5. Major Literary Movements: Romanticism, Realism, and Modernism

Introduction

Literary movements represent significant shifts in artistic vision, philosophical outlook, and
cultural engagement. Each movement arises in response to earlier traditions and broader
historical changes, offering new methods of storytelling and representation. Among the most
influential in Western literature are Romanticism, Realism, and Modernism, which span from
the late eighteenth century through the early twentieth century. These movements not only
reshaped literature but also reflected the ways in which writers grappled with imagination, truth,
and the complexities of modern life (Abrams, 1999). Together, they illustrate the ongoing

evolution of literature as both a mirror of society and a mode of artistic innovation.
5.1. Romanticism

Romanticism developed in the late eighteenth century as a response to the Enlightenment’s
emphasis on reason and the rigid structures of neoclassicism. Instead of valuing rationality and
order, Romantic writers emphasized imagination, emotion, and individual subjectivity (Eagleton,
2005). This movement placed particular importance on the natural world, viewing it as a source
of spiritual renewal and inspiration. Romantic literature often highlighted themes such as the
sublime, the supernatural, and personal freedom, presenting nature and human emotion as central

to understanding existence.

The pioneers of Romanticism were diverse, but their works shared a concern with human
imagination and the rejection of mechanical rationalism. In England, William Wordsworth and
Samuel Taylor Coleridge are often credited with inaugurating Romantic poetry through their
Lyrical Ballads (1798), which emphasized simplicity of language and the profundity of ordinary
experiences. In Germany, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe played a pivotal role, blending classical
themes with Romantic sensibility. American writers such as Edgar Allan Poe, Ralph Waldo
Emerson, and Nathaniel Hawthorne contributed to the Romantic tradition through their
explorations of individuality, mystery, and philosophical reflection. Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein
(1818/1994) is another cornerstone, combining Gothic elements with Romantic themes of

ambition, creation, and the human relationship with nature.
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5.2. Realism

By the mid-nineteenth century, Romanticism’s emphasis on imagination and the extraordinary
began to give way to a new movement: Realism. Realism sought to represent life with accuracy
and fidelity, portraying ordinary people and everyday experiences without the embellishment or
idealization characteristic of Romanticism (Abrams, 1999). Its central aim was to depict society
as it was, focusing on plausible characters, authentic dialogue, and the consequences of social
and economic conditions. Unlike Romanticism, which often elevated emotion and nature,
Realism emphasized objectivity and verisimilitude, capturing the mundane and at times harsh

realities of human existence.

Some of the most influential pioneers of Realism emerged in France, Russia, and the United
States. Gustave Flaubert’s Madame Bovary (1857/2004) exemplified the movement’s attention
to detail and psychological depth, chronicling the frustrations of bourgeois life. In Russia,
authors such as Leo Tolstoy and Fyodor Dostoevsky explored social, moral, and psychological
dilemmas in monumental works like War and Peace (1869) and Crime and Punishment (1866).
In the United States, writers including Mark Twain and Henry James brought Realist
perspectives to distinctly American settings, tackling issues of class, race, and identity (Eagleton,
2005). Twain’s Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1884) in particular reflected Realist

commitments by portraying vernacular speech and the social conflicts of antebellum America.
5.3. Modernism

Modernism arose in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, shaped by rapid
industrialization, urbanization, and the disillusionment brought about by World War 1. Unlike
Realism, which aimed to present coherent depictions of society, Modernism questioned whether
reality could be objectively represented at all (Eagleton, 2005). Modernist literature
experimented with new forms, fragmented narratives, and subjective perspectives, often rejecting
linear storytelling in favor of ambiguity, symbolism, and psychological exploration. A central
theme of Modernism was alienation, reflecting the individual’s sense of displacement in a

fragmented and uncertain world.
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Prominent figures of Modernism included James Joyce, whose Ulysses (1922/1990) utilized
stream of consciousness to capture the intricacies of human thought. Virginia Woolf explored
consciousness, time, and memory in works such as Mrs. Dalloway (1925/1992), blending interior
monologue with social observation. In poetry, T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land (1922) embodied
Modernist fragmentation and intertextuality, using multiple voices and cultural references to
reflect the disjointed spirit of the age. In the American context, William Faulkner and F. Scott
Fitzgerald adapted Modernist techniques to examine Southern identity and the disillusionment of

the Jazz Age.
5.4. Comparison of Romanticism, Realism, and Modernism

Although Romanticism, Realism, and Modernism are distinct, they are historically
interconnected, each reacting to the limitations of the previous movement while responding to

social and cultural transformations.

Romanticism and Realism stand in clear contrast. Romanticism emphasized imagination,
emotion, and nature, often idealizing experience and celebrating the extraordinary. Realism, by
contrast, rejected this idealization, portraying ordinary life with accuracy and often exposing
social injustices or personal disillusionment (Abrams, 1999). While Romanticism invited

transcendence through imagination, Realism sought truth through representation.

Realism and Modernism share a focus on society and individual experience but diverge in their
methods. Realist writers believed in the possibility of capturing life as it was, using coherent
plots and psychologically complex characters. Modernists, however, questioned such confidence
in objective truth. They experimented with fragmented forms, multiple perspectives, and
subjective impressions, reflecting the instability and alienation of the modern age (Eagleton,

2005).

Romanticism and Modernism also share common ground in their focus on subjectivity, but their
outlooks differ. Romanticism often expressed faith in human creativity, emotion, and the
redemptive power of nature. Modernism, shaped by historical upheaval and existential doubt,
emphasized uncertainty, fragmentation, and the limits of human understanding. Taken together,
these movements mark literature’s journey from imaginative idealism, through objective

representation, to experimental exploration of consciousness and form.
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Conclusion

Romanticism, Realism, and Modernism illustrate the evolution of literature as it responds to
changing cultural, philosophical, and historical contexts. Romanticism privileged imagination
and the sublime, Realism committed itself to the truthful depiction of ordinary life, and
Modernism redefined narrative through experimentation and fragmentation. Although distinct,
these movements are interconnected, forming a trajectory that reflects literature’s ongoing
attempt to represent the complexities of human existence. Their influence endures, reminding us

of the power of art to both reflect and challenge the realities of its time.
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