- scientific materialism of Zola, bu t  u 

materialism which seeks  to reveal the  deep s t ruc tura l  process of historical 

change. The objectivity of realism, according to Lukacs, is not a dispassionate 

non-involvement, bu t  a commitment to a particular reading of human society, 

the partisanship of objectivity ( a s  in Raman Selden, 1992, P. 59). 

According to Lukacs, the nineteenth century realist novel i s  a model of 

literary form because it achieves the adequate presentation of complete human 

personality. Bertholt Brecht's profound disagreement with Lukacs centres on 

the question of form.Realism, he says,  is a n  old concept, and  before we apply it to 

the  modern context,  it h a s  to be "spring-cleaned," because literary forms of 

expressions cannot  be taken over like industrial methods: 

We sha l l  t ake  ca re  not  to ascr ibe real ism to a par t icu lar  

historical form of novel belonging to a particular period, Balzac's 

or  Tolstoy's for instance, so a s  to set u p  purely formal and  

literary criteria of realism. We shall  not restrict ourselves to 

speaking of realism in cases  where one can (eg.) smell, look, 

feel whatever i s  depicted, where 'atmosphere'is created and  



s to r i e s  developed in s u c h  a way t h a t  the  c h a r a c t e r s  a r e  

psychologically stripped down. Our conception of realism needs 

to be broad and political, free from aesthetic restrictions and 

independent of convention. Realist means : laying bare society's 

causal  network / showing u p  the dominant viewpoint a s  the 

viewpoint of the dominators / writing from the standpoint of the 

class which has  prepared the broadest solutions for the most 

pressing problems afflicting human society/ emphasizing the 

dynamics of developments/ concrete and so a s  to encourage 

abstratction (as  in John  Willett, 1964, P. 108). 

This means tha t  by copying the methods of realists like Balzac or Tostoy, 

we cease to be realists.Brecht continues: "Methods wear out. Stimuli fail. New 

problems loom up  and demand new techniques. Reality alters: to represent it, 

the means of representation must alter toon(as in Willett,P. 109). 

The realist literature, despite its vehement criticism of reality, always 

takes for granted that  there is a wholeness, a unity, in the world a t  large, and 

that  the world is  one with man himself. But with the modernist's subjectivisation 

of time and disintegration of human personality, the once natural unity of the 

world has  turned into a constructed unity. The disintegration of personality in 

modernist literature h a s  made angst the basic modernist experience. 

Expressive realism owed its wide currency to the commonsense view which 

held tha t  l i terature and  valuable literary texts should tell t ru ths  about the 

periods in which they were produced, about  the world in general and about 



human na ture  in particular. It belonged roughly to the last century and  a half, 

the  period of industrial  capitalism. In expressive realism the  text is seen to 

possess a single determinate meaning, however complex, and  the authority for 

this  meaning i s  the author .  Meaning is what the au thor  puts  into the text. 

Almost all the recent theories have rejected this  view, and  expressive realism 

h a s  been subjected to a series of theoretical a t tacks from various quarters.  The 

Russian Formalists, the semioticians, the New Critics, a n d  genre theorists like 

Northrop Frye have all deplored the theory of expressive realism. Several critical 

positions co-existed within the  earlier paradigm which was premised upon 

commonsense. At one extreme is F. R. Leavis who argues tha t  what makes a 

writer great is h i s  intuitive apprehension of "felt life". At the other extreme is 

the Marxist position of Georg Lukacs who thinks tha t  it i s  sympathy with the 

sufferings of the people in conjunction with the thirst  for t ru th  and  a fanatic 

striving for reality t h a t  makes  a writer great .  Concluding the  chapter  on 

"Criticism and  Commonsense" in Critical Practice, Catherine Blsey writes: "Truth 

to life, for instance, is not a universal criterion of greatness in literature, but  a 

va lue  which  c h a r a c t e r i s e s  t h e  period of h u m a n i s m ,  s een  as historically 

determinate,  distinct from both the middle age and  the modern period when the 

mimetic theory is without authority" (1980, P.35). 

The  logical poss ib i l i ty  of express ive  rea l i sm i s  p u t  i n  ques t ion  by 

post-Sausseurian linguistics which challenges the empiricist idealist ways of 

understanding the  relationship between language and  the  world. Language, 

according to Saussure,  i s  not a nomenclature, a way of naming things which 

already exist, bu t  a system of differences with no positive terms. It is a system 

. of s igns  where the  relat ionship between the  signifier a n d  the  signified i s  

arbitrary. At the same time, the signified and  the signifier a re  inseparably linked. 



The arbitrariness of the signs points to the fact that language is a matter of 

conven t ion .  Meaning i s  t h e  r e s u l t  no t  of indiv idual  in t en t ion  b u t  of 

inter-individual intelligibility. In other words, meaning is socially constructed 

and intimately related to the social formation itself. So, the post-Sausserian 

posi t ion i s  t h a t  if s ignif ieds a r e  not  pre-exist ing,  given concepts ,  but  

changeable and contingent concepts, and if changes in signifying practice are 

related to changes in the social formation, the notion of language a s  a neutral 

nomenclature functioning a s  a n  instrument  of communication of meanings 

which exist independently of it, is clearly untenable. Language is a system which 

pre-exists  the  individual a n d  in which the  individual produces meaning. 

Writers in their works do not, in fact express a unique perception of the world, 

but produce meaning out of the available system of differences, and texts are 

intelligible in so far a s  they participate in it. From th is  post-Saussarian 

perspective, it is  evident tha t  the theory of literature a s  expressive realism is 

tio longer tenable. The clriim by the realiets that a literary form reflects the 

world i s  simply tautological. Yet, i t  can't be denied t h a t  inspite of all the 

mult ipronged a s s a u l t s  on  expressive realism t h e  commonsense view h a s  

continued to flourish, and expressive realism has  survived to this day with only 

minor injuries. 



CHAFER 1 

THE EARLY MASTERS 

AND 

THE DEPICTION OF HUMAN PERSONALITY. 

The term realism as applied to the literary movement of the nineteenth 

century France refers to the French sense of actuality, the sense of portraying 

life as it really is, t ha t  is, presenting objectively and  correctly the observable 

de ta i l s  of a c t u a l  life. The  two great  mas t e r s  of real ism in t h e  n ine teenth  

century French l i terature,  Honore de Balzac, a n d  Stendhal ,  recognized the  

adequate  representat ion of the complete human  personality a s  the  central  

aesthetic problem of realism. They represent two basic t rends  in the realist 

movement. Balzac's primary concern was socioiogical, and  he aimed to be the 

historian of his own times. Stendhal,  too, was o chronicler of h i s  times, but h i s  

concern was more psychological than  sociological. Even while being a historian 

of his  own times, he turned his  attention to the individual, and  what goes on in 

the individual psyche. According to Andre Maurois, "it is  Balzac who occupies 

the central position in any considered account of realism, who claims and  earns 

a n d  duly receives the  title of novelist before all o thers .  The overwhelming 

quantity and  the substantial  quality of his writing form a monument around which 

there are  no detours" ( 197 1, P. 15 1). 

Balzac himself believed t h a t  the  French society was  going to be the 

historian a n d  his task was to become the secretary to the historian. He tells u s  

how he s tar ted observing life when he took a resolve to become a n  author:  



I b e g a n  t o  o b s e r v e  t h e  ac t iv i ty  of t h e  F a u b o u r g ,  i t s  

i n h a b i t a n t s ,  i t s  c h a r a c t e r s .  Observat ion soon became a 

matter of intuition with me, I looked into their souls without 

failing to notice externals, or rather I grasped these external 

features so completely that  I straightaway saw beyond them. 

My method of observation endowed me with the  capacity to 

share  in the life of the individual in question jus t  a s  he lived 

it; it permitted me to put  myself in his  place in the same way 

tha t  the dervish in the Arabian Nights assumed the form and 

soul of the people over whom he uttered his magic incantation 

( a s  in Zweig, 1970, P.29). 

Balzac's "Preface" to The Human Comedg tells us  of the scope of his work, which hc 

plans to complete in three stages: 

In  t h e  S t u d i e s  of Manner s ,  a r e  t o  be  d e p i c t e d  a l l  t h e  

repercussions of social conditions. I want  to portray every 

situation in life, every type of physiognomy, every kind of male 

a n d  female character,  every way of living, every profession, 

. . every social s t ra tum,  every French province, childhood, the 

prime of life a n d  old age, politics, law and  war - nothing to be 

omitted. When th is  h a s  been done and  the story of the human 

heart  revealed thread by thread, social history displayed in all 

i ts  branches, then the foundations will have been made. I have 

no wish to describe episodes tha t  have their springs in the 



imagination. My theme is tha t  which happens everywhere. Then 

comes  t h e  second s t age  - t h e  Philosophical S tudies .  The  

depiction of effects is to be followed by the description of causes.  

In the Studies of Manners, I shall have shown the interplay of 

emot ions ,  life, a n d  i t s  consequences .  In t he  Philosophical 

Studies,  I sha l l  speak  of the  origin of emotions a n d  of t he  

motivating causes of life. I shall pose the question: "What a re  

the  operat ing forces, the  conditions,  without which nei ther  

society nor the life of the individual is possible?" And after I have 

dealt. with society in this  way, I shall examine it with a critical 

eye. In the  Studies of Manners, individuals will be depicted in 

types; in the  Philosophical Studies, the types will be depicted a s  

individuals. It will always be life that  I am portraying ... And 

finally after the effects a n d  causes ,  will come the  Analytical 

Studies .... For after the effects and  causes we must  look for the 

pr inc ip les .  The  m a n n e r s  provide t h e  d r a m a ;  t h e  c a u s e s  

represent the coulisse and  the stage machinery. And finally, 

t h e  pr inciples ,  in  o the r  words,  t he  a u t h o r  of t h e  play. In 

proportion however, a s  the whole work gains height as though 

in a series of spirals, it narrows a n d  becomes more a n d  more 

concentrated.  If I shal l  need 24 volumes for the Studies of 

Manners, I shall require 15 for Philosophical Studies, and  only 

another  9 for the Analytical Studies. In this  way I shall  describe, 

c r i t i c i se  a n d  ana lyse  m a n  himself ,  society a n d  h u m a n i t y  

without indulging in repetitions in a work which i s  to be a kind 

of the  Arabian Nights of the occident (as in  Zweig, 1970,Pp. 

174-75). 



The "Preface" tells u s  clearly how much he  was  concerned with the  

question of the complete human personality. 

portrayal of Reality: 

What makes Balzac a truly great realist is the inexorable veracity with 

which he depicted reality even if tha t  reality ran counter to his own personal 

opinions, hopes and  wishes. The Peasants, a book which Balzac himself described 

a s  the most important book he wanted to write, tells u s  of the tragedy of the 

doomed land,ed aristocracy of France. No doubt,  Balzac's sympathies were with 

t h e  a r i s t o c r a c y .  B u t ,  a s  L u k a c s  obse rves ,  "Yet for  a l l  h i s  p a i n s t a k i n g  

preparation a n d  careful planning, what Balzac really did in his  novel was the 

exact opposite of what he set out  to do: What he depicted was not the tragedy of 

the aristocratic estate ,  bu t  of the peasant  small holding. It is  precisely this  

discrepancy between intention and  performance, between Balzac the political 

thinker and  Balzac the au thor  of La Cornedie Humaine t h a t  constitutes Balzac's 

greatness" ( 1964, P.2 1). 

Even though what Balzac really wanted was a compromise between the 

aristocratic landowner and  the newly emerging bourgeois business  community, 

he saw with pitiless clarity the direction in which social evolution was moving 

in the nineteenth century France. He calls the peasant a Robespierre with one 

h e a d  a n d  twen ty  mil l ion a r m s ,  b u t  t h e  t r u e  r ea l i s t  i n  h im gives u s  a 

monumental a n d  perfectly balanced picture of the forces locked in struggle on 

both sides. He himself says in the novel about  a writer's duty: "A story teller 

m u s t  never forget t h a t  i t  i s  h i s  bus iness  to do just ice to every party; the  

unfortunate and  the rich a re  equals before his  pen; for him the misery of the 



peasant  h a s  i ts  grandeur  and  the meanness of the rich i t s  ridicule . . .." ( a s  in 

Lukacs, 1964, P.28). The struggle tha t  is depicted is a three-cornered fight among 

t h e  p e a s a n t ,  t h e  landowner a n d  the  u s u r e r .  A grea t  variety of types a r e  

introduced to represent each warring camp and  they bring into play the various 

forces in the French society of those days. Rigou is the peasant usurer  who skins 

the poorer peasants  by means of small loans and makes them his dependants for 

Ilfe; h i s  ally i s  the  small-town timber dealer Gaubert in .  Around these two 

c h a r a c t e r s  Balzac's br i l l iant  imagina t ion  g roups  a l l  t h e  co r rup t ion  a n d  

provincial nepotism and  graft. Gaubertin and  Rigou hold the whole world of the 

lower administration in the hollow of their palms. They thrive by robbing the 

peasan t s  by means  of mortgages a n d  small u su r ious  loans,  by rigging the 

market,  a n d  rendering trifling services. Balzac would have liked to see the great 

es tate  and  peasants  to join forces against the usurer  capitalists; but  what he 

could not avoid showing here, concretely and  with realistic power, was tha t  the 

peasants  had  to ally themselves with the usurers  they hated, and  fight together 

with them aga ins t  the  grea t  e s t a t e .  Struggle of the  p e a s a n t s  aga ins t  the 

remnants  of feudal exploitation, for a bit of land, for a small holding of their own, 

necessar i ly  m a k e s  t h e m  accessor ies  of t h e  u s u r e r s  o n  whom they  were 

dependent.  What i s  described here, is not merely the defeat of the nobility, but 

a l so  t h e  inevitabili ty of t h i s  defeat .  The  nobili ty i s  concerned  only with 

re ta in ing ,  increas ing  a n d  enjoying in  peace, i t s  revenues ,  while the  new 

bourgeois,  represented by Gaubert in  a n d  Rigou, a r e  engaged in a stormy 

accumulation of capital. The peasants '  hatred against usurers  is impotent, not 

only b e c a u s e  of t h e i r  econornic dependence ,  b u t  a l s o  b e c a u s e  of t he i r  

land-hunger. 



