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What’s so controversial about writing about the 
everyday world around you?  That’s a question 

American authors had to answer in the late 1800s, 
when they began telling supposedly “vulgar” and 

“dangerous” stories about workers who struggled to 
escape poverty and women who rejected marriage to 
retain their independence.  Yet Henry James, Mark 
Twain, Edith Wharton, and other authors created 

beautiful, moving fiction about these “ugly” realities.  
This course examines the innovations and legacy of 

literary realism, including the opportunities it gave 
black, immigrant, and gay and lesbian authors to write 

about their worlds for the first time.


