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Introduction: Realism and Ilts Antinomies

I have observed a curious development which always seems to set
in when we attempt to hold the phenomenon of realism firmly in
our mind’s eye. It is as though the object of our meditation began to
wobble, and the attention to it to slip insensibly away from it in two
opposite directions, so that at length we find we are thinking, not
about realism, but about its emergence; not about the thing itself,
but about its dissolution. Much great work, indeed, has been done
on these lateral topics: on the former, for example, Ian Watt’s canoni-
cal Rise of the Novel and Michael McKeon’s monumental Origins of
the Novel; and on the latter, any number of those collections entitled
“problems of realism” (in which Lukdcs deplored the degeneration
of realistic practice into naturalism, symbolism and modernism), or
“towards a new novel” (in which Robbe-Grillet argued the unsuitabil-
ity of Balzacian techniques for capturing our current realities). I will
later explain how these slippages determined the form of the theory
about to be presented.

First, however, we must enumerate a number of other possibili-
ties which are not explored here (but which this particular theoretical
exercise is by no means intended to exclude). Thus, the most ancient
literary category of all—mimesis—still inspires work and thought,
enshrined as anthropology and psychology in the Frankfurt School’s
idiosyncratic notion of the mimetic impulse; and provocatively
worked out, following Lenin’s reflection theory (Widerspiegelung),
by scholars like Robert Weimann.! (Auerbach’s use of the term, not
exactly classical, will be mentioned below). Aristotle did not, of
course, know that form we call the novel, a product of Hegel’s “world

! Robert Weimann, “Mimesis in Hamlet,” in Geoffrey Hartman and Patricia Parker,

eds., Shakespeare and the Question of Theory, New York: Routledge, 1985; and see also
Dieter Schlenstedt, ed., Literarische Widerspiegelung, Berlin: Aufbau, 1981.



2 ANTINOMIES OF REALISM

of prose”; nor are we taking theatrical practice into account in the
present book (so much the worse for it!); and indeed, my suspicion is
that later discussions of this term tend to be contaminated by those
of the visual arts, and to be influenced either in the direction of rep-
resentationality or abstraction (in painting) or that of Hollywood or
the experimental in film.

This is the moment at which to assert the inevitability, in the
realism debate, of what has just been illustrated by the turn to vis-
uality, namely the inescapable operative value, in any discussion of
realism, of this or that binary opposition in terms of which it has
been defined. It is this, above all, which makes any definitive resolu-
tion of the matter impossible: for one thing, binary opposites make
unavoidable the taking of sides (unless, as with Arnold Hauser, or in
a different way, Worringer, one sees it as some eternal cyclical alterna-
tion?). Realism, for or against: but as opposed to what? At this point
the list becomes at least relatively interminable: realism vs. romance,
realism vs. epic, realism vs. melodrama, realism vs. idealism,’ realism
vs. naturalism, (bourgeois or critical) realism vs. socialist realism,
realism vs. the oriental tale,” and of course, most frequently rehearsed
of all, realism vs. modernism. As is inevitably the case with such a play
of opposites, each of them becomes inevitably invested with politi-
cal and even metaphysical significance, as, with film criticism, in the
now somewhat antiquated opposition between Hollywood “realism”
and formal subversions such as those associated with the nouvelle
vague and Godard.> Most of these binary pairs will therefore arouse
a passionate taking of sides, in which realism is either denounced or
elevated to the status of an ideal (aesthetic or otherwise).

The definition of realism by way of such oppositions can also take
on a historical, or periodizing, character. Indeed, the opposition
between realism and modernism already implies a historical narrative
which it is fairly difficult to reduce to a structural or stylistic one; but

1 refer to Arnold Hauser’s Social History of Art (1954) as well as Wilhelm Worringer’s
influential and rather cosmological oppositions in Abstraction and Empathy (1907).

3 'The provocative concept of an idealist novel was developed by Naomi Schor in her

study of George Sand and elaborated by Jane Tomkins in her work on the American

western, where it also involved Christian religious and familial traditions (which the

traditional western functioned to undermine).

See Srinivas Aravamudan, Enlightenment Orientalism, Chicago: University of

Chicago Press, 2012.

5> And with Screen magazine in its heyday in the 1960s and 70s.



