
realism and naturalism in american
literature
realism and naturalism in american literature represent pivotal movements that fundamentally
reshaped the literary landscape, moving away from romantic idealism toward a more grounded and
unflinching portrayal of American life. This article delves into the core tenets, key authors, and
enduring impact of both realism and naturalism, exploring how they captured the complexities of a
rapidly changing nation. We will examine the historical context that fostered these literary styles,
the distinct characteristics that differentiate them, and the profound influence they continue to exert
on contemporary storytelling. Prepare to explore a world of ordinary people, gritty environments,
and the often-unseen forces that shape human destiny.

Understanding Realism in American Literature

Realism emerged in the latter half of the 19th century as a direct reaction against the sentimentality
and escapism of Romanticism. It sought to depict life as it truly was, focusing on the everyday
experiences of ordinary people rather than idealized heroes or fantastical adventures. This literary
movement emphasized verisimilitude, aiming to create an illusion of reality through detailed
descriptions, plausible plots, and psychologically complex characters. Realist writers were keen
observers of their social and cultural milieu, meticulously documenting the nuances of speech,
behavior, and environment.

The Core Principles of Realism

At its heart, American realism champions authenticity and truthfulness in representation. Key
principles include:

Objectivity: Writers strived to present characters and situations without overt emotional bias
or judgment, allowing the reader to form their own conclusions.

Focus on the Ordinary: The lives of middle-class and working-class individuals, their
struggles, and triumphs became central subjects.

Detailed Description: Verisimilitude was achieved through meticulous attention to setting,
dialogue, and the physical appearance of characters and their surroundings.

Plausible Plotlines: Stories generally followed logical cause-and-effect sequences, avoiding
improbable coincidences or melodramatic resolutions.

Psychological Depth: Characters were portrayed with inner lives, motivations, and
complexities that reflected genuine human experience.

This commitment to depicting the unvarnished truth aimed to hold a mirror up to society,



encouraging self-reflection and social critique.

Key Figures in American Realism

Several towering figures defined the realist movement in American literature. Their works offered
compelling portraits of American life during a period of immense industrialization and social
upheaval.

Mark Twain: Often considered the father of American realism, Twain's novels, such as "The
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn," masterfully employed vernacular language and satirized
societal hypocrisy.

William Dean Howells: A prominent critic and novelist, Howells championed realism and
explored the moral and social issues of his time in works like "The Rise of Silas Lapham."

Henry James: Known for his nuanced psychological explorations and sophisticated prose,
James focused on the inner lives of his characters and their interactions with society in novels
like "The Portrait of a Lady."

Kate Chopin: Chopin's "The Awakening" offered a controversial yet powerful depiction of a
woman's quest for self-discovery and independence, challenging societal expectations.

These authors, through their distinct styles and thematic concerns, established a lasting legacy for
realistic fiction in the United States.

The Rise and Characteristics of Naturalism

Naturalism, while closely related to realism, represents a more extreme and deterministic branch of
the movement. Emerging in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, naturalism built upon realism's
foundation of depicting everyday life but infused it with a scientific worldview, heavily influenced by
Darwinian theories of evolution and the concept of determinism. Naturalist writers often focused on
the darker, more brutal aspects of human existence, exploring how external forces—heredity,
environment, and social conditions—dictated an individual's fate. They presented characters as
biological organisms, subject to primal instincts and often powerless against overwhelming
circumstances.

Determinism and the Naturalist Worldview

The defining characteristic of naturalism is its deterministic outlook. Naturalist authors posited that
human beings are not entirely free agents but are instead largely shaped by forces beyond their
control. This includes:

Heredity: The idea that inherited traits and genetic predispositions play a significant role in



determining an individual's character and destiny.

Environment: The powerful influence of one's surroundings, including social class, economic
conditions, and geographical location, in shaping behavior and opportunities.

Instinct and Biology: A focus on the primal drives and biological urges that motivate human
actions, often leading to primitive or savage behavior.

In this framework, characters frequently struggle against insurmountable odds, and their failures
are often seen as inevitable rather than the result of poor choices or character flaws.

Prominent Naturalist Authors and Their Works

Naturalism found powerful expression in the works of a select group of American authors who
unflinchingly examined the harsh realities of life. Their narratives often featured characters battling
against poverty, social injustice, and their own biological impulses.

Stephen Crane: Crane's "The Red Badge of Courage" is a seminal work exploring the
psychological impact of war, while "Maggie: A Girl of the Streets" vividly portrays the
devastating effects of poverty and social neglect on an innocent young woman.

