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                                       British Realism and American Realism.
    While Romantism expressed most fully the notion of the sublime, self-expression and subjectivity, the realistic novel sets importance on character rather than plot, replication of the true nature of reality putting emphasis on the detail, reporting what happens without comment or judgment. Stress is put on the minute details of immediate observations. Below is a description of British and American realistic fiction.
     The realistic novel rests upon the strengths of its characters as in, for example, Henry James in Daisy Miller or Dostoevsky’s Raskolnikov in Crime and Punishment. Characters are psychologically complicated, multifaceted with conflicting impulses and motivations that very nearly replicate the daily troubles of human beings. Advances in the field of Human psychology also fed into the preoccupation with representing the inner workings of the mind, and the delicate play of emotions; human consciousness was far more complicated than had previously been considered: realism embraced the concept that people were neither completely   good nor completely bad but somewhere on a spectrum. The overriding concern of all realist fiction is with character: the creation of intricate and layered characters as though they could be flesh and blood creatures. Much of this was achieved through internal monologues and keen understanding of human psychology. An individual is composed of a network of motivations, interests, desires, and fears. How these forces interact and sometimes do  battle with each other play a large part in the development of personality. Realism, at its highest level attempts to lay these internal struggles   bare  for all to see. In other words, most of the action of the realist novel is internalized. Changes in mood, in perceptions, in opinions and ideas constitute turning points or climaxes.

     In terms of plot structure, novels follow a definite arc of events, with an identifiable climax and resolution. Instead of grand happenings, tragedies, and epic turns of events, the realist novel plodded steadily over a track not greatly disturbed by external circumstances. Nothing truly earth shattering happens in Henry James Portrait of a lady despite its hundreds of pages. The same can be said of Dostoevsky who composed- lengthy and weighty fiction where most if not all of the action happened in the minds of the characters. Narrative style also changed instead of an omniscient narrator calmly describing the persons and events, readers often confront unreliable narrators who do not have all the information. Often the narrator’s perceptions are colored by their own prejudices and beliefs. A popular device for many realistic novelists was the frame narrative, or the story inside a story. This device compounds the unreliable narrator by placing the reader at a further remove from the events of the novel. The unreliable narrator’s purpose of all these innovations, as with the whole of realism was to more accurately simulate the nature of reality- unknowable, uncertain, and ever-shifting reality.
Origin of the Realist movement:

    The beginnings of the Realist narrative style can be attributed to French novelist playwright Honore de Balzac, His portraits of ordinary French life were remarkable in their careful attention to details. Specific subjects are portrayed in their fullness. Characters come to life thanks to the painstaking accumulation of environmental details. Enormous emphasis is put on the settings of his stories; the Human comedy, an assortment of interwoven tales and novels which depict life in early 19th century France. There are no profound or spectacular events to move his stories along. He paid attention to small things, the nuances that made up the experience of typical French life.

        Realism coincided with Victorianism, yet was a distinct collection of aesthetic principles in its own right. The realist novel was heavily influenced by journalistic techniques, such as objectivity and fidelity to the facts of the matter. Novel-writing as a report grew out of this marriage between literature and journalism. Fictional characters and events reproduce the real world. One of the most distinguished and accomplished practitioner of realism in fiction is Henry James. He was fascinated by the encounters between representatives of the New World, America with members of the old world, Europe. With America, he witnessed vigor, innocence, and strict moral righteousness.  Europeans, on the other hand, represented decadence, lax morality, and deviousness. Despite these remarks, he became a British citizen. He made a cottage industry out of examining what happens when these two worlds collided. Arguably, his most famous work was Daisy Miller which relates how a young and rich American girl touring Europe is victimized by sophisticated schemers, with no compunctions about right or wrong. At the height of his powers, H. James crafted intricate novels that featured completely realized characters remarkable for his ability to dispense with commentary or subjectivity within the narratives. The reader sees the events through the eyes of the characters; James the author makes himself as invisible as possible. In terms of prose style, he was admired for the simplicity and directness of his language, a quality not generally noted during the preceding period. His most successful novel was The Portrait of a Lady (1881). With Portrait, he expands upon many of the themes of Daisy Miller- greed, power and the exploitation of the New World by the old. The narrative does not lend itself to visual reproduction. 
         Whereas the British Realistic novel is a social novel that throws light on the existing social problems of education, the caste system, the economic system of exploitation of the workers and children as shown in the works of Charles Dickens, the American realist novel is also a social novel but influenced by the context of the Frontier, thus the emergence of short stories written in the local dialects and speech revealing the local customs and at the same time the evils of the  southern American society. The expanded frontier of the U.S provided the substance for M. Twain’s early stories. Mark Twain and the other founders of Western Literature were able to reinforce a new sense of national unity while exploiting the strange customs and outlandish dialects. This is the key to their immediate success and to their lasting impact on American literature. The new areas of regional experience explored by post civil-war writers enriched the language of the short story until by the end of the century the short story reader had before him a fictional chronicle of new England, the South, the Middle West, and the Far West, the stories of each region providing a faithful record of local customs and dialects. But in the case of those writers with an ear for actual speech and an eye for significant detail especially M. Twain, Jewett, and Garland the colloquial style opened new literary vistas. Sarah Orne Jewett’s meticulous control of Maine dialects in The Courting of Sister Wisby)  and Hamlin Garland’s command of civil war slang in  The Return of a Private) reflect a new belief that the truth about America could not be told in a transplanted literary language, but only in the rhythms and figures of local speech. In How to tell a story, Twain claimed that the tall tale was not regional but ‘American’, and his entire career validates his belief that the most profound national truths must be expressed through the observed details of one time and one place. It was largely for this reason that E. Hemingway made his extravagant pronouncement, in The green Hills of Africa, that ‘all modern American literature comes from one book by Mark Twain called Huckleberry Finn. Hemingway, Faulkner and Sherwood Anderson- to name but a few of M. Twain’s inheritors- found their task that much easier because the regional writers had broken through the genteel tradition to record the actual rhythms of everyday speech. Besides, the realist position as expounded by William Dean Howells (1837-1920) in Criticism and fiction (1891) is essentially a plea for common sense fidelity to the realities of contemporary life. Howells wished that fiction be true to his accurate-although limited- observation of the American scene. There is a spectacular reproduction of vernacular speech patterns and vocabulary. The local color fiction was born and was an important aspect of American Realism: to portray lower and middle class characters in their natural speech required not only great listening skills but also a sense of how the written version sounds to the imagination. The reader is going to listen to Huck, Jim…in their true language so the author is offering us flesh and blood characters jumping out of the page who are going to illustrate the social evils of slavery and old, nonsensical feuds.  Besides, Mark Twain transmits  the dilemma Huck lives between his society’s heritage of racial inequality and his own feeling that he should be respectful of Jim  through the medium of Huck’s vernacular speech of the  Southwestern language. The language adds to a remarkable leap in racial awareness; Jim, the freed slave is as fully realized a character as Huck or Tom. This is an invitation to appreciating Mark Twain’s The Adventures of Huck Finn, Thomas Dickens’ Hard Time or Oliver Twist, Henry James’s Daisy Miller, The Portrait of a Lady, Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment.
         Other writers more systematic than Howells buttressed the argument for realism with theories drawn from Social Darwinism and from the writings of the French novelist Emile Zola, who sought to portray social and psychological forces with scientific accuracy. These ‘philosophic realists, under the banner of ’naturalism’ based their art on a deterministic view of human behavior, in which environment and heredity leave little room for free choice.  
