
naturalism in american literature

naturalism in american literature represents a significant literary movement that emerged in the
late 19th and early 20th centuries, emphasizing a deterministic and often pessimistic view of human
life. Rooted in the principles of realism, naturalism extends the focus on everyday life by incorporating
scientific ideas, particularly those related to heredity, environment, and social conditions, to explain
human behavior. This movement reflects the influence of Darwinism and social theory, portraying
characters as subject to forces beyond their control, such as biology, society, and fate. Naturalism in
American literature often explores themes of survival, struggle, and the darker aspects of human
existence, making it a profound commentary on the human condition during a time of rapid social
change. Authors associated with this movement employed detailed, unembellished descriptions and
complex characters shaped by their surroundings. This article will delve into the origins,
characteristics, key authors, and lasting impact of naturalism in American literature, offering a
comprehensive understanding of this pivotal literary trend.
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Origins and Historical Context of Naturalism
The emergence of naturalism in American literature can be traced back to the late 19th century, a
period marked by significant scientific, social, and economic changes. The movement was heavily
influenced by the scientific theories of Charles Darwin, particularly the concept of natural selection,
which suggested that humans were subject to the same natural laws as other animals. This scientific
perspective challenged earlier romantic notions of free will and individualism, instead emphasizing
determinism—the idea that human behavior is shaped by heredity and environment.

Additionally, the rise of industrialization and urbanization in America created new social realities that
writers sought to capture. The growing awareness of poverty, class struggle, and the impact of
environment on individual destiny provided fertile ground for naturalistic themes. Philosophical ideas
from thinkers such as Emile Zola, who is often credited as the father of literary naturalism, also
played a significant role in shaping the movement. Zola’s emphasis on scientific objectivity and
detailed observation influenced American writers who aimed to depict life with uncompromising
accuracy.



Key Characteristics of Naturalism in American
Literature
Naturalism in American literature is defined by several distinct characteristics that differentiate it
from realism and other contemporary movements. These traits reflect the movement’s commitment
to portraying life without idealization and with a focus on the forces shaping human existence.

Determinism and Environment
Central to naturalism is the belief that individuals are largely controlled by forces beyond their
control, such as genetics, social conditions, and environment. Characters in naturalistic works often
struggle against these forces, highlighting the limited scope of free will.

Objective and Scientific Narrative Style
Naturalistic writers employ a detached, clinical narrative tone that seeks to observe and report life
with scientific precision. This approach involves detailed descriptions of settings, behaviors, and social
conditions to provide an unvarnished view of reality.

Focus on the Lower Classes and Marginalized Individuals
Unlike earlier literary traditions that often centered on the elite or romantic heroes, naturalism
frequently focuses on the lives of the poor, working class, and socially marginalized groups. This focus
serves to explore the impact of societal forces on those most vulnerable to hardship.

Pessimism and Tragic Outcomes
Naturalistic works often portray a grim view of life, where characters face inevitable suffering or
failure. The movement’s emphasis on determinism leads to narratives where hope and success are
rare, underscoring the harsh realities of existence.

Use of Symbolism and Imagery
Though naturalism favors realism in its depiction, it also uses powerful symbols and imagery to
highlight themes such as entrapment, survival, and decay, enhancing the emotional impact of the
narrative.

Prominent Authors and Their Contributions
Several American authors are renowned for their contributions to naturalism, each bringing unique
perspectives and styles that enriched the movement.



Stephen Crane
Stephen Crane is often regarded as one of the earliest American naturalists. His novel Maggie: A Girl
of the Streets (1893) exemplifies naturalism through its portrayal of a young woman’s tragic life
shaped by poverty and social environment. Crane’s work is noted for its vivid descriptions and
unflinching examination of harsh realities.

Theodore Dreiser
Theodore Dreiser’s novels, such as Sister Carrie and An American Tragedy, explore the influence of
social and economic forces on individual destiny. Dreiser’s characters often confront moral dilemmas
and societal pressures, illustrating the deterministic nature of their environments.

Frank Norris
Frank Norris is famous for his novels like McTeague and The Octopus, which depict the brutal
struggles of individuals against powerful social and economic systems. Norris’s work combines
naturalistic detail with a strong critique of capitalism and corruption.

Jack London
Jack London’s stories, including Call of the Wild and White Fang, focus on survival and the primal
instincts of humans and animals. London’s naturalism emphasizes the relationship between nature
and nurture in shaping behavior.

Themes and Motifs in Naturalistic Works
Naturalism in American literature is characterized by recurring themes and motifs that reflect its
worldview and narrative style.

Survival and Struggle: Characters often engage in relentless battles against hostile
environments or social conditions, highlighting the instinctual drive to survive.

Determinism and Fate: The inevitability of fate and the overpowering influence of heredity
and environment are central to naturalistic narratives.

Social Critique: Many naturalistic works critique social injustices, industrialization, and class
disparities, emphasizing the plight of the disenfranchised.

Human Instincts and Passions: Naturalism explores primal human drives such as greed, lust,
and violence, often portraying these instincts as overpowering rational thought.

Alienation and Isolation: Characters frequently experience social or psychological isolation,
underscoring the alienating effects of modern life.



Impact and Legacy of Naturalism in American
Literature
Naturalism has had a lasting influence on American literature and beyond, shaping narrative
techniques and thematic concerns in the 20th century and continuing to resonate with contemporary
writers. The movement’s focus on scientific observation and social determinism paved the way for
later literary explorations of psychology, sociology, and existentialism.

Naturalism also contributed to the development of modernist literature by challenging romanticized
views and promoting a more complex understanding of human nature. Its legacy is evident in various
genres, including American realism, modern drama, and even contemporary fiction that addresses
issues of identity, environment, and social structure.