Jack London: London's tales, such as "The Call of the Wild" and "White Fang," often explore
the struggle for survival in harsh natural environments and the conflict between civilization
and primal instincts.

Theodore Dreiser: Dreiser's novels, including "Sister Carrie" and "An American Tragedy,"
meticulously depict the lives of individuals striving for success and love in the face of
overwhelming social and economic pressures, often leading to tragic outcomes.

Frank Norris: Norris's "McTeague" presents a stark portrayal of a dentist's descent into
greed and violence, influenced by his environment and heredity.

These authors contributed immensely to the literary exploration of determinism and the human
condition under duress.

The Interplay Between Realism and Naturalism

While distinct, realism and naturalism share a crucial interdependency. Naturalism can be viewed as
an intensified form of realism, pushing its principles to their logical, often bleak, conclusions. Both
movements reject Romantic idealism in favor of objective observation and a focus on contemporary
life. However, naturalism introduces a philosophical layer of determinism that realism does not
necessarily embrace. Realist writers might explore social problems and individual struggles with an
aim for understanding and perhaps reform, while naturalist writers often present these same
struggles as predetermined outcomes, emphasizing the futility of individual resistance against
powerful, impersonal forces. The detailed observation that characterized realism provides the



factual groundwork upon which naturalism builds its deterministic narratives, creating a powerful,
often disturbing, literary tradition.

Frequently Asked Questions

How did realism and naturalism diverge from earlier American
literary movements like Romanticism?
Realism and Naturalism largely reacted against the idealism, emotionalism, and focus on the
extraordinary found in Romanticism. While Romantics explored the sublime and the individual's
inner world, Realists sought to depict ordinary life, everyday people, and objective truth with
accurate, unvarnished detail. Naturalism took this a step further, viewing humans as products of
their environment and heredity, subject to the same deterministic forces as the natural world, often
focusing on the grittier, harsher aspects of existence.

What are the key characteristics that define Naturalism in
American literature?
Naturalism is characterized by its deterministic worldview, where characters' lives are shaped by
forces beyond their control, such as heredity, environment, and instinct. It often portrays characters
from lower socioeconomic classes facing overwhelming odds, with a focus on the sordid, the
grotesque, and the harsh realities of life. Scientific objectivity, a detached narrator, and a sense of
fatalism are also common elements, often presenting a bleak or pessimistic outlook.

Which American authors are most prominently associated with
the Realist movement, and what themes did they often
explore?
Prominent Realist authors include Mark Twain, William Dean Howells, and Henry James. Twain
often used vernacular language and humor to satirize American society and explore the complexities
of human nature, as seen in 'Adventures of Huckleberry Finn.' Howells championed 'truthful and
agreeable fiction' and depicted middle-class life and social issues in works like 'The Rise of Silas
Lapham.' Henry James, while complex, delved into the psychological depths of characters, often
exploring the clash between American and European cultures and the nuances of social interaction.

How did the socio-historical context of the late 19th and early
20th centuries influence the rise of Realism and Naturalism?
The late 19th and early 20th centuries in America witnessed rapid industrialization, urbanization,
and significant immigration, leading to stark social inequalities, poverty, and complex social
dynamics. Realism emerged as a response to capture these observable realities and everyday
experiences. Naturalism was further fueled by scientific advancements and Darwinian theories,
which suggested a more mechanistic and deterministic view of humanity, prompting writers to
explore how these societal and biological forces impacted individuals, particularly those in
marginalized positions.



What are some notable examples of Naturalist literature, and
what impact did they have on readers?
Key Naturalist works include Stephen Crane's 'The Red Badge of Courage,' which depicted the
psychological toll of war with unflinching realism, and Jack London's 'The Call of the Wild' and
'White Fang,' exploring the primal instincts of animals and humans. Theodore Dreiser's 'Sister
Carrie' is a classic example of a woman buffeted by societal and personal circumstances. These
works often had a profound and sometimes disturbing impact on readers by confronting them with
unflinching portrayals of struggle, suffering, and the often-bleak limitations placed upon individuals,
challenging romanticized notions of life.