The essence of Balzac's realism is that  he always reveals social beings a s  

the basis of social consciousness. "Tell me what you possess", he says in The 

Peasants, "1 will tell you what you think" (as  in Andre Maurois, 197 1 ,P. 198). Balzac 

held the view tha t  property conditions thought, and  thought produces action. He 

always begins with what his characters have, their incomes and  addresses,  their 

house and  belongings, and  then only tells u s  what they think. He never confines 

himself to a trivial photographic naturalism or Kodak realism. To express some 

socially correct and  deeply conceived content,  he always seeks and  finds the 

most clear-cut and  the most trenchant expression. 

Money the Mainspring of Modern Society: 

Balzac was  the  f i r s t  to pa in t  one  of t he  most  vital  a s p e c t s  of t he  

capitalistic society, namely, the desire to gain money and  the possessions money 

brings. He realized tha t  money was the mainspring of modern society. The uppel- 

class needed it to sustain them in rank and  society, the middle class  amassed it 

more for the  sake  of security than  from any instinct for enjoyment. There was 

nothing tha t  Balzac did not know about money and  financial operations of all 

kinds. No novelist depicted more exactly or more variously the different fashions 

in which a man may gain or lose large s u m s  of money, or calculated in exact 

figures,  t h e  income required to keep u p  various s tyles  of living. Money is 

indispensable to the young man who wants  to get on. "I cannot  do without the 

tools they cultivate the vine with in this  country ", Rastignac wrote to his mother 

(Balzac,1984, P.108). And Delphine, wishing to give Rastignac not money, but  

the things t h a t  her  money h a s  bought,  tells him tha t  fine rooms and  their 

contents a re  the weapons of the times, comparable to the swords that ladies 

girded their knights with in the olden times and the armour they gave them. 



"Money is life, Money is all powerful", Goriot cries out  ( P. 284). We are told of the 

precise facts of Nucingen's swindling scheme for raising money. We follow closely 

the successive changes in Goriot's and  Rastignac's financial circumstances.  We 

note the cost of everything, from the rent paid by each boarder in Maison Vauquer 

a n d  the market  value of the  pears  Madame Vauquer serves u p  to them a s  

dessert ,  to the s u m s  a fashionable young man must  pay in Paris to his tailors 

a n d  l a u n d e r e r s .  According to Mart in  Turne l l ,  "The problem of money i s  

fundamental in the Comedie Hurnaine because money was the great problem of 

Balzac's age a s  it is becoming the great problem of our  own .... No one can fail to 

notice the extraordinary interest  t h a t  he displays in banke r s ,  merchants ,  

commercial travelers,  misers and  usu re r s  and  it is  easy to unders tand  the 

reason .  They a r e  t he  most  character is t ic  representat ives ,  not  simply of a 

commercial society, but  of a society obsessed by money* ( 1962, P.227). 

The frustration and  disillusionment thrown u p  by the social evolution in 

France  provided t h e  pa t t e rn  for t he  political growth of the  middle c l a s s  

everywhere. Balzac's Lost Illusions relates  th i s  tale of disil lusionment and  

frustrat ion.  The theme of the book is the transformation of literature into a 

commodity. From the writer's ideas, emotions and convictions, to the paper on 

which he writes them down, everything is turned into a commodity that  can be 

bought a n d  sold. "What is fame*? a s k s  Dauriat the publisher,  and  answers  

himself: "12000 Francs' worth of newspaper articles and  3000 Francs' worth of 

dinners  ... . " ( I98  1, P.275). The writers had become word-merchants and  their 

talent had become a commodity, a n  object of profiteering by speculators who dealt 

in literature. They were exploited, but  they were also prostitutes, their ambition 

being 16 turn exploiters themselves. Balzac himself was a victim of this kind of 



exploitation. When he was still young, when both his passionate desires-love 

and  fame- failed him, with a determination to succeed, he  started toiling like a 

galley slave. He wrote a s  a hunted man runs ,  with panting breath and  bursting 

lungs,  in order to make money. Stefan Zweig, in his book on Balzac tells u s  that  

Balzac a t  this  time of his life was a harlot serving simultaneously two or three 

literary pimps (P.49 ). 

Character as a Totality of Social Reality: 

Balzac's characters  are  never mere lay figures expressing only a few 

aspects  of the social reality. Characters and  situations are  always determined 

by the totality of the socially decisive forces. Broad and  spacious as Balzac's plots 

a e, the stage is crowded with so many actors living richly varied lives tha t  only 

a few of them can be fully developed within one story. His remarkable and  typical 

charac te rs  canno t .  unfold their personality fully within a single novel; they 

protrude beyond the framework of one novel and  demand another plot and  theme 

for fuller development. Thus  Rastignac who remains in the background in Lost 

Illusions is a leading character in Old Goriot. Vautrin, who with cynical wisdom 

is trying to win over Rastignac in Old Goriot, t u rns  u p  towards the end of Lost 

Illusions when Lucien, hopelessly ruined,  i s  abou t  to commit suicide. This 

brilliant device tha t  integrates Balzac's works, the 'retour d e s  personages'cannot 

be called h is  invention. It may have been suggested by Fennimore Cooper's 

novels where Leather-Stocking reappears in five of his  books. But in Balzac, 

characters  complete' within themselves, live and  ac t  within a concrete social 

.. . reality and  it is.always the totality of the social process tha t  is linked with the 

totality of the character.  The several par ts  of a Balzacian cycle have their own 

independent life because each of them deals with individual destinies. But these 

individual destinies always appear a s  radiating the socially typical. 



Balzac goes beyond the boundaries  of average reality in  h is  mode of 

expression. DIArthez in  Lost Illusions says : "And what is a r t?  Nothing more than 

concentrated nature.  But this  concentration is never formal; on the contrary, it 

is  the greatest  possible intensification of the content,  the  social and  human 

essence of a situation" (1981,P.214 ). Thus, it is the very depth of realism which 

removes his  a r t  so completely beyond the photographic reproduction of "average 

rea l i ty , "  w i thou t  t h e  addi t ion  of a n y  roman t i c  ingredien ts ;  h i s  ex t reme 

concentration of content lends to it a sombre, gruesome and  fantastic quality. It 

is  perhaps this  fantastic quality that  makes his psychology look abstract  and 

reductive a n d  makes the au thor  himself look like anything but  a n  adult .  The 

romantic utterances in Balzac also do not go beyond this  fantastic quality. It 

derives merely from the fact tha t  he radically thinks through to the end the 

necessities of social reality, beyond their normal  limits, beyond even their 

feasibility. The figure of Vautrin is the incarnation of this  fantastic quality in 

Balzac. This "Cromwell of the Hulks" figures in those novels of Balzac in which 

the typical figures of the post-revolutionary generation t u r n  from ideals to 

reality. Vautrin's function in The Human Comedy is almost the same a s  tha t  of 

Mephistopheles in Goethe's Faust.  Even though he, like the devil, smells of 

brimstone and  hell, he h a s  been deprived of superhuman greatness and  glory, 

and  has  been brought down to ear th.  He doesn't lure his victim with glimpses of 

heavenly glory, bu t  tries to tempt him with sensible a n d  practical earthly plans. 

Vautrin's Mephistophelean criticism of the world is only the brutal and  cynical 

expression of what everyone does in this  world to survive and  thrive. 

Character a n d  Milieu: 

While depicting characters,  Balzac always s t resses  the correspondence 

between character  and  milieu. Madame Vauquer, the keeper of the boarding 



house in Old Goriot, i s  a t  one with Maison Vauquer, the boarding house. J u s t  a s  

there is no prison without i ts warder, you cannot conceive of the Maison Vauquer 

without i t s  keeper, Madame Vauquer. This correspondence between people and 

their environments may strike u s  now a s  a sociological cliche, but  Balzac was 

the first novelist to use it systematically in the portrayal of character.  He held 

the view tha t  man tends to represent his  customs, his thought and  his  life, in 

everything which he appropriates to his needs: his  clothing, his  furniture,  his 

home. Conversely every milieu h a s  i ts physical and  psychological effects; the 

quartier of the rue-Neuve Sainte Genevieve explains Madame Vauquer in the same 

way a s  the world of finance explains Nucingen and  Grandet. 

One of the  dis t inguishing marks  of Balzac's realism i s  the  Balzacian 

exposition. He proceeds from the largest to the smallest enclosures, settling a t  

last in tha t  human mind which is the real centre of i ts  milieu. For example, in 

Old Goriot, he s ta r t s  from the location of the boarding house, and  takes u s  through 

the grimiest quarter  of Paris. Then, there is the description of the house, of a 

garden and  a s ta tue  there,  after which he takes u s  into the house. Here the 

description is from the att ic to the ground floor, and  a t  last  we are  led into 

Madame Vauquer's room. 

Although Balzac i s  pre-eminently considered a s  one of the greatest realists 

of the nineteenth century, there a re  writers who rate him a s  a visionary also. 

His own contemporary Baudelaire writes of him : 

I have many a time been astonished tha t  Balzac's great glory 

should be his  reputation a s  a n  observer; it h a s  always seemed to 



me tha t  his primary merit, was that he was a visionary, and  a 

passionate visionary a t  tha t .  All his  characters are  endowed with 

t h a t  vital a rdour  with which he himself was imbued. All his  

fictions a r e  deeply coloured a s  dreams. From the lofty heights of 

aristocracy down to the social outcasts  in the lower depths,  all 

the actors of his  comedy are  more ardently alive, more active 

a n d  wily in  the struggle, more patient under  suffering, more 

greedy in enjoyment, more angelic in devotion, than  the comedy 

of the real world shows people to be (1859 Section IV, "Theophil 

Gautier"). 

At a very early age the word 'seer' became a part  of his vocabulary and in 

his  dreams he journeyed through time and  space and  believed tha t  time and 

space in  their entirety existed in  h is  mind. His novel, La Peau de Chagrin, 

written a s  a fable, gives u s  the picture of a decadent society. It tells the story of 

a magic talisman, a n  ass 's skin which makes all i ts  owner's wishes come true. 

I t  bears the following inscription in Sanskrit: 

IF YOU POSSESS ME YOU WILL POSSESS ALL THINGS BUT YOR LIFE WILL 

BELONG TO ME. 

GOD HAS SO WILLED IT. DESIRE AND YOUR DESIRES WILL BE FULFILLED. 

BUT MATCH YOR DESIRES TO YOURSELF. IT IS THERE. WITH EVEKY WISH 1 

SHALL DIMINISH LIKE YOUR DAYS. 

DO YOU WANT ME? TAKE ME. GOD WILL HEAR YOU. 

SO BE ITn(1'.27). 

Commenting on the visionary in Balzac, Andre Maurois writes: "That is what he was, 

the man of mythical bankruptcies, of hyperbolical and phantasmagorical ventures in 

which he always forgot to light the lamp: the grand pursuer of dreams, ceaselessly in 

search of the Absolute ...* (1971,P.471). 



A powerful strain of thought tha t  had won wide currency in the nineteenth 

century Europe was tha t  since the eighteenth century thought had culminated 

in the  disorganization of society, the  chief task  of the  nineteenth century 

writers and  thinkers shall be the reorganization of the society. The periodical of 

the Saint  Simonians was called L'organisateur. Balzac's works, too, were a n  

at tempt  in this direction. According to Andre Maurois, his  works are: 

... a t i t a n i c  a t t e m p t  to  impose  a cosmos  on  t h e  c h a o s  of 

contemporary life. The Human Comedy is both the truest portrayal 

of the eternal man and  the best picture we possess, of manners  

a n d  c u s t o m s  u n d e r  t h e  Bourbon r e s to ra t ion .  It c o n t a i n s  

everything, aristocracy and  bourgeoisie, the administration and  

the Army, the mechanism of credit and  commerce, of transport,  

of the  press and  of judicial, political and  fashionable life-not 

superficially sketched, bu t  drawn in depth, dissected, examined 

like the separate components of a huge machine (P.451). 

Stendhal: 

Among the nineteenth century French novelists, Stendhal occupies a unique 

position. Any introduction to this au thor  usually begins with a description of the 

picture of oddity tha t  was Stendhal.  Victor Brombert in his "Introduction" to 

Stendhal: The Twentieth Century Views, calls him a timid dreamer who wanted to 

become a cold-blooded analyst and  a man of action: 

He yearned to open his heart  to confess himself in his writings, 

yet nothing delighted him so much a s  to disguise his emotion 



and  mystify his  readers. A Frenchman in proclaimed rebellion 

against  France, a Bonapartist with a nostalgia for the ancien 

regime, a Republican with a distaste for the plebian mentality, 

a n  i n v e t e r a t e  f r e e l a n c e r  badly in  need  of  a p p r o v a l  a n d  

friendship - Stendhal  appears  indeed a s  the embodiment of 

paradox and  insubordination (1962,P. 1). 

In Clifton Fadiman's "Introductionn to the English translation of The Red and  

The Black, he speaks of a schism in Stendhal's life : "The life for which he was 

unfitted-that of a would be popular playwright, soldier, businessman,  civil 

servant-he lived unsuccessfully. The life for which he was fitted-that spent in 

grasping the history of his time in terms of the perspective of the future-he 

lived successfullyn (1958,P.3). Erich Auerbach speaks of something unsettled 

abou t  Stendhal 's  whole na tu re  which made him f luctuate  between realistic 

c a n d o u r  i n  gene ra l  a n d  silly myst i f icat ion in  pa r t i cu l a r s ,  between cold 

self-control and  rapturous abandonment to sensual  pleasures ( 1973,P.459). 

Unlike his  other eminent contemporaries, Balzac and  Hugo, Stendhal was 

a writer who bridged two centuries, two worlds. He was born six years before the 

French revolution, brought u p  during a period of turmoil, had his  schooling 

under the Directory, his adolescence with the Consulate and  manhood under 

the Empire. Most of his  writings he completed under  the Restoration and the 

July Monarchy, and  he died in 1842, six years before another revolutionary storm 

was to shake France and  many other par ts  of Europe. In his  own days history was 

a felt p resence ;  it could not  be t rea ted  with a n y  sense  of archaeological 

detachment.  Witnessing the rapid succession of political changes in his time, 



Stendhal became all the more conscious of the forces of instability, evanescence 

a n d  t ransformat ion ,  a n d  of t he  co-existence of several generat ions drawn 

together temporarily but  distinctly alienated from each other by dissimilar mode 

of education and  experiences. The novels o f  Stendhal ,  like those of Balzac, 

portray this  theme of conflicting generations. 

