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Realism 

 The opposite of Realism is willful blindness. This is an idea in which Americans are far 

too well versed. Our sense of purpose has eroded and we are happy to be led from one opinion to 

the next without any conviction of our own. When Walt Whitman sounded his “barbaric yawp” 

he had true pride in his country and a patriotism that wasn’t about wearing a flag logo on a t-shirt 

and a beer in his hand. When Patrick Henry said, “Give me liberty or give me death,” he didn’t 

want it to be a slogan on a recruitment poster but truly meant those words. It was the realist that 

opened our eyes to the realities of our world and reminded us that we have a standard to bear. It 

wasn’t in opposition to American exceptionalism, but rather a spur to guide us back to our core 

principles. Slavery was not right. In the search of liberty one cannot strip liberty from others. 

War is death and heroes are not comic book figures but ideas of greatness dressed in scarred 

shadows. Society makes us who we are. That fact is etched through the annals of history. Emily 

Dickenson once advised to tell the truth in slant. The Realist blinded us with their light. Due to 

the effort of authors like Douglass, Beirce and Chopin, we can see that there was a purpose to 

their work, and if we allow ourselves, their blinding truth will help us to embrace the honesty in 

our current generation. 

 The Narrative of the Life of a Slave by Fredrick Douglass is an experience through 

literature. Within the words of Frederick Douglass, people were finally made aware of the day-

to-day struggles of slavery. One particularly appalling excerpt from this piece is where Mr. 
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Covey beats Douglass after Douglass has apparently suffered a heat stroke. “Mr. Covey took up 

the hickory slat, which Hughes had been striking off the half-bushel measure, and with it gave 

me a heavy blow upon the head, making a large wound, and the blood ran freely.” (Douglass, 

465)  Throughout the rest of his story, Douglass shows us how a “slave was made a man.” (465) 

After running away from Mr. Covey, Douglass finds the literally symbolic root of his humanity. 

Slave owners treated their slaves as less than human. Part of breaking a slave was to make them 

believe in this false ideology. We have certainly evolved from this point in our own history, but 

it is worth remembering that when we treat people as less than human, we are never on the right 

side of history.  

Bierce defined a cynic as a person who “sees things as the way they are and not the way 

they ought to be.” (Elements of Literature, 488) In terms of “An Occurrence at Owl Creek 

Bridge,” Bierce conveyed a proper amount of cynicism toward the subject of death in war. 

Bierce presented the character Peyton Farquhar as a person who wanted to live up to the “heroic” 

idea of the southern cause. However, through the twist and turns of foreshadowing and plot, in 

which readers were allowed to believe in the fantastic escape of Mr. Farquhar, we ultimately 

arrive at the one dire conclusion: “Peyton Farquhar was dead; his body, with a broken neck, 

swung gently from side to side beneath the timbers of the Owl Creek Bridge.” (Bierce, 496) 

Bierce, an experienced war veteran, knew that war didn’t often allow second chances. In order to 

convey verisimilitude, he wanted to show a character that wasn’t romanticized. Too often, young 

people are willing to kill and die for a cause. These are two ideas that should never be 

oversimplified in colorful advertisements. In real life, there is no way to re-spawn.  

 While Bierce and Douglass represented the atrocities of extreme circumstances, Kate 

Chopin held a mirror to the reality of our motivations. In a “Pair of Silk Stockings,” Kate Chopin 
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brings to life the character of “little Mrs. Sommers.” Often there is significance in the smallest 

contributions of an author. Most readers would never notice that throughout the story the 

protagonist is referred to as Mrs. Sommers. She is not important enough to get a first name, and 

when the adjective “little” is added, it diminishes her character even more. So much so, that 

when Mrs. Sommers decides to treat herself, almost a compulsion wrought from a need, the 

reader invariably lands on the side of society. We don’t know her husband, or what kind of man 

he is, but we sympathize with him nonetheless. When the narrator says that she has “a poignant 

wish, a powerful longing that the cable car would never stop any-where, but go on and on with 

her forever,” we almost view her as an antagonist rather than offer her any sympathy. (Chopin, 

574) Mrs. Sommers is a person, and we fail to humanize her, because she’s a woman. Her 

motivations were nothing new, and yet we hold her to an extremely high standard of selflessness 

that is not as natural in human nature as we would like to think.  

 It is important to recognize that we still live in an imperfect world. It is just as imperative 

that we lift the veil off of our collective eyes today. It is possible to better ourselves, but first we 

need to consider the reality in which we are living. This can be especially difficult in our world 

that seems to be drowning the numerous “alternative facts” that are being fed to us by politicians. 

The current state of our society is two sides trying to convince us of opposing realities rather 

than acknowledging the imperfections that exist. The realism era wasn’t as flashy as the 

Romantic period, and it doesn’t fit in within our artificial generation. Politicians copy the 

philosophies of their heroes while ignoring their faults and throwing the notion of improvement 

to the side. We seem content to Xerox other generations but miss the merit in dealing with our 

own reality. 

 