Moreover, naturalism’s emphasis on marginalized voices and social critique helped broaden the scope
of American literature, encouraging writers to engage with diverse experiences and societal problems.
This inclusivity has enriched the literary landscape and deepened the cultural conversation around
human experience and social justice.

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, often focusing on the
influence of environment, heredity, and social conditions on human behavior.

Who are some key authors associated with American literary
naturalism?
Key authors of American literary naturalism include Stephen Crane, Frank Norris, Theodore Dreiser,
Jack London, and Edith Wharton, among others.

How does naturalism differ from realism in American
literature?
While both naturalism and realism aim to depict life accurately, naturalism often emphasizes
determinism, the influence of environment and heredity, and portrays characters as subject to forces
beyond their control, whereas realism focuses more broadly on everyday life and social conditions
without necessarily emphasizing these deterministic aspects.

What are common themes in naturalist American literature?
Common themes include survival, determinism, the struggle against nature and society, the impact of
environment and heredity, social injustice, and the darker aspects of human experience such as
poverty, violence, and corruption.



How did the social and scientific developments of the late
19th century influence American naturalism?
Developments such as Darwin's theory of evolution and social Darwinism influenced naturalism by
introducing ideas of survival of the fittest and determinism, which naturalist writers incorporated to
explore how humans are shaped by forces beyond their control.

Can you give an example of a famous naturalist work in
American literature?
"The Call of the Wild" by Jack London and "McTeague" by Frank Norris are classic examples of
American naturalist literature, showcasing characters driven by instinct, environment, and heredity.

What role does environment play in naturalist American
literature?
In naturalist literature, the environment is often depicted as a powerful force shaping characters' lives
and destinies, emphasizing how surroundings and social conditions influence behavior and outcomes.

How does naturalism portray human free will?
Naturalism typically portrays human free will as limited or illusory, suggesting that individuals are
largely controlled by external forces like genetics, environment, and social conditions.

What narrative techniques are commonly used in American
naturalist literature?
Naturalist writers often use detailed, objective, and scientific narrative techniques, employing a
detached and sometimes clinical tone to present characters and situations realistically without
romanticizing them.

Why is naturalism considered important in the development
of American literature?
Naturalism expanded the scope of American literature by introducing a more scientific and
deterministic perspective on human behavior, influencing later literary movements and providing a
deeper exploration of social issues, human psychology, and the complexities of life.

Additional Resources
1. The Call of the Wild by Jack London
This novel explores the brutal and indifferent forces of nature through the story of Buck, a
domesticated dog who is thrust into the harsh environment of the Yukon during the Klondike Gold
Rush. London's vivid descriptions emphasize survival, instinct, and the struggle against a
deterministic natural world. The narrative reflects naturalist themes by portraying humans and
animals as subject to environmental and hereditary forces beyond their control.



2. Maggie: A Girl of the Streets by Stephen Crane
Stephen Crane’s debut novel delves into the grim realities of urban poverty and social determinism. It
tells the tragic story of Maggie, a young girl whose environment and heredity doom her to a life of
hardship and despair. The work is a stark example of American naturalism, highlighting how
environment and social conditions shape individuals’ fates.

3. Sister Carrie by Theodore Dreiser
This novel follows Carrie Meeber, a young woman who moves to Chicago and experiences the harsh
realities of urban life and social mobility. Dreiser presents characters as products of their environment
and impulses, emphasizing the indifferent forces that govern their lives. The book is a critical study of
desire, survival, and the influence of society on individual destiny, embodying naturalist principles.

4. McTeague by Frank Norris
Frank Norris’s novel portrays the downward spiral of McTeague, a simple and brutish dentist, whose
life is dictated by greed, jealousy, and base instincts. Set in San Francisco, the story is a powerful
depiction of the deterministic forces of biology and environment. Norris uses vivid, often brutal
realism to explore how human nature is shaped by primal urges and social conditions.

5. Of Human Bondage by W. Somerset Maugham
Though British, this novel has influenced American naturalist literature with its exploration of human
weakness, fate, and the struggle for meaning. It follows Philip Carey’s life of suffering, passion, and
self-discovery, emphasizing the roles of heredity and environment in shaping character. The book
illustrates naturalism’s focus on the limitations imposed on individuals by forces outside their control.

6. An American Tragedy by Theodore Dreiser
Dreiser’s novel is a critical examination of ambition, class, and morality in early 20th-century America.
It tells the story of Clyde Griffiths, whose desires and social ambitions lead to his downfall. The work
reflects naturalist themes by highlighting the deterministic influence of social environment and
inherited traits on human behavior.

7. The Octopus by Frank Norris
This novel is a sweeping narrative about the conflict between California wheat farmers and the
powerful railroad monopolies. Norris uses the story to illustrate the impersonal and often cruel forces
of capitalism and nature that govern human existence. It is a hallmark of American naturalism,
emphasizing environmental and social determinism.

8. Wharton, Edith - The House of Mirth
Edith Wharton’s novel explores the constraints and hypocrisies of New York high society through the
tragic story of Lily Bart. The narrative reveals how social environment and rigid class structures limit
individual freedom and happiness. Wharton’s detailed social observation aligns with naturalist themes
of determinism and the impact of environment on fate.

9. To Build a Fire by Jack London
This short story is a classic example of naturalism, depicting a man’s struggle against the indifferent
and unforgiving wilderness of the Yukon. London emphasizes the power of nature over human beings,
showcasing the protagonist’s ignorance and hubris leading to his demise. The story serves as a stark
reminder of humanity’s vulnerability and the deterministic forces of the natural world.
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