In keeping with the nineteenth century habit of treating the novel a s  equal 

to or  subst i tute  for history, Stendhal sub-titles his masterpiece The Red and The 

Black, A Chronicle of the Nineteenth Century. The word chronique in French, it is 

worth noting, is applied to newspaper reports of current  happenings. Here, one 

can  discern a n  impor tan t  difference between Balzac a n d  Stendhal .  Balzac 

usually places the events of his novel a t  some distance in the past.  A majority of 

the books tha t  constitute the Huinan Comedy were set a t  a time well before the 

Ju ly  Monarchy, though much of the work was composed during tha t  period; for 

example, Old Goriot, published in 1834, deals with events in 1819. Stendhal,  on 

the other hand ,  often deals with current  events in his  books. The Red and The 

Black, largely written in the early months of 1830, h a s  references to the first 

performance of Hernani. Instead of the  retrospective view of the historian, 

Stendhal  tried the method of the leader-writer in a newspaper. The plot of The 

Red and The Black itself i s  based on  the  newspaper  account  of the  crime 

committed by a poor servant against the mistress of the house. 

Stendhal, the Realist:- 

In order  to unde r s t and  the  t rea tment  of realism by S tendha l ,  it is  

necessary to examine some of the influences on the novelist and  some of the pet 

ideas tha t  distinguished him from his other great contemporaries. Helvetius, de 

Tracy and  Montesquieu were early influences in his  life. He shared with Helvetius 



and Condillac their empiricism, sensualism and  rationalism, and  believed like 

them, tha t  senses are  the basis of all knowledge. Leon Blum in his  essay, "A 

Theoret ical  Outl ine of Beyl ismn(1962,Pp.  101 - 113) ,  e labora tes  upon the  

characteristics of Beylism. Stendhal was one of the pseudonyms adopted by the 

F rench  a u t h o r  by n a m e  Henri  Marie Beyle. In  Beylism t h e  conques t  of 

happiness operates according to the same laws a s  the search for t ruth.  Stendhal's 

Beylism relates exclusively to a n  elite. The au thor  writes and  thinks only for 

the  "happy few", for the small number of original personalities who dare to 

violate t h e  grea t  principle of t he  epoch: "be like everyone else". S tendhal  

confronts his  elite with daily reality and  plunges them into the tedium of social 

life, that  routine of exchanges and  obligations and  minor relations. He thinks 

t h a t  the  world doesn't acknowledge variances; originality i s  a s  offensive a s  

rebellion, and  if it can't be nipped, a t  least, it h a s  to be punished. The conditions 

of life i n  soc i e ty  a r e  n o t  exac t ly  conduc ive  to  t h e  g rowth  of or ig ina l  

personalities. Stendhal 's  "dream of the happy few," evolved into the artist 's  

alienation in the next generation. 

Stendhal had a fine grasp of the reality of his day and  hence the realism 

of his  novels is equally powerful a s  tha t  of Balzac's works. His realistic writings 

deal  with reality as it presented itself to him. A s  Erich Auerbach says  in 

Mimesis: 

t he  reality, which he encountered ,  was  so  cons t i tu ted  t h a t  

without permanent  reference to the immense changes of the 

immediate past and  without a premonitory searching after the 

imminent changes of the future, one could not represent it. In 



so far a s  the  serious realism of modern times cannot represent 

man  otherwise t h a n  a s  embedded in a total  reality,  social,  

polit ical a n d  economic,  which is concre te  a n d  cons t an t ly  

evolving a s  it is  the case today in any novel or film, Stendhal is 

i ts  founder (1973,P.463). 

In The Red and The Black,  the  French aristocracy i s  represented by 

Marquis de  la Mole, a t rue grandee. He has  got wealth and  power, and  he involves 

himself in the intrigue to maintain and  consolidate his position. The salon of 

the Marquis i s  magnificent, but  i ts  habitues are horribly dull. They always limit 

their conversation to 'safe' topics. This dullness and  boredom was  the  mood 

prevalent not  only in  the aristocracy, bu t  was a phenomenon politically and 

ideologically charac te r i s t ic  of t h e  bourgeois drawing rooms of t he  period 

immediately before the Restoration. Stendhal even makes one character,  Count 

Altamira, say: "there's no real passions left in the nineteenth century" (P.304). 

In  t h e  p a s t ,  especially in  t he  seventeenth  a n d  e ighteenth  cen tu r i e s ,  the 

bourgeois salons were anything but  boring. But the mediocre at tempts  which 

the Bourbon regime made to restore conditions, long since made obsolete by 

events, created among its loyal followers in the official and  ruling classes, an  

atmosphere of pure convention, of limitation, constraint and  lack of freedom 

agains t  which the  intelligence a n d  goodwill of the  persons involved proved 

powerless. The scare of the catastrophe of 1793 still ruled over them. They had 

little faith in the things they represented, and  they knew t h a t  they were bound 

to be defeated in any public argument.  So they chose to talk nothing but  weather, 

music and  court gossip. The Marquis's salon is visited by young noblemen who 



are courting the daughter of the house, and  by a host of academicians in the 

making, a bunch of spies and  a few newly ennobled millionaires. The Revolution 

of 1830 was shortly to give a final blow to this unillustrious company. The old 

aristocratic families retired to their country houses,  where Stendhal shows them 

in his Lucien Leuwen, fretting and  fuming and  ineffectually plotting the return of 

the pretender, the grandson of Charles, whorn they call Henry V.  

Making a comparison of Stendhal  a n d  Balzac in their portrayal of the 

aristocracy, Hemmings writes in The Age of Realism: 

As a rule the older aristocrats in Balzac are  either mercenary or 

hopeless ly  behind  the  t imes ,  los t  .... The  womenfolk,  t h e  

married ladies living in the capital, a t  any rate,  a re  interested 

only in amorous intrigues. Their children a re  badly brought up: 

daughters  once safely married, behave much a s  their mothers 

did; the sons,  trained to no profession, grow fit only for cards,  

betting on horses,  or seducing village maidens, some run  foul of 

the law and  find themselves in prison. A few become bohemians 

living in near  destitution, but  conserving all the old arrogance 

of their caste.  Once turned to 40, they settle down, tha t  is, marry 

into the wealthy middle class. This is how the best known of all 

of them, Eugene de Rastignac finishes up,  taking for wife the 

daughter of his first mistress, whose husband was Nucingen, a 

multi-millionaire banker (1974,P.53). 



Stendhal was not much interested in portraying the lower classes. Julien 

Sore1 in The R e d  a n d  the Black is from a poor family but not a starving one, and 

he h a s  in fact, contempt for men from poor backgrounds. At the seminary in 

Besancon, a s  Jul ien encounters poor s tudents ,  this  is how he reacts: "It is hardly 

surprising tha t  happiness in their eyes, consists firstly in having dined well, 

a n d  secondly, in possessing a good su i t  of clothes" (P. 196). Balzac, on the 

contrary, draws vivid pictures of the lowly peasants  in his unfinished work, The 

Peasants .  Montcornets make  a fierce, bu t  unavailing a t tempt  to keep their 

es ta te  intact  and  draw a reasonable income from it. Earlier, the estate  had 

belonged to a n  opera singer, whose timidity and indolence deprived her of a good 

portion of her belongings. Montcornet tries to put a stop to the encroachments 

from the tenants ,  thereby arousing their hostility. A s  Hemmings observes: 

Even though Balzac could not see how France was to be governed 

without a ruling class  of territorial magnates,  he viewed with 

c l a r i t y ,  t h e  i n e s c a p a b l e  d e f e a t  of M o n t c o r n e t  a n d  t h e  

pa r t i t i on ing  of t h e  large e s t a t e  among  t h e  p e a s a n t  sma l l  

holders. The most remarkable aspect of his  social analysis is 

that  he doesn't merely depict the conflict between landowning 

aristocracy and  landless peasantry, but  portrays another class,  

the moneyed class in the middle, a small group of intelligent, 

unscrupulous men led by the unfrocked monk Rigou, the very 

type of the village usurer ,  as he still exists in many a n  agrarian 

community outside Europe today ( 1974, P.55).  

Stendhal was a liberal, bu t  not a democrat. He hated democracy 

and  universal suffrage, and  was of the view tha t  the lower class  



shou ld  be kept  in  the i r  place. He can  be called a typical,  

left-of-the-centre, moderate. Balzac, on the other hand ,  a n  early 

sympathizer of the Republican Party, perversely moved to the 

right in the early 1830s. In the "Forword" to The Human Comedy, 

he went even so far a s  to proclaim tha t  he wrote h is  novels by 

the light of the two eternal verities, Religion and  Monarchy. This 

pronouncement was made a t  a time when most of the French 

writers were straining in the opposite direction. But he never 

allowed his  conservatism to interfere with his  acute  powers of 

observation of the human condition. A s  Hemmings observes in 

The Age of Realism: 

Hardly any of his works can be called works of overt propaganda. 

In the  novels, his  political creed emerges in t he  occasional 

parenthetical remark,  bu t  his  principles never distorted the 

clarity of his observation, nor did he ever construct a plot to 

prove a point. This is why, despite his retrograde opinions, left 

wing thinkers  a s  diverse a s  Zola and Engels, have judged him to 

have contr ibuted more to the  discrediting of the nineteenth 

century establishment than  all the self-proclaimed middle class  

'friends of the  people' from Hugo down. It is  arguable, even, tha t  

his denunciation of the governing and  property owning classes 

was more devastating than Stendhal's, simply because it was 

more  tho rough ;  b u t  t h e  two novel i s t s  concur red  in t he i r  

conclusions, particularly a s  regards the evolution of the class  

system over the thirty years tha t  followed the collapse of the 

Empire a t  Waterloo (1974,P.50). 



Stendhal as a Political Novelist: 

Irving Howe in h is  essay,  "Stendhal ,  The Politics of Survival", 

estimates Stendhal a s  a political novelist: 

Stendhal is not a n  ideologue in the manner  of Dostoevsky, nor 

even a novelist of ideas; nevertheless ideology a n d  ideas swarm 

through his books. Living a t  the time he does, Stendhal cannot 

avoid them,  shor t  of risking irrelevance, he juggles political 

notions with the reckless good fortune of the gifted amateur ,  but 

i n  t h e  e n d ,  h e  p roves  to  be a p ro found ly  non-po l i t i ca l  

man(1957,P.26). 

Stendhal's notion of the relationship between politics and  novel is clearly 

stated in The Red and The Black. Here, in a sense, the au thor  himself makes a 

direct statement.  Jul ien Sorel, acting upon instructions from the Marquis de la 

Mole, goes to take note of the proceedings of a secret meeting organized by the 

aristocrats:  

Here t h e  a u t h o r  would have liked to in t roduce  a page of 

asterisks.  "That will not look elegant", says the publisher, and 

for s u c h  a frivolous book a want  of elegance means  dea th .  

"Politics", the author  retorts, "are like a stone tied to the neck 

of l i t e ra ture  which in  less  t h a n  six mon ths ,  will drown i t .  

Politics in the  middle of things tha t  concern the imagination 

a re  like a pistol shot  in the middle of a concert. It does not 

harmonize with the  sound  of any  in s t rumen t .  This  ta lk of 

politics will mortally offend half my readers, and  bore the other 



half ,  who have already come across  far more vigorous a n d  

detailed politics in their morning paper". "If your characters don't 

talk politics", my publisher replies, "then they are  no longer 

French men of 1830 and your book is no more a mirror a s  you 

claim" (Pp.394-95). 

The great  political problem of Stendhal 's  days  was to find a viable 

alternative to the lnediocrity of Louis Philippe's bourgeois monarchy. People w h o  

were aware of t h i s  problem had  once thought  t ha t  l i terature was the  right 

answer to this  problem. Liberalism was a uniting force as long a s  it was out of 

power. Before the Revolution it had held together all the forces behind the 

slogans of liberty, equality and  fraternity. But once it had gained power, these 

exalted slogans were overshadowed by many less exalted social interests. In these 

circumstances,  a writer like Stendhal,  could not simply believe in the unity of 

society, a t  least,  in the unity claimed by those in power. At the same time he 

could not carry himself to the point of contempt for the masses which was to be 

later expressed by a writer like Gustave de  Flaubert. Stendhal was no blind 

worshipper of Napoleon. He criticized h is  despotism and  his  betrayal of the 

libertarian e thos  of the  Revolution. But he admired Napoleon for creating an  

atmosphere in which young and  ambitious men from the provinces could obtain 

enough chances for success in life. It was Napoleon who had perpetuated the 

bourgeois principle of social mobility. 

S tendhal  very often fails to recognize any precise boundary b e t w e e n  

political and  private categories. He allows each to dissolve into the other,  but not 

destroy one another.  He could not solve the crisis of liberalism, rather  he tried 



to evade it by abstracting from the liberal position a code and  style of life. In 

o ther  words, he took u p  liberalism from politics and  transformed it into a 

personal strategy, a way of overpowering mediocrity which he knew w a s  the 

order of the day. He tried to challenge the stabilized hypocrisy of society with the 

insubordinate freedom of the person, what he called espagnolisme, the vitality of 

instinct and  emotion which creates a valid order of i ts  own, brushing aside both 

morality and  convention. To trick society you must employ ruse. By ruse he doesn't 

mean hypocrisy or Machiavellianism. It is a kind of strategy of having one's 

cake and  eat ing i t ,  being both a rebel and  a bonvivant, deceiving society to 

undermine  it a n d  wooing society to enjoy it .  The energy t h a t  makes  ruse  

possible comes from espagnolisrne. Stendhal considers it primarily a s  a private 

endowment, bu t  in all his  novels it plays a political role. 