What is the primary difference in emphasis between Realism
and Naturalism, despite their shared focus on depicting the
ordinary?
While both movements aimed for accurate representation, Realism primarily focused on depicting
observable reality and the complexities of human experience within social contexts. It sought to
portray characters and events as they were, often with a degree of psychological insight.
Naturalism, however, places a stronger emphasis on external forces and determinism, viewing
humans as subjects of scientific laws. Naturalist works often highlight the power of environment,
heredity, and instinct in shaping destiny, frequently portraying characters as pawns in a larger,
often indifferent, natural order.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to realism and naturalism in American literature, each with a short
description:

1. The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn
This iconic novel follows the journey of a young Huck Finn and the runaway slave Jim down the
Mississippi River. It is a seminal work of American realism, offering a stark and often humorous
critique of pre-Civil War Southern society. Twain masterfully uses vernacular language to depict the
realities of life for ordinary people and the moral complexities of the era. The novel explores themes
of freedom, prejudice, and the search for self-discovery against a backdrop of authentic American
landscapes.

2. Sister Carrie
Theodore Dreiser's novel chronicles the story of Caroline Meeber, a young woman who leaves her
rural home for the allure of Chicago's opportunities. It is a prime example of naturalism, portraying
Carrie as subject to forces beyond her control, such as social ambition and physical attraction. The
book unflinchingly depicts the harsh realities of urban life, poverty, and the compromises individuals
make to survive and ascend. Dreiser's deterministic philosophy suggests that characters' destinies
are largely shaped by their environment and heredity.

3. Maggie: A Girl of the Streets
Stephen Crane's novella is a powerful and brutal depiction of poverty and squalor in the slums of
New York City. It follows the tragic life of Maggie Johnson, whose attempts to escape her grim
circumstances lead to her downfall. Crane employs naturalistic principles, portraying Maggie as a



victim of her environment and the societal forces that crush her. The novel is known for its
unflinching portrayal of social decay, domestic violence, and the devastating consequences of a lack
of opportunity.

4. The Red Badge of Courage
This novel by Stephen Crane offers a vivid and psychologically intense portrayal of a young Union
soldier during the American Civil War. It explores the soldier's internal struggle with fear, his
eventual bravery, and the harsh realities of combat. Crane's focus is not on grand heroic deeds but
on the visceral, often terrifying experience of battle and its impact on the individual. The book is a
classic of realism for its honest depiction of warfare and the psychological toll it takes.

5. Ethan Frome
Edith Wharton's novella is set in the bleak, isolated landscape of rural Massachusetts and tells the
story of a struggling farmer trapped by circumstance and duty. Ethan Frome is a stark and somber
portrayal of limited lives, unfulfilled desires, and the crushing weight of social and economic
constraints. Wharton's writing captures the harsh realities of New England poverty and the
psychological effects of isolation. The narrative masterfully conveys a sense of inescapable fate and
the tragedy of lives lived in quiet desperation.

6. An American Tragedy
Theodore Dreiser's epic novel is based on a real-life murder case and follows the life of Clyde
Griffiths, a young man from humble beginnings who desperately craves wealth and social status. The
book is a monumental work of naturalism, meticulously detailing how environmental influences,
heredity, and societal pressures lead Clyde to commit a terrible crime. Dreiser explores the
seductive power of the American Dream and its dark underside, presenting Clyde as a pawn of his
own desires and external forces. It is a sprawling examination of the social and economic structures
that shape individual destinies.

7. The Jungle
Upton Sinclair's novel is a searing exposé of the appalling working and living conditions of
immigrants in the meatpacking industry of Chicago. It follows the Lithuanian immigrant Jurgis
Rudkus as he and his family face brutal exploitation, poverty, and disease. This work of muckraking
journalism and naturalism was instrumental in bringing about legislative reform. Sinclair's
unflinching depiction of the harsh realities of industrial labor and consumer exploitation aimed to
highlight the inherent injustice within the capitalist system.

8. McTeague: A Story of San Francisco
Frank Norris's novel is a grim and unvarnished depiction of the decline and fall of a dentist named
McTeague and his wife, Trina. Set against the backdrop of San Francisco, the story showcases the
destructive power of greed, ambition, and primal instincts. Norris, a proponent of naturalism,
portrays his characters as largely controlled by heredity and environment, leading them inevitably to
violence and ruin. The novel is noted for its stark realism in depicting poverty, domestic strife, and
the darker aspects of human nature.

9. O Pioneers!
Willa Cather's novel celebrates the lives and struggles of Swedish immigrants on the Nebraska
prairie in the late 19th century. The story focuses on Alexandra Bergson, a determined woman who
works tirelessly to build a prosperous farm and a strong community. While possessing a strong sense
of place and the hardships of frontier life, Cather's work leans more towards realism, emphasizing
the enduring spirit and resilience of her characters. It offers an authentic and often beautiful
portrayal of the challenges and triumphs of settling the American West.
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