naturalism in american literature

naturalism in american literature emerged as a powerful literary movement during the late 19th and early
20th centuries, profoundly influencing the development of American fiction. Rooted in a deterministic
worldview, naturalism in American literature emphasizes the influence of environment, heredity, and
social conditions on human behavior. This movement often portrays characters struggling against forces
beyond their control, highlighting the darker aspects of life with a focus on realism and scientific
objectivity. Key figures such as Stephen Crane, Frank Norris, and Theodore Dreiser contributed
significantly to shaping naturalistic themes and techniques. This article explores the origins, characteristics,
major authors, and lasting impact of naturalism in American literature. The discussion further examines
notable works and the critical reception of this movement, providing a comprehensive understanding of its

role within the broader context of American literary history.
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The emergence of naturalism in American literature can be traced to the late 19th century, a period
marked by rapid industrialization, urbanization, and scientific advancement. Influenced by European
writers such as Emile Zola and the principles of scientific determinism and Darwinian theory, American
authors began to explore the impact of environment and heredity on human fate. The movement arose as a
response to romanticism and transcendentalism, shifting focus from idealized portrayals of life to a more
unvarnished, realistic depiction of society’s harsher realities. The social upheavals and economic disparities
of the Gilded Age provided fertile ground for naturalist writers to examine issues such as poverty,

violence, and social injustice with a critical and often pessimistic lens.



Characteristics and Themes of Naturalism

Naturalism in American literature is defined by several distinctive characteristics that differentiate it from
other literary movements. Central to naturalism is the belief in determinism, the idea that human beings
are shaped by forces beyond their control, including biology, environment, and social conditions. This
deterministic worldview often results in narratives that focus on characters struggling against

insurmountable odds, highlighting human vulnerability and powerlessness.

Key Characteristics

Determinism: Emphasis on heredity and environment as shaping forces.

Objective Narration: A detached, scientific approach to storytelling.

Focus on the Lower Classes: Exploration of marginalized and impoverished characters.

Detailed Realism: Vivid descriptions of setting and social conditions.

¢ Pessimistic Tone: Often bleak outlook on human existence and fate.

Common Themes

Themes prevalent in naturalism include survival, determinism, violence, and the struggle against nature
and society. Many works highlight the impact of heredity and environment on individuals, often
portraying characters as victims of circumstance. Social issues such as racism, class conflict, and urban decay

are frequently examined, revealing the often harsh realities of American life during this period.

Major Authors and Their Contributions

Several key writers established the foundation and development of naturalism in American literature.
These authors employed the movement’s principles to expose social ills and explore the complexities of

human nature under environmental and hereditary influences.

Stephen Crane

Often regarded as a pioneer of American naturalism, Stephen Crane’s works such as Maggie: A Girl of the

Streets and The Red Badge of Courage exemplify the movement’s focus on fate and environment. Crane’s



writing combines vivid realism with a deep psychological insight into his characters’ struggles,

highlighting the indifference of nature and society.

Frank Norris

Frank Norris is known for his novels that explore the destructive forces of greed and capitalism. Works
like McTeague and The Octopus depict individuals overwhelmed by economic and social forces, reflecting

naturalism’s deterministic philosophy and critical view of industrial society.

Theodore Dreiser

Theodore Dreiser contributed significantly to the American naturalist canon with novels such as Sister
Carrie and An American Tragedy. His narratives often portray characters driven by desire and ambition,
yet ultimately constrained by social and biological forces, illustrating the tension between personal

aspirations and external limitations.

Notable Works Exemplifying American Naturalism

Several classic works of American literature serve as prime examples of naturalism, illustrating the

movement’s themes and stylistic features through compelling storytelling.

1. Maggie: A Girl of the Streets by Stephen Crane — A stark portrayal of urban poverty and its effects

on a young woman'’s life, emphasizing environmental determinism.

2. The Red Badge of Courage by Stephen Crane — Focuses on the psychological realism of a soldier’s

experience, revealing the influence of fear and courage shaped by circumstance.

3. McTeague by Frank Norris — Examines greed and primal instincts through the downfall of a San

Francisco dentist.

4. The Octopus by Frank Norris — Depicts the conflict between farmers and the railroad industry,

illustrating social and economic determinism.

5. Sister Carrie by Theodore Dreiser — Chronicles a young woman’s rise and fall in urban America,

highlighting the role of social forces and chance.

6. An American Tragedy by Theodore Dreiser — Explores crime, ambition, and class struggle within a

deterministic framework.



Critical Reception and Legacy

Naturalism in American literature initially received mixed reactions, with some critics praising its
unflinching realism and others condemning its perceived pessimism and focus on sordid subjects. Over
time, naturalism has been recognized as a vital movement that expanded the scope of American fiction by

incorporating scientific principles and social critique.