It motivates the rebellion of the favoured characters  and  still 

more important,  it defeats their rebellion, upsets  their plans and  

renders  their  ru se  unsuccessful .  Espgnolisme in Stendhal 's  

novels represents  t he  t r iumph of emotion over ideology, of 

humane  impulse over calculated cleverness. Stendhal's heroes 

a re  always advised to calculate and he seems always to concur 

in  t h i s  advice, yet h i s  greatest  joy i s  in seeing calculat ions 

undone, even those of which he approves, the calculations of his 

insurgent heroes (Howe, 1957, Pp.33-34). 

The Red a n d  The Black is a novel about politics, and  politics, though felt 

throughout the book as a directing energy, is seldom obviously visible except in 

the chapter in which the nobles scheme to cauterize their country by entrusting 



it to English mercies. Each character in the novel is sociologically defined and 

no  charac te r  i s  conceived outs ide the part icular  historical s i tuat ion of the 

Restorat ion period. This  conception was  the lesson t augh t  by the  French 

Revolution. Though the revolutionary leaders were long since dead and  the 

revolutionary wave had passed and the revolutionary ethos had become corrupted, 

still the work of the revolution remained. The French Revolution was the first of 

the great mass  movements of modern times, which was distinguished by i ts  

widespread mass  effects and  by the changes it brought about  in practical daily 

life within a comparatively extensive territory. With the Revolution there began 

not only in Europe but  all over the world, a unification of human  life upon a far 

wider practical foundation and  in a far larger context than  before. Side by side 

with this,  there developed also a consciousness tha t  the social base upon which 

man lives is not constant  even for a moment, but  is perpetually changing through 

convulsions of the most various kinds. Jul ien Sorel, his friend Fouque, M de 

Renal, Madame de Renal, Marquis de  la Mole, his  daughter  Mathilde, Abbe 

Pirard, Father Chelan-all these characters a re  defined against their historical 

and sociological background. 

One of the central themes of The Red and  The Black is c lass  war. The novel 

itself, according to Martin Turnell, is the story of a parvenu who succeeds in 

penetrating the 'Walls' which protect the privileged and  in attaching himself to 

a c l a s s  to which h e  does  not  belong ( a s  in Stendhal :  Twentieth Century 

Views,1962,P. 17).  But society does not spare him. It h a s  i ts  vengeance on the 

parvenu by making him a n  outcast.  He i s  pu t  behind bars  and  finally executed, 

not for slaying or  attempting to slay one of i ts  members, bu t  for trying to usurp 



i ts  privileges. A s  Irving Howe tells us ,  '... in no other nineteenth century novel 

is there such  a formulated awareness  tha t  society h a s  broken into warring 

classesn (1957,P.36). To Jul ien,  the whole world a s  it presents itself to him, be it 

his  father's house where he was forced to spend his childhood, or the estate of M 

de Renal, or  the Hotel de la Mole, or  the company of his only friend Fouque, is 

always a battlefield. There i s  strife among the  bourgeois for upper  hand  in 

society and  politics. M de  Renal's answer to Valenod's purchase of two horses is 

to employ a tutor for his children. Jul ien,  who thinks like a strange blend of 

Byron a n d  Marx, begins h is  final speech to the jury almost like a political 

prisoner: 

Gentlemen of the Jury ,  a horror of contempt, which I thought 1 

could defy a t  the hour of death, obliges me to speak. Gentlemen, 

I have not the honour to belong to the same class  a s  yourselves, 

you see in me a peasant urged to revolt against the lowliness of 

his lot. I a sk  no mercy of you, I am under no illusion, death awaits 

me, the penalty will be just.  I have been guilty of a n  at tempt  on 

the life of a woman most worthy of all respect, of all homage. My 

crime is atrocious, and it was premeditated. I have, therefore, 

Gentlemen of the Ju ry ,  deserved death.  But  even were I less 

guilty, I see before me men, who without pausing to consider 

what  pity my youth may deserve, for ever discourage t h a t  body of 

young men who, born in a n  inferior station, and  in some degree 

oppressed by poverty, have the  good for tune  to s ecu re  for  

themselves a sound education and  the audacity to mingle with 



what  the  pride of rich men call society. That  i s  my cr ime,  

Gentlemen, and  it will be punished with all the more severity in 

tha t ,  in point of fact, I am not being tried by my peers. In the 

J u r y  box I see not a single peasant who has  grown rich, but  

simply and  solely men of the middle class enraged against me 

(P.484). 

In The Charterhouse of Parnta, the scene of which is set  in northern Italy, 

politics is not a pistol shot in the midst of a concert, but  a n  obstacle in the path 

of happiness of the main characters.  Politics keeps Count Mosca and  Duchess 

Sanseverina from happiness,  it prevents Fabrice from running off with his dear 

little Clelia; politics i s  tha t  force of the world, which distracts men from their 

most decent instincts.  But,  to Stendhal it is  also something else; it is  a n  outlet 

for the very passions it suppresses.  It is not merely a n  obstacle to the will but 

also a challenge, not merely the occasion for meanness ,  bu t  sometimes for 

heroism. 

In this  novel, Stendhal treats power in i ts various aspects of pettiness-as 

craven absurdity on the part  of those who employ it, a s  a constant  threat to 

intelligent men and  a s  corruption for weak ones. The three central figures have 

different a t t i tudes to power: 

Count Mosca manipulates it while privately holding it to be farce. 

Sanseverina tolerates it, but  is always ready to oppose it with 

the full force of her personal desires. Fabrice bends to it with 

the bow of the courtier and  cleric, bu t  remains fundamentally 

indifferent to i t s  claims. Stendhal shares  in all these at t i tudes,  

bu t  in none exclusively (Howe, 1957,P.39). 



According to Leo Bersani, "Society in Stendhal is primarily politics, the behaviour by 

which social life is shaped into hierarchies of power. And politics, especially in Charter 

House of Panna, can be easily summed up: it is the frantic, unscrupulous attempt to gain 

the power necessary to guarantee a constant satisfaction of vanity" ( 1070.P.92). 

Stendhal took to realistic writing in the post-Napoleonic era,  a t  a time, 

\ \~hcn he wns seeking a safe hnven for the storm-tossed boat of his life. A t  forty, 

he  realized with all the sting of tha t  painful knowledge tha t  he  belonged to 

nowhere. Stendhal  always loved material success and  worldly enjoyments in life. 

With the fall of Napoleon he was stripped of all material success,  and  the social 

world around him became a problem for him. His feeling tha t  he was different 

f r o m  o t h e r  m e n ,  u n t i l  now b o r n e  eas i ly  a n d  p roud ly ,  emerged  a s  t h e  

predominant concern of h i s  consciousness and thereby the recurring theme of 

his  literary works. Stendhal's heroes are all outsiders. His 'outsiderism' springs 

not from a deficiency but  from a n  excess of mind. Each of h i s  outsider-heroes is 

a representative of a particular social trend or phenomenon. Octave embodies 

the predicament of the  old families in a world, which offers no employment to 

the blue-blooded aristocrat.  Julien is a representative of the educated and highly 

ambitious young men of the lower middle class in ,a society tha t  i s  still rigidly 

stratified. Lucien exhibits in a concentrated form all the moral uncertainties of 

the triumphant middle class under Louis Philippe. Each of these characters s tands 

a p a r t  from the  crowd, unwilling a n d  unable to make  contac t  with o thers .  

Stendhal's characters  a r e  what they a re  by virtue of what they do. They are ,  a 

century before existentialism, "the sum of their acts". 

Whatever their social origin (Fabrice del Dongo i s  a n  aristocrat,  

Lucien Leuwen a bourgeois, Lamiel and  Julien not far from the 



bottom), they a re  strangers to their fellows for refusing to ac t  in 

a predictable manner ,  except in so far a s  they act  hypocritically, 

so  a s  to maintain some contact,  however fragile, with others  

(Knight,1970,P. 100). 

Julien Sorel, the hero of The Red and The Black, is  the classic example of a n  

outsider. The outsider is essentially a n  individualist a t  odds with society. His is 

the J a n u s  face tha t  emerges in periods when the sensitive individual cannot 

identify himself with any of the different groups of which society is composed. 

Each character who comes into contact with Julien Sorel-his own father and 

brothers,  his  fellow seminarists, his confessor, M de la Mole the aristocrat-has 

one thing in common to say about  him. The reader's reaction also will be the 

same. Jul ien i s  'different', 'difficult to place' or 'undefinable' and  sometimes even 

'frightening'. 

One  c h a r a c t e r  in modern  fiction with whom J u l i e n  i s  qu i t e  often 

compared is Meursalt the hero of Albert Camus'  Outsider. Meursalt thinks that 

he is the same a s  any other human being. But he i s  quite unwilling to accept 

t he  " h u m a n  na tu re" ,  t h a t  i s ,  he  won't feign those  t h o u g h t s  a n d  feelings 

supposed to belong to a 'normal man', those 'appropriate reactions which are 

always a certain guarantee of a 'correct' identity. Julien's story, too, is precisely 

the same,  down to the pistol shots  and  the trial. Jul ien is base-born, in a strictly 

stratified society, and  he is to work out  his own destiny in the midst of a chaotic 

society. He is spiritually a n  orphan,  feeling despised by all in his family, by the 

Renals, and  the aristocratic circle in the house of the Marquis de la Mole. He is 

admired  for h i s  trivial qualities-agility, memory power, a n d  poll-parrot 



scholarsh ip .  All h i s  bitter s ense  of exclusion i s  brought to a head by h i s  

intellectual pride. In the struggle for independence and  survival, the alienated 

hero h a s  only a few weapons. Jul ien h a s  fully realized the efficaciousness of the 

a r t  of hypocrisy, of conscious a n d  controlled dissembling. His only supports  are  

his  immense strength of character and  his own genius. 

Psychological Realism: 

One of Stendhal 's  lasting contributions to the writing of the novel is his 

psychological realism. He was the first to suffuse the novel with a systematic 

psychology. Wri ters  before him-Cervantes, Richardson a n d  Sterne-were 

interested in the psychology of their characters ,  but  there is in their works 

nothing like Stendhal's hawk-like look into the character's minds. 

In the two autobiographical pieces, Souvenirs d Egotisme and  Vie d e  Henre 

Brulard, Stendhal repeatedly a sks  the questions: "What am I"? and  "What have I 

beenn? The answer  to these quest ions,  he  sadly recognizes, i s  t ha t  the eye 

cannot see itself. The two books also show, to what extent their au thor  is trapped 

between the need to reveal himself, and  the fear of being penetrated by another 

conscience. Masking oneself becomes a s  important a s  unveiling of the mask. 

Stendhal 's  principal characters  a re  haunted by the novelist's own obsession of 

the search after one's own self. Constantly they question themselves about their 

own feelings and  thoughts,  quite often wondering a s  to what they really feel for 

some woman or why some other woman leaves them cold. Sometimes they want 

to know whether their strangeness is the result of some flaw in the very make of 

their being. Stendhal was a keen observer of the human  heart ,  and  its portrayal, 

to him, was a s  primary a concern a s  the writing down of a chronicle of his own 

t imes.  



The Red and The Black deals with the life of a n  outsider, and  the class war 

with which he was confronted. But his war was not only a t  the social level, but 

equally a t  the psychological level a s  well. The frequent reference to "walls" in 

the  novel signifies not only the separat ion between the  privileged a n d  the 

under  privileged, bu t  also the fortifications which preserve the bourgeois world 

f rom the  incu r s ions  of p e a s a n t s  a n d  workers .  M de  Renal 's  ga rdens  urc 

separated by a wall from Old Sorel's sawmill. The mayor readily pays a fat price 

to buy this  adjoining plot from Old Sorel, because he wants  to thrus t  his own 

ramparts  further forward, and  acquire fresh territory. "The walls are  barriers 

between different classes,  but  they also s tand  for psychological barriers which 

cut  the 'outsider' off from the rest of the humanity" (Turnell, Stendhal: Twentieth 

Century Views,1962,P.21). Julien-Mathilde relation is one of a t t ract ion and  

repulsion. They frequently quarrel and  both take a kind of savage delight in 

humiliating each other's pride. Notwithstanding these quarrels,  they are  allies 

aga ins t  society, a n d  a r e  united by a bond which i s  far s t ronger  than  their 

mutual  hatred. Their con~plex relationship can  best be described by the words 

"singularn and  "singulariten, which occur a t  least a hundred times in Part I 1  of 

The Red and The Black. Each of their encounters begins with their unspoken 

thoughts ,  then suddenly there is a violent eruption, and  each s ta r t  denouncing 

the other with such  a vehemence tha t  one is temporarily knocked out.  Martin 

Turnell calls it a "psychological obstacle-race in which they take it in tu rns  to 

be the pursuer  and  the pursued, executioner and  victimn(1962,P.31). What makes 

the Julien-Mathilde encounter so intense i s  the impression they give, of the 

total involvement of their whole being in every action of theirs. 
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Julien's career i s  a journey to the interior. A s  he moves from the bright 

and  open gardens and  fresh green valleys of Verriers to the dark corridors and 

cloisters of the seminary, we a re  made aware of a feeling of claustrophobia. 

Henceforth t h e  scene  of t he  d r a m a  won't be in t he  open a i r ,  b u t  in the  

oppressive darkness  of the seminary, in the library of M de  la Mole and  secret 

gatherings amid anonymous conspirators. The physical journey i s  a t  the same 

time a journey to the interior of the mind. In Verriers he used to take delight in 

spending some time with the children of the house. H e  would sit for hours  in the 

company of Madam de  Renal. In the Hotel de la Mole, the action gradually shifts 

to the inner world. When Mathilde a sks  Jul ien to fetch a book for her  from the 

library, he does so by bringing a ladder. A s  the ladder was carried back, one of 

t h e  g l a s s -panes  protect ing the shelves was  broken,  a n d  the  sound  of the 

splinters falling down woke him u p  from his  dream world. The characters live in 

a dream world, and  are  entirely preoccupied with their own inner thoughts.  From 

time to  t ime,  a violent incident  like the  breaking of t h e  window pane ,  is 

necessary to bring them back to the world of mundane realities. 

