what 1s naturalism in literature

what is naturalism in literature is a question that invites exploration into
one of the significant literary movements emerging in the late 19th century.
Naturalism in literature is a style and theory that emphasizes observation
and the scientific method in the fictional portrayal of reality. This
movement extends realism by focusing on the influence of environment,
heredity, and social conditions on human characters. Naturalism often
presents a deterministic view of human life, where free will is limited by
natural forces beyond control. This article will delve into the origins,
characteristics, themes, and notable authors of naturalism in literature,
providing a comprehensive understanding of this influential literary
approach. Readers will also learn how naturalism differs from related
literary movements and the impact it has had on modern storytelling.
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Origins and Historical Context of Naturalism in
Literature

Naturalism in literature originated in the late 19th century, primarily in
France, as an extension of the realist movement. It was heavily influenced by
scientific developments, especially the theories of Charles Darwin and the
principles of determinism. Writers sought to apply a more rigorous, almost
clinical observation to human behavior, portraying characters as products of
their environment, heredity, and social conditions rather than free agents
with absolute control over their destinies. The rise of industrialization,
urbanization, and advances in science shaped the worldview that naturalistic
writers embraced, reflecting societal changes and the complexities of modern
life.



The Scientific Influence on Naturalism

Naturalism was deeply rooted in contemporary scientific thought. Darwin’s
theory of evolution and natural selection suggested that human beings are
subject to the same natural laws as animals. This perspective encouraged
writers to explore how instinct, heredity, and environment govern human
behavior. The deterministic approach rejected romanticized and idealized
portrayals of life, focusing instead on a more objective, sometimes harsh
reality.

Historical Events Shaping Naturalism

The rapid social changes brought about by the Industrial Revolution,
including urban poverty, social stratification, and the rise of the working
class, provided fertile ground for naturalistic literature. These changes
highlighted the struggles and limitations imposed on individuals by external
forces, reinforcing the movement’s emphasis on environmental and social
determinism.

Key Characteristics of Naturalism in Literature

Naturalism is defined by several distinct features that differentiate it from
other literary movements. It presents a detailed, unembellished depiction of
life, often focusing on the darker aspects of human existence. The approach
is marked by an objective narrative style and a focus on the forces shaping
human fate.

Determinism and Objectivity

One of the central characteristics of naturalism is the concept of
determinism—the idea that individuals’ actions and outcomes are predetermined
by factors beyond their control, such as genetics, environment, and social
conditions. Naturalistic writers adopt an objective, almost scientific
viewpoint, avoiding moral judgments and authorial intrusion.

Focus on the Environment and Heredity

Naturalistic literature often explores how characters’ heredity and
environment influence their behavior and fate. This focus on biology and
social setting reflects the belief that human beings cannot escape the forces
that shape them.



Detailed and Unvarnished Descriptions

Naturalism is known for its meticulous attention to detail, often portraying
life’s harsh realities in a frank and uncompromising way. Writers avoid
idealization, presenting characters and situations in their raw, unfiltered
form.

Use of Everyday Language and Vernacular

To enhance authenticity, naturalistic authors frequently employ colloquial
speech and vernacular language, reflecting the social background of their
characters and reinforcing the realistic portrayal of life.

Major Themes Explored in Naturalistic
Literature

Naturalistic literature delves into themes that reflect the movement'’s
deterministic worldview and its focus on the human condition as influenced by
uncontrollable forces.

Survival and Instinct

Many naturalistic works emphasize the struggle for survival, portraying
characters driven by primal instincts and basic needs. This theme highlights
the biological imperatives that govern human behavior.

Social Determinism and Class Struggles

Naturalistic literature often examines how social conditions, such as
poverty, class, and environment, restrict individuals’ choices and shape
their destinies. It frequently portrays the working class and marginalized
groups facing insurmountable obstacles.

Human Degradation and Suffering

The movement does not shy away from depicting human suffering, degradation,
and moral ambiguity. It explores the impact of harsh realities on
individuals’ lives, often presenting bleak or pessimistic outcomes.

Fate and Lack of Free Will

In naturalistic narratives, characters are often powerless against fate or



external forces, underscoring the limited role of free will. This theme
reinforces the deterministic philosophy underlying the movement.

