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Realism 10/16

1. Introduction

I. Period of American Realism as concerned with ways the influence of money has corrupted society to the point where immoral behavior is not only tolerated but completely normalized.

2. Silas Lapham 

I. Silas as a person of strong moral conviction whose crisis is a result of ignoring his better judgment. 

II. Howells creates Silas’ world in part by placing him within Boston and its “society”. If Silas had remained in Vermont, he would have never been impelled by the drive to keep up with those in high society. 

III. Silas is driven to rise above his role as just a successful producer of paint and become a tycoon through investing and to enter society by building an ostentatious house in a fashionable part of town. This is what sets his crisis into motion.

IV. Silas’ moral sensibility develops as his world begins to fall apart. He is confronted with a series of trials. 

a. The dinner party as a turning point where Silas realizes that no matter how much money he has, he can never fully enter the world of high society.

b. His dealings with Rogers and his ultimate refusal to save himself by less than honorable means. He could have made the deal to sell the mills to the British men and that deal would have been considered honorable by the business standards of the time. He ultimately rejected this on his own terms.

V. Money: The unbridled and unprincipled pursuit of money which is rampant in Silas’ world is what leads him to pursue risky ventures and consider unsavory business practices.

3. Huck Finn 

I. Huck as a person with no concept of morality aside from what society has told him. His moral crisis is a result of his questioning the often contradictory moral lessons people take for granted.

II. Twain creates Huck’s world by first establishing Huck as a wild and uncivilized person. Huck’s coming into money lead people to attempt to civilize him; this effectively lands Huck between the world of his upbringing and the world of respectable society. He is never comfortable with respectable society but he has been exposed to too much to ever fully be able to go back to his old life.

III. Huck’s adventure is set into motion by his being caught between these two worlds; his father returning to try and lay claim to Huck’s money along with his discomfort and boredom with society.

IV. Huck’s moral sensibilities shaped by:

a. Him seeing Jim’s humanity, namely in the scene where Jim talks of his daughter and how he hit her.

b. This leads Huck to unconsciously question the institution of slavery, and by extension any institution that society expects people to accept blindly, when he decides to help Jim despite being thoroughly convinced that it was morally wrong to do so. 

V. The role of money as a corrupter exists insofar as slavery is an institution built around economic desires. This institution therefore influences society to the point where it manages to present itself as something moral and good. Huck generally cares little about money himself but lives in a world where money and its influence have completely made society’s moral codes conform to money’s desires. It takes an act of supreme will for Huck to transcend that notion.

4. Conclusion…
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