In the prison a t  Besancon, we have Jul ien with his  sensibility brought to a 

point of exhaustion. He can't carry on any further,  there is nothing left for him 

in life. Jul ien can't  think of the prospect of a life together with Mathilde. When 

he r e tu rns  to Madame de Renal, he i s  again embarrassed because, in her he 

sees always the mother image. The prison itself is a symbol of the womb to which 

he wanted to return. He does not want to secure a n  acquittal from the court.  

Mathilde's a t tempts  to save him are,  to him, simply exasperating, and  he takes 

utmost care to see tha t  they fail. Jul ien courts death heroically. We can even 

say that  he commits suicide, because he is almost driven by the realization that  



he is 'finished", a n d  he  doesn't want to breathe any fur ther  in a world of 

mediocrity. The account of the execution is a very good example of Stendhal's 

power of understatement ,  "Everything passed off simply and  decently, and  with 

no trace of affectation on his  part" (P.508). 

A unique contribution by Stendhal to modern realism is the creation of 

the modern hero. Stendhal was the first writer who gave shape to the hero who 

forces society to accept him a s  i t s  agent. Jul ien Sorel, the  hero of The Red and 

The Black, is  low-born. He is detested by his own family. But  he is very much 

self-conscious about  his  own capabilities and  about  the mediocrity of others 

around him. He scores a victory in making a n  incursion into the household of 

the Mayor, makes them recognize his merit and  worth. Wherever he goes, he 

makes others  recognize the force of his will and the worth of his potentialities. 

He is a representative of those who are  committed to the doctrine of equality, a n  

offshoot of the  French revolution. This  doctrine was gaining more and  more 

popularity a s  t he  restored Bourbons were trying to suppress  it. Before the 

Revolution, men had been concerned with privileges and  not expectations. Now 

they had dreams of success.  Napoleon had aroused their imagination, and  there 

were heroic persons. Jul ien represents tha t  class of intellectuals who tried to 

ennoble themselves with visions of self-willed effort, to lift themselves, through 

indus t ry  a n d  chicanery,  to a higher level. This  modern hero is not  merely 

ambit ious;  he  i s  sensitive even to the point of paranoia,  h e  discovers and  

imagines a constant  assaul t  upon his dignity. But despite all these thoughts,  he 

h a s  the realization(which again i s  a lesson from the French revolution) tha t  

men are  fully equipped to survive on this  ear th,  and  tha t  social order is made, 

and  not decreed. 



Correspondence between Balzac and Stendhal: 

Any discussion of nineteenth century realism would remain incomplete 

without a reference to the exchange of views between the two great realists of 

the nineteenth century, Balzac, and  Stendhal.  Balzac, in 1840, published a n  

enthusiastic and  most profound review of The Charterhouse of Parma by Stendhal, 

the only contemporary writer whom he regarded a s  his equal. Stendhal replied 

in a long and  detailed letter. Georg Lukacs, in his Studies in European Realism, 

discusses  t h i s  literary exchange between the two mas ters  of realism. In his  

review, Balzac s ta tes  clearly his position with reference to the development of 

the  novel. He s p e a k s  of th ree  s tyl is t ic  t r e n d s  in t he  novel. There  i s  the 

l i terature of ideas,  by which he  means  chiefly the  l i terature of the  French 

Enlightenment. Voltaire and  Le Sage among the old, and  Stendhal and Merimee 

among the new writers a r e  the great representatives of this  trend. Then, there 

is the literature of images, represented mainly by the romantics, Chateaubriand, 

Lamartine, Hugo, and  others. The third trend, to which he himself belongs, strove 

for a synthesis  of both the other trends. Walter Scott, Fennimore Cooper and 

George Sand represented this  trend. He wanted to justify his  own creative method 

a s  a great historical t rend,  while in the trend represented by Stendhal ,  he 

detected the presence of a galaxy of precursors. What is a t  issue here is the 

central problem of the nineteenth century worldview and  style: the att i tude to 

Romanticism. No great writer living af ter  the French Revolution could avoid this 

issue. I ts  discussion began in the Weimar period of Goethe and  Schiller and  

reached i ts  culmination in Heine's critique of Romanticism. Romanticism was 

by n o  m e a n s  a purely l i terary t rend;  it w a s  the  expression of a deep a n d  

spontaneous revolt against rapidly developing capitalism, although, naturally, 
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in very contradictory forms. All this  provided a strange dilemma for the great 

writers of the age, who, while they were unable to rise above the bourgeois 

horizon, yet strove to create a world picture tha t  would be both comprehensive 

and  real. They could not be romanticists in the strict sense of the word; had they 

been, they could not have understood and  followed the forward movement of their 

age. On the other hand ,  they could not disregard the criticism levelled by the 

r o m a n t i c i s t s  a g a i n s t  cap i ta l i sm a n d  cap i t a l i s t  c u l t u r e  w i thou t  exposing 

themselves to the danger of becoming blind extollers of bourgeois society and  

a p o l o g i s t s  o f  c a p i t a l i s m .  They t h e r e f o r e ,  h a d  t o  a t t e m p t  t o  overcome 

Romanticism, tha t  is, to fight against it, preserve it and  raise it to a higher 

level, all a t  the same time. This was the general tendency of the time and  was 

not achieved completely and  without contradictions by any of the great writers of 

the age. Balzac, while accepting Romanticism, strove to overcome it, whereas 

S t endha l ' s  a t t i t u d e  was one  of complete rejection. While Balzac admired 

romantics like Chateaubriand, Stendhal detested them and advised the young 

writers to turn  to Helvetius and  Jeremy Bentham to write good French. 

Similarities and Differences:- 

Both Balzac and  Stendhal regard the portrayal of the great types of social 

evolution a s  their  main t a sk ,  bu t  their  conception of what  i s  typical, h a s  

nothing in common with tha t  of the later Western realists who wrote after 1848, 

and who confuse the typical with the average. Balzac and  Stendhal regard a s  

typical, only figures of exceptional qualities who mirror all the  essential aspects 

of some definite stage of development, evolutionary tendency, or social group. 

Stendhal 's  principle of composition is diametrically opposed to Balzac's. The 

Balzacian principle of cyclic s t ructure rests  on the assumption that  unfinished 
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and  incomplete characters  in one novel reappear a s  central figures of some other 

Stendhal, too, strives to present a totality, but by crowding the essential 

features  of a whole epoch into the personal biography of some individual type 

(eg. the period of the Bourbon Restoration in The Red and The Black, absolutism 

of small Italian s ta tes  in The Charterhouse of Parma). The deepest disagreement 

between the two great contemporaries rests  on the fact tha t  Balzac's world view 

was essentially influenced by all the newer trends, while Stendhal's world view 

was a t  bottom a n  interesting and  consistent extension of the pre-Revolutionary 

Enlightenment. Stendhal  held the view tha t  in pre-Revolutionary times there 

had been a cul ture  and  section of society able to appreciate and  judge cultural 

products .  The new rich, on the other  hand ,  a r e  a pack of self-seeking a n d  

ignorant ups ta r t s  indifferent to cultural values. While Balzac's last  novels are 

full of profound pessimism about society a n d  apocalyptic forebodings regarding 

culture,  Stendhal expected tha t  his hopes regarding bourgeois culture will be 

realized a round 1880. Both Balzac a n d  Stendhal chose a s  central characters,  

that generation of gifted young people, on whose thoughts and  emotions the storms 

of the heroic period had  left deep traces, and  who, a t  first, felt out  of place in the 

sordid baseness  of the Restoration world. Balzac knew well the price that  had to 

be paid for finding a niche in the society of the Restoration period. I t  is not by 

accident  t h a t  t he  almost  supe rhuman  figure of Vautrin appears  twice, like 

another  Mephistopheles, to tempt the heroes struggling in  a desperate crisis 

into the  path of reality, or in other  words, onto the pa th  of corruption and  

unprincipled careerism. What Balzac painted here, i s  how the  rise of capitalism 

to the undisputed economic domination of society, carried the  human  and  moral 

deg rada t ion  a n d  d e b a s e m e n t  a s  a n  inevi tab le  coro l la ry .  ~ t e n d h a l ,  too, 



unders tands  all the essential phenomena of his  time, no less clearly than  Balzac. 

Count Mosca in The Charterhouse of Parma speaks much the same words a s  

Vautrin does in Old Goriot. Stendhal allows his hero to take part  in the game of 

c o r r u p t i o n  a n d  c a r e e r i s m ,  t o  wade  t h r o u g h  a l l  t h e  f i l t h  of growing  

commercialism, to learn and ,  apply, sometimes even skillfully, the rules of the 

game as  expounded by Mosca and Vautrin. But it is interesting to note that  none 

of the principal characters  is a t  heart  sullied or corrupted by this  participation 

in the  game. A pure  and  passionate ardour ,  a n  inexorable search for t ru th ,  

preserves from contamination, the soul of these men a s  they wade through the 

mire, and helps them to shake off the dirt a t  the end of their career (still in the 

prime of their youth).  Perhaps, in the process, they cease to be participants in 

the life of their times, and withdraw from it, one way or  another.  This is the 

deeply romantic element in the worldview of Stendhal ,  the  enlightened and  

bitter opponent of Romanticism. 

I f  by Romanticism we mean the celebration of the individual ego, Stendhal 

and  Balzac could be called romantics. Both were romantics in the limited sense 

that  their works expressed their own individualities in a strongly marked and 

clearly recognizable fashion. Stendhal's works contain Beyle's personal beliefs, 

prejudices, hopes, a t t i tudes,  and  dreams. As for Balzac, something of his burly 

physique a n d  magnet ic  gaze i s  qu i te  appa ren t  in  all  h i s  works.  S tendhal  

definitely shares  the romantic's rebellion against the materialism of the early 

capitalist  society. But  he doesn't seem to be conscious of the fact tha t ,  the 

a s sumpt ions  behind th i s  rebellion a r e  themselves grounded in the  rise of 

c a p i t a l i s m .  S t e n d h a l ' s  d i s a g r e e m e n t  w i t h  R o m a n t i c i s m  s t a r t s  in  i t s  

idealization of one  o r  ano the r  forms of pre-capitalist  society, a n d  when it 



degenerates into a willful inflation of language and  emotions, he  has  severed all 

links with it. 

A conspicuous difference between Balzac and  Stendhal a s  realists, is  the 

importance both at tach to narrative in their writings. While Balzac is never tired 

of any  a m o u n t  of descr ip t ions ,  S tendhal ,  very rarely,  if ever ,  indulges in 

elaborate descriptions. The reason for Balzac's fondness for descriptive passages 

is his  eagerness to preserve word pictures of reality, because reality, in those 

days,  was nothing but  a flux of evanescent forms-buildings, costumes, trades 

and  professions. 

The two novelists' differing atti tudes to narrative can  better be traced to 

t h e  d i f fe rence  in  a s s u m p t i o n s  made  by each  novelist  concern ing  h u m a n  

psychology.  Balzac  f i rmly believed in  t h e  in f luence  of env i ronmen t  on 

personality and  conversely, on the extent to which human beings leave on the 

environment, the imprint of their character and  way of life. A s  he tells u s  in Old 

Goriot, Madame Vauquer and  Maison Vauquer, the owner and  her lodging, are 

inextricably linked with each other. Grandet,  the miser, and  his  cold, dark house 

in Samur ,  in Eugenie Grandet, both form a part  of each other. For this  belief in 

the mutual  connection between man and  environment, Balzac is indebted to the 

theories of Lavater, the  Swiss clergyman who founded the pseudo-science of 

physiognomy. In his  treatise on the a r t  of telling character by facial study he 

wrote: 

I t  is  t rue  tha t  everything tha t  surrounds man ac ts  on him, but  

conversely, he ac ts  on external objects, and  if he is modified by 

t h e m ,  in  t u r n ,  he  modifies h i s  env i ronmen t .  Hence i t  i s  



possible to assess  a man by observing his dress,  his house, his 

furniture ( a s  in Mount, 1966,P. 18). 

Stendhal was perhaps, more of a materialist than Balzac. Montesquieu's 

influence had taught  him the lesson tha t  men were governed far less by the 

p r e s s u r e s  of  t h e i r  phys ica l  env i ronmen t s  t h a n  by t h e i r  p a s s i o n s ,  t he i r  

ambit ions a n d  fears  a n d  their greed. These motivations a r e  implanted and  

nurtured by the social circumstances in which man finds himself. Thus,  for 

Stendhal,  a man's personality is determined not by the conditions in which he 

works, but  by whatever feelings he entertains about  his position, privileged or 

otherwise, in the total social structure.  Hence Stendhal never bothered to give 

elaborate details of the material setting of any particular scene. He would rather 

leave it to the reader to picture for himself. Comparing the two great masters,  

Andre Maurois observes: 

Two such  disparate temperaments cannot be viewed through the 

same focus; two such  contrasting talents cannot  be measured 

by t h e  s a m e  scale-with S tendha l  we m u s t  piece together  

fragments, and  draw out implications. Balzac i s  so thorough and  

explicit  t h a t  h e  s implif ies- threatens to  oversimplify-the 

problems of his critics. Comprehensive rather  than  intensive, 

deductive rather  than  inductive, synthetic rather  than  analytic, 

h i s  work  c a r r i e s  i t s  own c o m m e n t a r y  .... S t e n d h a l  i s  s o  

noncha lan t  a n  a m a t e u r ,  whereas  Balzac i s  so  inveterate  a 

professional. There was no rivalry between the two. Stendhal's 

values were so unswervingly individualistic and  his particular 



domain lay within the individual consciousness; only in reverse 

c o u l d  h e  c r e a t e  a soc i e ty .  Balzac  w h o s e  v a l u e s  were  

p r e - e m i n e n t l y  soc i a l ,  could  p u t  h i s  i nd iv idua l s  i n  t h e i r  

respect ive places,  and-what  i s  more- could s e t  t h e  en t i r e  

panorama in motion. Balzac was the sociologist and Stendhal,  

t he  psychologist . .  .The two related rnodes of in te rpre ta t ion ,  

converging upon the same tract of material from opposite points 

of view, supplement and  corroborate each other .... The other side 

of Ju l i en  Sorel 's  valediction will be Eugene de  Rastignac's 

salute(P. 15 1). 