The legacy of naturalism endures in its influence on modern literature, inspiring writers to explore
complex characters and social realities through a lens of objectivity and determinism. The movement’s
emphasis on environment and heredity continues to resonate in contemporary discussions about human

behavior and societal structures, underscoring naturalism’s lasting relevance in American literary studies.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is naturalism in American literature?

Naturalism in American literature is a literary movement that emerged in the late 19th and early 20th
centuries, characterized by a detailed and unembellished depiction of reality. It emphasizes the influence of
environment, heredity, and social conditions on human behavior, often portraying characters as subject to

forces beyond their control.

How does naturalism differ from realism in American literature?

While both naturalism and realism focus on depicting everyday life and society, naturalism is more
deterministic and often portrays characters as victims of environmental and hereditary forces. Realism aims

to represent life accurately without these deterministic or pessimistic overtones.

Who are some prominent American authors associated with naturalism?

Notable American authors associated with naturalism include Stephen Crane, Frank Norris, Theodore
Dreiser, Jack London, and Edith Wharton. Their works often explore themes of survival, social conditions,

and the impact of nature and environment on individuals.

What are common themes explored in naturalist American literature?

Common themes include determinism, survival of the fittest, the influence of environment and heredity,

social injustice, human struggle against nature, and the often grim or pessimistic view of life.



Can you give an example of a famous naturalist work in American

literature?

One famous example is Stephen Crane's novella '"Maggie: A Girl of the Streets' (1893), which depicts the

harsh realities of urban poverty and the influence of environment on the protagonist's fate.

How did historical context influence the rise of naturalism in American

literature?

The rise of naturalism was influenced by the rapid industrialization, urbanization, and scientific
advancements of the late 19th century. Ideas from Darwinism and social sciences led authors to explore
how environment and heredity shaped human destiny, reflecting societal concerns about progress and its

consequences.

Additional Resources

1. The Call of the Wild by Jack London

This novel follows Buck, a domesticated dog who is thrust into the harsh environment of the Alaskan
Yukon during the Klondike Gold Rush. London's vivid portrayal of nature's brutality and the struggle for
survival embodies the principles of naturalism. The story explores themes of instinct, environment, and the

primal forces that shape behavior.

2. Maggie: A Girl of the Streets by Stephen Crane

Stephen Crane’s debut novel tells the tragic story of Maggie, a young girl growing up in the slums of New
York City. The book offers a gritty, unvarnished look at urban poverty and the social forces that trap
individuals in cycles of despair. It exemplifies naturalism by emphasizing environment and heredity as

determinants of fate.

3. Sister Carrie by Theodore Dreiser

This novel centers on Carrie Meeber, a young woman who moves to Chicago to seek a better life but
becomes entangled in the city’s moral complexities. Dreiser’s detailed depiction of urban life and the
influence of social and economic forces reflect naturalistic themes. The book explores the impact of

environment and chance on human behavior.

4. Of Mice and Men by John Steinbeck

Set during the Great Depression, this novella chronicles the lives of two displaced ranch workers, George
and Lennie, as they pursue their dream of owning land. Steinbeck’s work highlights the harsh realities of
economic hardship and the struggle for survival, central to naturalist literature. It delves into themes of

friendship, vulnerability, and fate shaped by external forces.

5. An American Tragedy by Theodore Dreiser



This novel tells the story of Clyde Griffiths, whose ambition leads him down a path of moral compromise
and eventual downfall. Dreiser’s exploration of social pressure, environment, and inherited traits illustrates
the deterministic outlook of naturalism. The narrative critiques the American Dream by exposing its

darker, often destructive dimensions.

6. The Grapes of Wrath by John Steinbeck

Steinbeck’s epic novel follows the Joad family as they migrate from the Dust Bowl-ravaged Oklahoma to
California in search of work and dignity. The book powerfully portrays the impact of environmental
disaster and economic oppression on individuals and communities. Its naturalistic approach emphasizes the

influence of external forces over individual agency.

7. McTeague by Frank Norris

This novel depicts the life of McTeague, a San Francisco dentist whose greed and jealousy lead to his tragic
downfall. Norris uses vivid descriptions of the urban environment and psychological determinism to
explore human nature and fate. The book is a classic example of American literary naturalism, focusing on

heredity and environment as shaping factors.

8. The Open Boat by Stephen Crane

Based on Crane’s own experience of survival at sea, this short story narrates the ordeal of four men stranded
in a small boat after a shipwreck. The narrative emphasizes the indifferent forces of nature and the
vulnerability of humans in the face of an uncaring universe. It exemplifies naturalism through its focus on

nature’s power and human endurance.

9. White Fang by Jack London

This novel traces the life of White Fang, a wild wolfdog who transitions between wilderness and
civilization. London explores themes of survival, nature versus nurture, and the struggle for identity amid
hostile environments. The story reflects naturalistic ideas by depicting the influence of environment and

instinct on behavior.
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