Stendhal 's  work is a critique of the Restoration from the standpoint of a 

revolutionary Bonapart is t ,  whereas Balzac's work i s  a crit ique of the  Ju ly  

Monarchy from the viewpoint of a Catholic royalist. Balzac and  Stendhal built a 

whole world of characters,  a n  extensive and  animated reflection of the whole 

social evolution, a n d  each of them did so from his own distinct angle. Their point 

of contact lies in their deep understanding, and their contempt for trivial tricks 

of mere natural is t ic  realism and of mere rhetorical t reatment  of man and 

des t iny .  A f u r t h e r  po in t  of c o n t a c t  i s  t h a t  they  bo th  regard  rea l i sm a s  

transcending the trivial and  average, because, for both of them, realism i s  a 

search for tha t  deeper essence of reality tha t  is hidden under the surface. Where 

they diverge widely i s  in the i r  concept ion of w h a t  t h i s  e s sence  is .  They 

represent two diametrically opposed, although historically equally legitimate, 

a t t i tudes towards the stage of human development reached in their own time. 

Both brought the novel a s  close a s  possible to the life of the nineteenth century. 



CHAPTER I1 

THE AMERICAN SCENE: THE G.A.N. AND THE REACISM OF 

THE SIGHTS AND SOUNDS OF THE COMMON LIFE OF THE 1 9 2 0 s  

The beginning of the twentieth century in America was marked by a n  

intellectual view, which approved of a happy, though, critical, optimism about 

the promise of the life of the American middle class  and  i ts  democracy. But,  a s  

the century advanced two decades, there set in a n  awareness tha t  wealth and 

abundance didn't mean everything and tha t  the problem of living was far deeper 

and  more complex than  they had been accustomed to think it was. People were 

ready for a self-examination. It was in this  period tha t  Sinclair Lewis emerged 

a s  a significant and  successful writer. When Lewis started writing, American 

novel was marked by two distinct s t rains ,  namely, the shocking naturalism of 

Theodore Dreiser, and  the sentimental gentility of writers like Booth Tarkington 

and  Meredith Nicholson. Lewis's writings won recognition a s  a kind of bridge 

between these two methods. In a way, the writer in him was a continuation of 

the realist and  the romancer. The realist in him gave expression to a faithful 

depiction of the details of everyday life and  the romancer indulged in that  happy 

opvimism about  the American life of the pre-War years,  i ts  adventurousness,  its 

flecibility a n d  variety and  the potential heroism in the lives of very ordinary 

people. 

Lewis's important works a re  Our Mr. Wrenn (19 14),  T h e  Job (19 17), Main 

Street (1920), Babbitt (1922), Arrow Siuith (1925), Elnrer Gantry (1927) and Dodsworth 

(1929).  In this  chapter I shall be discussing Main Street and Babbitt a s  important 



works of realism. I have selected these two works, because Main Street is  the 

first work, which made him a major writer of the 1920s and  Babbitt, of course, is 

considered his masterpiece. Main Street discusses a very significant problem of 

those times, namely, the problem of the small town. The other work h a s  become 

so famous tha t  the  name  of i t s  hero h a s  passed into the  language of the  

Americans. 

Realistic Portrayal of Life: 

A s  a realist, Lewis's main concern was the portrayal of the life around 

him, drawing a t rue  and  faithful picture of life a s  he saw and  experienced it. 

Main Street holds a mirror to the life of the Americans a t  a time when it was lived 

in small towns, and  when the village life dominated the thought pat terns  of the 

na t ives .  Lewis himself cal ls  it ' the village virus ' .  This  life was  gradually 

undermined by the rise of the big industrial towns and  cities. "If Main Street 

lives", says  Mark Schorer, " it will probably be not a s  a novel, but  a s  a n  incident 

in American life" (1961,P.268).  After t he  success  of Main Street, a s  he was 

planning to write a novel about  a typical tired American businessman,  he wrote 

to Harcourt, on December 28,  1920: 

I want the novel to be G.A.N. (General American Novel) in so far 

a s  i t  c r y s t a l l i z e s  a n d  m a k e s  r e a l  t h e  Average C a p a b l e  

American. None h a s  done it, I think, no one h a s  even touched 

it, except Booth Tarkington in Turmoil and Magnificent Ambersons; 

and he romanticizes away all bigness. Babbitt i s  a little like Will 

Kennicot t ,  b u t  bigger .... He i s  a l l  of u s  Amer icans  a t  46, 



prospe rous  bu t  worried, want ing  - passionately - to seize 

something more than  motor cars  and  a house before it's too late 

( a s  in Grebstein, 1962, P.24). 

Some of the views and  perceptions expressed in Babbitt a re  taken from 

t h i n k e r s  a n d  o b s e r v e r s  l ike  T h o r s t e i n  Veb len ,  R a n d o l p h  B o u r n e  a n d  

H.L.Mencken. Veblen had observed that  wealth symbolized honour and  prestige 

in society. He said tha t  social s t a t u s  depended on money, a n d  self-respect 

depended on social s t a tu s .  When man acquires  wealth,  he t u r n s  to power, 

because he wants  to rise above the average. Possession of money alone is not 

enough. Man h a s  to exhibit his  wealth either by his freedom from labour or  by 

the amount  of goods and  services he and  his  family can consume. Modern life 

heavily depends on machines,  and  a natural  corollary of mechanization is the 

standardization of life, which is bound to collide with and  weaken tradition and 

traditional morality. Randolph Bourne warned against  t he  American elders' 

complacency which had made them almost incapable of thinking about  and  

trying to answer life's more difficult questions. They pretended there were no 

questions a t  all. They didn't have any genuine faith in religion; nevertheless, 

they were not ready to part  with ri tes and  rituals. The comfortable routines of 

business,  church and  family made them partially or  fully blind to the ages new 

needs and  demands. According to Mencken, the typical American is distinguished 

from all the rest ,  by his social aspiration, a passion to lift himself a t  least by a 

s tep or two in the society. This desire to rise socially, he believed, is a t  the root 

of all American restlessness.  

Mencken points  ou t  how Babbitt  portrays the  t rue ,  average American 



citizen, a n d  how Lewis depicts  t ha t  charac te r  with complete and  absolute  

fidelity. Despite touches of irony in the portrayal of his  character,  nowhere does 

the  au thor  depart  from the essential t ruth:  

Every American city swarms with his brothers. They run  things 

in the  Republic, East ,  West, North, South. They are  the origina- 

tors and  propagators of the national delusions - all, tha t  is, save 

those, which spring from the farms. They are  the palladiums of 

100% Americanism, the apostles of Harding politics, the check 

gua rd ians  of t he  Only True  Christianity.  They ins t i tu te  the  

chambers  of commerce, the Rotary Clubs, the Kiwani's clubs, 

the watch a n d  ward societies, the Men and  Religion forward 

Movements ,  t h e  Y .M.C.A. d i r e c t o r a t e s ,  t h e  Good Cit izen 

Leagues .... They a r e  t h e  leading ci t izens,  t h e  s p e a k e r s  a t  

b a n q u e t s ,  t h e  p ro f i t ee r s ,  t h e  c o r r u p t o r s  of po l i t ics ,  t h e  

supporters  of evangelical Christianity, the peers of the realm. 

Babbitt is  their archetype. He is no worse than  most, and  no 

better; he i s  the average American of the ruling minority in this  

hundred a n d  forty sixth year of the Republic. He i s  America 

incarnate,  exuberant,  exquisite. Study him and  you will know 

better what is the matter with the land we live in than  you would 

know after plowing through a thousand such  volumes as Walter 

Lippman's Public Opinion (as  in Schorer, 1962, Pp.21-22). 

Concluding the same article Mencken writes: "I know of no American novel 

tha t  more accurately presents the real America. It is  the social document of a 



high order"(P.22). A.Howe comments on the true and  faithful portrayal of life in 

Babbitt; ". . .works like Babbitt can hardly be called fiction, for there is next to 

nothing fictitious about  them. They are  studies in everyday social life, built up  

from s ta r t  to finish on first hand observationn(1962, "Prefacen to Babbit). 

The usua l  realistic method of filling the text with details, is  very liberally 

used by Lewis in Main Street and Babbitt. Although he finds fault with Balzac for 

the latter's "disgusting details" Lewis himself is not free from th is  tendency. 

See how he describes a room in Babbitt's house: 

... it was all a s  competent and  a s  glossy a s  th i s  bedroom 

(firm bu t  not  ha rd  mat t resses ,  small  table  with a n  electric 

bedside lamp, a glass of water, and  a s tand and  bed side book 

wi th  colourcd illuulrulionu, what book i t  wns no one could say 

because none had ever opened it) ,  large, easily opened windows, 

with the  bes t  ca t ches  a n d  cords a n d  Holland roller shades  

guaranteed not to crack - had the air  of a very good room in a 

very good hotel. In fact there was but  one thing wrong with 

Babbitt's house: it was not a home (1962,P.41).  

Balzac, too, never gets tired of details. In Eugenie Grandet, he describes 

Grandet's features: 

A s  to Grandet's exterior. He was a broad, square-shouldered, 

th ick-se t  m a n ,  abou t  five feet high;  h i s  legs were thin (he  

measured perhaps  twelve inches round the  calves), h i s  knee 

joints large a n d  prominent.  He had a bullet shaped head,  a 



sunburned  face, scarred with the smallpox, and  a narrow chin; 

there was no trace of a curve about  the lines of his  mouth. He 

possessed a set of white teeth, eyes with the expression of a 

stony avidity in them with which a basilisk is credited, a deeply 

furrowed brow on which there were prominences not lacking in 

significance ... (1968,P. 18). 

Sociological Concerns: 

Lewis's imaginative frame of reference was essentially sociological. Walter 

Lippman in h is  article, "Sinclair Lewis," tells u s  of the sociological importance 

of Lewis's writings. His America is the America of the well-to-do and  prosperous 

descendents of the Puritan Pioneers. But while their ancestors had to conquer 

na tu re  to establ ish themselves in alien s i tuat ions,  they themselves had no 

Indians to fight against,  nor wild animals to dread. They had comfortable houses 

to live in a n d  enough leisure to trouble their minds with questions like, "what is 

it all about?" and  "Is it worthwhile after all?" They had become the inheritors of 

a lost tradition, a s  the European heritage had been completely blotted out from 

them. The only European legacy they had,  was a series of prohibitions called 

morality, and  a habit  of Church attendance without feeling there the presence 

of the God they worshipped. A s  Walter Lippman puts  it, "they are  the creatures of 

t he  pass ing  moment  who a r e  vaguely unhappy  in a boring a n d  sense less  

existence that  is without dignity, without grace, without purpose. They are  driven 

by. they know not what compulsions, they a re  ungoverned and  yet unfree, the sap  

of life does not reach them, their t a p  roots having been cutn ( 1962,P.90). The 

opening page of The Main Street tells u s  of the passing off of the truclition of 

pioneering, of lass ies  in sun -bonne t s ,  and  bears  killed with axes  in piney 

clearings (P.7).  



Harold Bloom, in a n  article on Sinclair Lewis, points out  how Lewis was a 

writer invested with the capacity to see and  be interested in the  overriding 

dramatic quality of the interplay of man and  society, of biography and  history, of 

self and  the world (1987, Pp.71-82). In the same essay, Bloom refers to The Lonely 

Crowd by David Riesman in which the au thor  theorizes the relationship between 

the  ind iv idua l  a n d  t h e  society.  Accordingly, t h ree  op t ions  a r e  possible: 

adjustment ,  in which the individual will conform to the universals of the culture 

and  accept the narrow range of choices open to him, anomie, in which there is 

maladjustment,  and  autonomy, in which there may or may not be conformity. 

Here the individual makes choices; lives upto culture's norms as and  when it 

sui ts  him and  transcends them when there a re  reasons to do so. Main Street and 

Babbitt, according to Bloom, can  be shown a s  working ou t  t he  process  of 

adjustment .  Even though both Carol Kennicott and  Babbitt rebel against their 

societies, in the end,  they become largely adjusted to their surroundings. 

Caro l ' s  rebel l ion follows a t h ree - s t age  c o u r s e  of ques t ion ing  a n d  

challenging, withdrawal from, and  then reconciliation to Gopher Prairie. It 

begins during her bridal journey to Gopher Prairie, when the train was waiting 

endlessly a t  a remote railway station, and when she  was watching Rauskukle 

crossing a street. Her husband told her about how respectable a person Rauskukle 

was, his assessment  being based on the lots of mortgages he  held. She cannot 

agree with her husband and  tells him tha t  a man's worth does not depend on the 

money he possesses. She  also a sks  him why the villagers and  farmers were not 

raising their voice against Rauskukle's usurious suppression of independent 

people. Her revolt against the ugly drabness  of the town society manifests itself 

in her overfrenzied activity ... giving parties, and  taking u p  and  giving u p  many 



projects. When the  villagers reject her  and  scoff a t  her ,  she  retaliates with 

outrageous behaviour. She flirts with a tailor, bu t  soon withdraws for fear of 

scandal and  disgrace. This is the first s tep in the process of adjustment.  Then 

s h e  wi thd raws  a n d  goes  to Wash ing ton ,  only to l ea rn  f rom t h e r e ,  t h a t  

Washington, too, is full of Main Streets. At last ,  she yields to her husband's 

pe r suas ions  a n d  r e t u r n s  to Gopher Prairie. A s  Harold Bloom poin ts  ou t ,  

*Adjustment of course spells defeat for her aspirations, bu t  it is  a peculiar kind 

of defeat, almost without a stingn(1987,Pp.71-82). J ames  Marshall has  commented 

tha t :  

Her achievement, so to say, is to become a n  average person in 

revolt, tha t  is, a n  allegorical pioneer whose protesting voice of 
I 

c o m m o n p l a c e n e s s  a r t i c u l a t e s  s t r o n g  r e s i s t a n c e  to  t h e  

encroachments of dishonest authority .... I f  she  effects no social 

re forms in Gopher  Prair ie ,  s h e  undergoes  c h a n g e  i n t o  a n  

individual confident of her  ability to challenge the shibboleths 

of  village conformi ty .  Her a c t u a l  c h a n g e  i s  m o d e s t ,  b u t  

allegorically significant. She  feels confident in facing Stowbody 

a n d  o t h e r s  who ruled the  Main S t ree t  with the i r  collective 

myopia. Thus ,  although she  does not threaten the security of 

Main S t r ee t  l and  specu la to r s ,  s h e  l e a r n s  t h e  pr inciple  of 

questioning shameless materialism (1985,Pp.529-545). 

Babbitt, too, follows the pattern of adjustment.  He cannot be said to have, 

in any  real sense,  deviated from the pa ths  shown to him by society. What we 

have in Babbitt is  only a n  extension and  expansion of the theme of Main Street.  



Instead of a small  town, Lewis makes a n  average mid-western s ta te  called 

Winnemac (Wisconsin, Minnesota, Michigan) and  placed it in the imaginary city 

of Zenith, and  depicted the life of i t s  representative citizen, George.F.Babbitt, 

middle class  ($9000 a year),  46, somewhat overweight, resident in a fashionable 

suburb ,  father of two children, real estate dealer, good fellow. He is in and  of 

Zenith upto his  chin and  over. Even while being a conformist, he tries to rebel 

against society, first, through some sexual strayings, and  then in his  refusal to 

join a n  organization devoted to repression of dissent.  Lewis, anyhow, i s  not ready 

to engage his  hero in a full-fledged battle against society. With his wife Myra's 

sickness he re-enters society and  the rebellion ends  there. 

The one theme Lewis was keenly interested in was the standardization of 

manners  a n d  the stultification of morals. Mark Schorer tells u s  tha t  'the world 

of Sinclair Lewis rests  upon two observations: the standardization of manners  in 

a b u s i n e s s  c u l t u r e ,  a n d  t h e  s tul t i f icat ion of mora ls  u n d e r  middle c l a s s  

convention. All his  critical observations can  be marshalled in support of these 

p r o p o s i t i o n s  a n d  h i s  p o r t r a i t  of t h e  midd le  c l a s s  r e s t s  en t i r e ly  u p o n  

themn(1962,P.49]. Babbitt, undoubtedly, i s  the most faithful representation of a 

s t anda rd ized  American bus ines sman .  Arrowsmith po r t r ays  a n d  sa t i r i s e s  

American life. Before Martin Arrowsmith, the protagonist of the novel takes 

refuge in the wilds of Vermont, where he can  pursue his researches undisturbed, 

he h a s  to encounter all the obstacles which the nation can  put  in the way  of a 

doctor- standardization, conformity, inner emptiness and  discontent.  Since it 

presents  more of a vertical than  a horizontal view, it cu t s  across all s t rata  of 

American life except perhaps  tha t  of manual  labour,  a n d  i s  therefore more 

inclusive and  more varied than his earlier works. Arld it is more positive, and i t  



goes  d e e p e r ,  c o n c e r n i n g  i t se l f  l e s s  wi th  t h e  s u r f a c e  a n d  more  wi th  a 

fundamental trait  of the national character.  Any seeker after t ru th ,  whether he 

be a doctor, chemist,  economist, historian, philosopher or a theologian, will have 

to confront the  s t a r k  t ru th  of the  people's preference for the  active to the 

theoretical, acquisitive to the creative and  practical to the contemplative life. 

As a Satirist: 

Sinclair Lewis is primarily a satirist. Sheldon Norman Grebstein calls him 

a descendent of the  line of Cooper, Emerson, Thoreau, Whitman a n d  Twain in 

h i s  reproach  of t h e  ins id ious  effects of m a s s  cu l tu re ,  s tandard iza t ion  of 

manne r s  a n d  hallowed inst i tut ions.  In h is  writings he  did a t tack  hallowed 

ins t i tu t ions  like the  small  town (Main Street),  the  successful  bus inessman 

(Babbitt), medicine (Arrowsmith) and  religion (Elmer Gantry) (1962,P. 19). Lewis's 

grand father ,  fa ther ,  uncle and  elder brother were all medical men and  Lewis 

had the feeling tha t  his  father  never forgave him for opting to be writer. This 

feeling rankled in him and  formed the basis of his satiric impulse. The satirist 

in him broadened his  conviction to include all American middle and  lower classes 

a s  people without  tas te  or  ability to appreciate a r t  or  writing. Babbitt ,  for 

example, i s  financially quite successful. He is a thriving realtor, bu t  does not 

know anything about  landscaping, architecture and  economics. He i s  hypocrite 

enough to dismiss one of his  employees for some unethical practices, while he 

himself has  followed a quite elastic ethics in business.  With all his  professed 

respect for law a n d  order,  he h a s  no hesitation to procure and  serve bootlegged 

whiskey a t  a party. By introducing Sir Gerald Doak, a n  Englishman who is very 

similar to Babbitt in h is  pursui ts  and  in his  disdain for the intellectual and  the 

aesthetic,  Lewis is making the point tha t  Babbittry is not a national disease 

only, it i s  endemic. 



Vernon.L.Parrington's article on Sinclair Lewis lays s t ress  on the element 

of s a t i r e  i s  h i s  works. Lewis, he  says ,  i s  a n  i r repressible  a n d  irri tatingly 

effective satirist .  Using the technique of the realists, he tries to tell the t ruth 

objectively and  dispassionately, revealing to u s  the unaccommodated man, a s  a 

poor bare, forked animal (1962,P.62). In fact it was the satirist  in him tha t  gave 

Lewis a mark of distinction a s  a major writer in American literature. Main Street 

was his major success  a n d  Mark Shorer tells u s  tha t  i ts  significance is that  the 

a u t h o r  had  found in it h i s  metier  in the  sat i r ical  t r ea tmen t  of American 

provincial life, a n d  this  vein he was to continue to exploit in his  later works. 

T.K.Whipple in h is  article, "Sinclair Lewis", writes: "Gopher Prairie and  Zenith 

a r e  portrayed with all their looks, habits,  their talk and  their thoughts.  Nothing 

could be more life-like than  Lewis's counterfeit world in all i ts  accurate and  

unbearable detail. His novels a re  triumphant feats of memory and  observation" 

(1962,P.72).  Babbitt begins with the description of Zenith, a modern city, a city of 

giants. The remainder of the novel is something like a n  ironic commentary on 

this  statement.  We are  told how Babbitt and  others  in the city a r e  pygmies and  

not giants.  

The chief target of a t tack in Lewis's satirical writings is the herd culture 

of America. In earlier times, too, herds rambled about  the  plains and  drove 

foolishly in whatever directions their noses pointed. These herds were always 

endowed with tremendous power, with big bull leaders, but  with minds rarely 

above their bellies and  their dams. As a herd, they were big-necked, red-blooded, 

lusty,  veritable lords, a n d  mas ters  of a huge continent.  Lewis examines the 

constituents of the herd a s  stupid individuals, feeble in brain and  will, and stuffed 

with self-conceit. In the past,  aristocratic and feudal societies used to respect 



the priest, the knight and  the ar t is t  above the usurer  a n d  the craftsman. There 

were some o the r  generat ions,  which professed to serve t r u t h ,  beauty a n d  

goodness in their lives, but  the great American herd cares nothing for such things. 

Priests, knights and  ar t is ts  a re  mere lackeys to merchants ,  bankers and realtors, 

and  a good, decent life is measured in terms of commissions and  percentages. 

The pity i s  that  it is all done in the name of democracy, by men who understand 

a s  little of democracy a s  of Christianity. Lewis did his  homework quite well to 

prove his  theory of herd culture,  wandering along main streets,  playing poker in 

back rooms with wicked young men, enjoying drinking sessions in gentlemen's 

c lubs ,  meeting brokers  a n d  listening to their discourse on  ethics ,  learning 

l e s s o n s  o n  pol i t ics  a n d  cons t i t u t iona l  theory  from rea l to r s ,  l e s sons  on  

Bolshevism from the presidents of the Chambers of Commerce and  Industry. No 

field of American experience escaped his  minute investigation, and  he learned 

the American language in all i t s  subtle shades and  nuances.  

De-humanization of Life: 

The cardinal aspect about Gopher Prairie and Zenith is the de-humanization 

of life by sheer  indifference or enmity to all human values. Gopher Prairie forms 

the heart  of agricultural America, a place known in earlier times for i ts kindly 

and  wholesome values, but  which a t  present h a s  become the breeding ground for 

self-sought slavery and  dullness glorified. Zenith is the wonder and  admiration 

of all right-minded citizens. The creed of both the towns is the philosophy of 

self-promotion; it is  towns like these tha t  form the t rue  capital of the red-blooded 

Americans who look upon themselves a s  the greatest race in the world. This 

philosophy of boasting leads to hollow optimism and  a hypocrisy tha t  makes them 

believe tha t  business  knavery is social service. The people offer stiff resistance 



to any new ideas tha t  a r e  likely to break this bubble of pretense. Despite all this  

pretense to cu l ture  a n d  cul tural  things, both Gopher Prairie and  Zenith are  

intellectually dead, a n d  the dead in both the towns a re  resolved tha t  none shall 

live. Lewis also a t tacks  the religion of these towns. In Gopher Prairie, they have 

a debased religion which takes the form of repressive Puritanism and  prurient 

espionage. In Zenith, it is  only a form of boasting. Intellectual and  spiritual 

n u m b n e s s  deprive them of any  meaningful social life. They have a group 

existence only because loneliness i s  terrifying to them; and  even in this  group 

exis tence,  there  i s  little effective communication among individuals.  Their 

curiosity about  each others  doings i s  equalled only by their indifference to each 

other.  A s  T.K.Whipple writes: 

Lewis's world i s  a social desert, and  for the best of reasons, it is  

human  desert .  It is  a social void because each of i t s  members is 

personal ly  a h u m a n  e m p t i n e s s  ... Having n o  s u b s t a n c e  in  

themselves, they a re  incapable of being genuine. They are  not 

individual persons, nor do they have a developed personality. If  

one searches for the real Babbitt, he  is likely to be disappointed 

because there is no real Babbitt. There a r e  several Babbitts, but  

there i s  no integration amongst them. The same is the  case 

with other characters.  They have no inner integrity and  so  are 

forced to adopt the  s tandards  and  ideas of the herd (1962,P.74). 

According to Parrington: 

... what  emerges from the drab  pages of Sinclair ~Lewis ... i s  the 

a u t h o r i t a t i v e  p ronouncemen t  t h a t  t h e  effects  forecas t  by 



earlier critics, have become in our  day, the regnant  order of 

things. Babbitt is the son of Plugson of Undershot (Plugson was 

Thomas Carlyle's typical commercial radical who in the middle 

of the 19th century found tha t  no decent Tory would ever shake 

h a n d s  with him), and  Babbitt is a walking corpse who refuses to 

be put  decently away to make room for the living men. An empty 

soul,  he  is the symbol of one common emptiness(1962,P.69). 

As a Mimic: 

Lewis had a n  extraordinary gift of mimicry. Joseph Wood Krutch locates 

th i s  gift somewhere between mere naturalistic reproduction and  imaginative 

recreation. But,  since Lewis's primary concern was more of the creation of types 

rather  t han  of individuals, he does not photograph or mimic individuals. Babbitt 

is not a n  individual; ra ther  he i s  assembled out  of many Babbitts.  He i s  a 

successful businessman, and  he mimics the traits of a sound businessman. The 

result is  tha t  there is no development of character which is,  certainly Lewis's 

flaw a s  a novelist. In Main Street, too, the au thor  doesn't show much interest in 

developing the character.  Rebecca West speaks of Lewis's mimetic genius, which 

she  thinks h a s  hardly ever been transcended: "Babbitt as a book was planless; 

i ts  end arrived because i t s  au thor  had come to the end of the writing pad, or 

rather ,  one might suspect from i ts  length, to the end of all writing pads then on 

the market.  But George. F. Babbitt was a triumph of impersonation" (1962,P.40). 

The Twentieth Century Views on Sinclair Lewis conta ins  a n  article by 

E.M.Forster,  ent i t led "Our Photography: Sinclair Lewisn(Pp95-99).  Here he 

compares Lewis with H.G.Wells and comments tha t  both writers have the same 



gift of hitting off a person or a place in a few quick words. Both a re  indifferent to 

poetry and  pass much the same judgements on conduct.  Lewis Mumford in his 

article, "The America of Sinclair Lewis", comments on the  photographic quality 

of Lewis's satires: "Mr. Sinclair Lewis's satires have the value of photography, 

and to say th i s  is not to disparage his achievements, bu t  to reinforce the claims 

o!'pliotogr&pllyH (1962.P. 105). See how Habbill its iritroduced by Lewis: "Georgc. F. 

Babbitt, 46 years in April 1920. Physical features: large, pink head, brown, thin 

hair ... face babyish in slumber,  despite his  wrinkled skin a n d  red spectacle dents  

on the slopes of hie nose ... not fat bu t  exceedingly well-fed ... seemed prosperous, 

extremely married and  unromanticn (P.28). Babbitt's son, Ted, doesn't want to go 

to college, because he knows pretty well tha t  he  can  s ta r t  making money before 

h e  s t a r t s  a t t e n d i n g  a college, a n d  t h a t  one  c a n  con t inue  s t u d y  th rough  

correspondence courses.  The au thor  gives u s  almost a photograph of a course on 

Masterman: 

What we Teach you 

How to address your Lodge 

How to give Toasts 

How to tell dialect stories 

How to propose to a lady 

How to entertain banquets 

How to make convincing selling talks 

How to build big vocabulary 

How to create a strong personality 

How to become a rational, powerful, original thinker 

How to be a MASTERMAN(P. 104). 

As a Romancer: 

Sinclair Lewis, one of the s taunches t  of the American reaJists, was a 



romancer,  too. Grebstein calls him a n  ambivalent writer who was torn between 

the satirist  a n d  the realist in him on the one hand,  a n d  the romancer and the 

yea-sayer on the other  (1962,Pp.19-36). As a young boy he was a spinner of 

stories in his  native town of Sauk  Centre. But  even as a storyteller, he was 

compelled to be affirmative, a s  he was much influenced by qualities like hard 

commonsense and  dependability which he acquired from Sauk Centre. He ran 

away from home a t  the age of 13 to get enlisted in the Spanish American war, 

but  was caught  by his father a t  a Railway Station in a nearby town. Later he 

joined a society organized by Upton Sinclair and worked with him for sometime. 

There a r e  crit ics who consider him a s  a romancer more than  a realist. For 

example, T.S.Matthews quest ions the commonly held view tha t  Lewis was a 

satirist ,  because, a satirist ,  he  says,  h a s  to feel superior, and  Lewis h a s  not felt 

super ior  s ince  h e  wrote Main Street. Despite h i s  sat i r ical  a t t a c k s  on the  

Atncricun society a n d  capi tal ism,  he himself tried to become a part  of the 

surface reality a n d  had nothing to offer for betterment of the society. "I have 

a lways  t h o u g h t  h i s  r epu ta t ion  a s  a g rea t  American sa t i r i s t  w a s  a grea t  

American joke; he always seemed to me a s  defenseless a romantic a s  one of his 

own Babbitt businessman"(l982, Pp.60-61). 

One of the pet theories of romantic fiction or bildungsroman i s  education. 

The accent i s  always on  Bildung, the development and  cultivation of the self, and 

not on the experiences which contribute to this development. The bildungsroman 

or the apprenticeship novels relate the life of a young man  a s  he enters  the 

'society', seeks similar souls,  and  experiences love and  friendship, and  in the 

whole p roces s ,  c o m e s  i n t o  confl ic t  with t h e  rea l i t i es  of t h e  world. The  

expe r i ences  he  c o n f r o n t s  m a t u r e  h im,  a n d  h e  m e e t s  with s u c c e s s .  The 



important charac te rs  a t ta in some progress in finding the proper set of ideals 

and  making them the reality. Lewis's earlier fiction follows this  pattern. But, 

with Main Street the theme becomes disillusionment. Education takes place, but 

the end of education is the dispcIling of illusions. Carol Kennicott, the heroine 

of Main Street, is determined to make the Gopher Prairie a better place. Wha t  

really h a p p e n s  is t h a t  s h e  receives a counter -educa t ion ,  a n  education in 

disil lusionment - which begins with her marriage to Will Kennicott. Gopher 

Prairie 's  d r a b n e s s ,  shabb ines s  a n d  lack of plan a r e  appal l ing to her .  The 

counter-education teaches her the bitter lesson tha t  the town's social habits 

and  behaviour a rc  a s  distressing as its architecture. A successful party meant 

inviting the same people who would ea t  the same refreshments a n d  talk about 

t he  same  subjec ts  with the same dul lness  or  viciousness. But  the bitterest 

lesson she learns is t ha t  everywhere there a re  Main Streets and tha t  small towns 

a lways  mould small people. Lewis s t resses  the point t ha t  Gopher Prairie is a 

microcosm, and  i ts  philosophy of dull safety would gradually overcome the whole 

of America, a n d  then  the world, and  it would drive away variety and  beauty from 

all other cultures just as it has, in two generations, standardized the Scandinavian 

and German settlers, and  made them ashamed of the old world ways which really 

form the richest aspects  of their lives. 

Prof. Richard Prcdmore considers Carol Kcnnicott a s  a female Quixote in 

his  essay " The Quixotic Motifs of Main Street " (1982,Pp. 174-1831, Quixote's 

problem is one of reading, end  his will to believe what he reads. He transforms 

what  he sees  into what  his reading has  lead him to see and  also into what he 

now wishes to see. J u s t  like the Don, Car01 h a s  the beginning of her career in 

the library. I f  Quixote wanted to reform the world by righting the wrongs, Carol's 



reformist zeal was to improve the plight of the grateful poor. She  is learning to 

t ransmute  reality. For example, she  sees  the Mississippi river a s  her  fanciful 

mind dictates.  "She listens to the fables of the river, about  the wide land of 

yellow waters a n d  bleached buffalo bones to the west, the southern ievees and 

s ing ing  dark ies  a n d  palm trees  towards which it was for ever mysteriously 

gliding ...."( Lewis, 1973,P. 12). She spends a year in Chicago after her graduation. 

One evening, she goes to a Bohemian studio to at tend a party where she hears 

talk of 'Freud, Romain Rolland, Syndicalismn (P. 16). When she  gets the job of a 

l ibrarian, she maintains  her reading habits and reads "volumes of Anthropology 

a n d  Par i s ian  imagis tes ,  Hindu recipes for cu r ry ,  voyages to t he  Solomon 

isles ....^( P. 16). Will marries her by exploiting her desire to find a purpose for 

herself, bu t ,  after the marriage her  illusions evaporate. 

One motif tha t  particularly directs the female Quixote is romantic love. 

When Erick Valborg a p p e a r s  in  Gopher  Prair ie ,  he  i s  l e s s  a s u b s t a n t i a l  

character  than  a projection of what Carol fancies him to be. At times he is an 

uneducated,  commonplace, ahallow young man lo her, at other times she sees 

him a s  a poet, a Keats, or a Shelley. He continues to stimulate and confuse her 

mind.  Tha t  t h e  life in t he  vill~lge i s  purer  a n d  mentally more rewarding i s  

another  quixotic notion tha t  i s  exposed by Lewis in Main Street. 

Lewis's successful works a re  those in which the storyteller illustrates and 

reinforces wha t  t h e  real is t  a n d  social crit ic h a s  a s se r t ed .  Of course ,  one 

element is never present without the other,  even in such romantic concoctions 

as The Innocents, and  in such  wholesale indictments as Gideon Planish, Only 

when there is balance a n d  conjunction, point and  counterpoint,  message fused 
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with plot, is Lewis worthy of serious consideration a s  a novelist. In Main Street,  

the exterior conflict, Carol's war with Gopher Prairie, h a s  a counterpoint in the 

interior conflict, Carol's war with her husband Will. While Carol is for change, 

Will, even while claiming to believe in progress, is  really suspicious of anything 

new. Carol loves a r t  a n d  beauty; Will scorns both; Carol is flighty and  unpredictable, 

Will is a willing slave to routine; she i s  given to fantasy while he  is pragmatic. 

Main Street  is neither fully a work of satire nor of romance; it is  rather a realist 

piece. At the end ,  Carol gives u p  the battle, bu t  not the war.  She  tells her 

husband about  the potentials of her daughter;  she  is confident t ha t  her  daughter 

will certainly blow u p  the engulfing smugness.  

Lewis and  Dickens: 

Lewis's talent h a s  often been described a s  Dickensian. As Geoffrey Moore 

puts  it, 'In the first place, one must  admit tha t  he created a world of his  own and 

peopled it with characters  who make sense within i t s  confines. It is  a Dickensian 

type of talent. This is why I usually find myself objecting to the unqualified use 

of the term realistic with which American literary historians so often label Lewis" 

(1962, P. 162). Even though writers like H.G.Wells and  Bernard Shaw influenced 

him (he named his  son after Wells), it was Dickens who most fascinated him. He 

shared Dickens's fabulism and  exaggeration. Grebstein calls him the American 

Dickens(1962,P.29), and  he lists out  the similarities between the two writers. 

Both held t h e  view t h a t  t h e  a u t h o r  ough t  to  feel t ende rness  towards h i s  

characters .  One may recall Lewis's affection for Babbitt and  the  citizens of 

Gopher Prairie. Dickens's belief tha t  it is  the writer's responsibility to discover 

and  reveal beauty in the commonplace i s  being worked out  in Lewis's characters 

like Carol Kennicott and  Babbitt. Despite the fact tha t  Dickens's characters are 
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mostly 'flat', because of his excessive reliance on their 'humours', many of them 

have passed into common language, eg: Pecksniff and  Micawber. In the case of 

Lewis, Babbitt a n d  Gantry have passed into common speech. Another similarity 

between the two i s  the lively and  interesting 'stories' in their works. J u s t  a s  

Lewis had separate  interesting stories to expose the pettiness of small-town life 

a n d  hollowness and  philistinism of American business community, Dickens, too, 

tells stories to ridicule many of the foibles of his own times. Dotheboys Hall in 

Nicholas Nickleby tells the story of the private schools of those days. Oliver Twist 

exposes the stony-heartedness of organized charity. Dickens's American visit of 

1842 was quite disappointing, because he had hoped to find too much natural 

goodness, equality and  justice in tha t  free republican state.  Martin Chuzzlewit is  

a record of his  disillusionment with America. This novel presents  one of the 

most well known Dickensian characters,  Mr.Pecksniff - a pen-portrait of a true 

hypocrite. The novel itself i s  a grimly ironical study of the effects of greed on 

character,  and  of the  possibilities of self-knowledge and  knowledge of others. 

Again, Lewis and  Dickens show similarities in the bulk of their writ in^, 

and  in the high moral seriousness and  social concern of their works. Dickens's 

sense of t ru th  and  his  moral purpose were akin to the force tha t  motivated Lewis 

in h is  satire and  realism. The peculiar mixture of radicalism and  orthodoxy in 

Dickens's political and  social views was much like Lewis's. Both the writers 

were aware of c lass  distinctions and  hated snobbery; both viewed the upper 

classes  as aggressors a n d  oppressors,  with popular c lasses  fighting back in 

self-defense. Both were generally hostile to money and  money values even while 

enjoying high financial re turns  from their writings. Philanthropy, big business,  

finance and  speculation a n d  the respectability bought by money were targets of 



a t tacks  in the writings of both the novelists. Both opposed extremist movements. 

I f  in Dickens's case,  it was Chartism, in the case of Lewis i t  was Communism. 

Monroe Engcl in h is  book The Maturity of Dickens observes: 

Increasingly, he expressed hi$ earnestness  by pointing out  to 

the English on every possible occasion the social evils and vices 

which they did their best not to recognize, and by undermining 

the false values and  prides by which they lived and  destroyed 

life.  He w a s  a subve r s ive  w h o  u n d e r m i n e d  t h e  a c c e p t e d  

pr inc ip les  of h i s  t ime whe the r  thoae pr inciples  related to  

representative government, claes s t ruc ture ,  t rea tment  of the 

poor, making of money or  other subjects (1959, P.72). 

This observation can  very well be applied to Sinclair Lewis. 

Lewir Compared to  Balzac and Zola: 

I f  the one British novelist to whom Lewis comes closest is Charles Dickens, 

llonore dc  Ralzac and Emile Zola are  the European authors  with whom he can 

draw a parallel. Al l  these writers tried to tackle in their writings most of the 

social problems of their respective ages. Balzac and  Lewis were well aware of the 

dangers  posed by the  excessive importance given to money in the capitelist 

system. But ,  Lewis was not  able to go beyond the surface level because he was 

not as imaginative, exuberant  or  dynamic as either Balzac or  201s. In spite of 

his  protestations as a progressive liberal, Re could not or  dared not measure the 

real depths  of the  important issues of his time. Balzac, 6x1 the other hand, even 

while being a supporter  of royalisrn,could see through the societal changes of his 

own times. His reactionary political views did not blind him to the democratization 
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process t ha t  was under  way. There is nothing in Lewis tha t  bears comparison 

with the vision tha t  Balzac presents in his Human Comedy. This is because Lewis 

w a s  no t  a n  except ional ly intel l igent  o r  gifted a u t h o r ,  no r  a m a n  with a 

sensibility or power of understanding above the average. 

Robert Morss Lovett compares Lewis to Emile Zola. He points out  tha t  

Mr.Lewis employs the inclusive formula of the natural is ts  in the Main Street, 

sett ing down as much of the visual and  audible stuff of life in Gopher Prairie a s  

his  vehicle could carry. In Arrowsmith the background i s  chiefly occupational as 

in the classics of the Rougon Macquart series. Martin Arrowsmith i s  a physician 

and  a medical s tudent .  Lewis's method exhibits the conscientious thoroughness 

of Zola as we find the  au thor  follow the fortunes of Arrowsmith (1962,Pp.32-35). 

Even though Lewis was the leading exponent of critical realism in America 

during the  first half of the century, critics have generally been rather severe 

with him. He h a s  been looked upon as a publicist in fiction and  has  been decried 

for certain philistine at t i tudes tha t  infected some of his  works. According to Mark 

Schorer ,  "he was  one  of t h e  worst  wri ters  in modern American l i terature"  

(1962,P. 1) .  Geoffrey Moore refers to the two conflicting emotions a s  he re-read 

Lewis:" ... annoyance a t  the shallowness of his writings, by h is  list of places seen 

and  things done, a t tempt  to capsule whole areas  of emotion and  render them in a 

single paragraph of reportorial neighbourliness, by his caricature-characterizations 

and  feeling of sympathy for the grotesque people he created which led the critic 

to the man  Lewis himself"(l962,P. 163). 

Life of the American middle class sans Soul: 

Whatever  be t h e  levels  of Lewis's s u c c e s s ,  h i s  i n d i c t m e n t  of t h e  



American middle class is suggestive of a dissatisfied generation given over to 

disillusion. The dreams of the American middle class did not prove to be a s  glossy 

a s  they seemed to be in the pre-War days. A s  Vernon.L.Parrington remarked, 

"his pages are filled with the doings of automata...not living men, but simulacra 

of men, done with astonishing verisimilitude, speaking a n  amazingly realistic 

language, professing a surprising likeness; yet nevertheless only shells from 

which life has  departed, without faith, or hope or creative energy, not even aware 

that they are deadn (1962,P.69). 

The new realism of Sherwood Anderson and Sinclair Lewis, Alfred Kazin 

argues, was only formally related to the struggle for realism in America, which 

was practised in the eighties and nineties of the previous century. The new 

realism was the result of the fresh current of emancipation in the post-War 

period. It had no need to struggle for its life. Though it shared the old challenging 

rebelliousness of the pre-War realism, it was essentially remote from naturalism, 

and the romances against which it was rebelling. But this rebellion was only 

domestic; 

... it was basically a rambling and homespun realism which was 

instinctive in nature. It was a realism that had emerged out of 

the struggle for freedom of conduct, a realism concerned not with 

the conflict of great social forces that had dominated the first 

na tu ra l i s t  generat ion,  but  with the  s ights  a n d  sounds  of 

common life, with transcriptions of average experience, with, 

reproducing, sometimes parodying, but always participating in, 

the whole cluster of experiences which made u p  the native 

culture (1962,P. 120). 



By the twenties, realism had become a familiar method of writing in America, and the 

realists like Lewis gave the American novel over to the widest possible democracy of 

subject and theme. 




















































































































































































































































































































































































