Examples of Common Themes in Naturalistic Literature

Environmental influence on character behavior

Hereditary traits affecting personality and destiny

Impact of socio-economic factors on life outcomes

Conflict between instinct and societal expectations

e The inevitability of suffering and death

Notable Authors and Works of Naturalism

Several prominent authors are associated with naturalism, each contributing
seminal works that exemplify the movement’s principles and style.

Emile Zola

Often considered the father of naturalism, French writer Emile Zola
championed the movement and its scientific approach to literature. His series
of novels titled "Les Rougon-Macquart" systematically explores heredity and
environment across generations.

Stephen Crane

An American writer, Stephen Crane is known for works such as "Maggie: A Girl
of the Streets" and "The Red Badge of Courage," which depict the brutal
realities of urban life and war through a naturalistic lens.

Theodore Dreiser

Dreiser’s novels, including "Sister Carrie" and "An American Tragedy," focus
on characters struggling against social forces and personal desires,
illustrating the deterministic themes of naturalism in an American context.



Frank Norris

Frank Norris’s works like "McTeague" highlight the impact of environment and
heredity on human behavior, often emphasizing the tragic consequences of
these forces.

Other Influential Naturalist Writers

e Jack London
e Thomas Hardy
e Frank Norris

e Edith Wharton

Differences Between Naturalism and Realism

While naturalism and realism share similarities in their commitment to
depicting everyday life, key differences set them apart in literary theory
and practice.

Philosophical Foundations

Realism focuses on representing life accurately without idealization,
emphasizing characters’ moral choices and social realities. Naturalism,
however, introduces a deterministic philosophy, portraying humans as subject
to forces beyond their control.

Portrayal of Characters

Realistic characters often exhibit free will and complex moral decision-
making. In contrast, naturalistic characters are largely shaped by heredity,
environment, and social conditions, frequently portrayed as victims of
circumstance.

Scope and Tone

Realism tends to maintain a balanced and sometimes optimistic view of life.
Naturalism often presents a grimmer, more pessimistic outlook, emphasizing
suffering and human limitations.



Scientific Approach

Naturalism explicitly adopts a scientific and detached perspective,
influenced by contemporary developments in biology and sociology. Realism is
less focused on scientific determinism and more on social observation.

The Legacy and Influence of Naturalism in
Modern Literature

Naturalism has left a lasting impact on literature, influencing various
genres and narrative techniques. Its emphasis on detailed observation and the
role of environmental and social forces continues to resonate with
contemporary writers.

Influence on Contemporary Literary Movements

Naturalism paved the way for modernist and postmodernist explorations of
human psychology, social critique, and objective narration. Its legacy is
evident in the continued interest in themes of determinism, social injustice,
and the human condition.

Naturalism in Contemporary Storytelling

Elements of naturalism appear in modern novels, films, and dramas that focus
on realistic portrayals of life’s hardships and the complex interplay of
heredity and environment. The movement’s influence extends to genres like
noir fiction and social realism.

Enduring Themes and Techniques

Writers continue to employ naturalistic techniques such as detailed
descriptive style, use of vernacular language, and exploration of socio-
economic factors to create compelling, believable narratives that reflect the
complexities of human existence.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is naturalism in literature?

Naturalism in literature is a literary movement that emphasizes observation
and the scientific method in the fictional portrayal of reality. It focuses
on determinism, environment, and heredity as influences on human behavior.



How does naturalism differ from realism in
literature?

While both naturalism and realism aim to depict life accurately, naturalism
often includes a more scientific and detached approach, emphasizing the
influence of environment and heredity on characters, whereas realism focuses
on everyday life and plausible events without necessarily invoking
determinism.

Who are some key authors associated with literary
naturalism?

Key authors of literary naturalism include Emile Zola, Stephen Crane, Frank
Norris, and Theodore Dreiser, who explored human behavior under the influence
of environment and social conditions.

What themes are commonly explored in naturalist
literature?

Common themes in naturalist literature include survival, determinism, social
conditions, poverty, violence, and the struggle against an indifferent or
hostile environment.

What role does environment play in naturalism in
literature?

In naturalism, environment plays a crucial role as it is seen as a powerful
force shaping characters' lives and destinies, often limiting their free will
and influencing their behavior.

Is naturalism in literature considered pessimistic?

Yes, naturalism often has a pessimistic tone as it portrays humans as subject
to forces beyond their control, such as biology, environment, and social
conditions, leading to a deterministic and sometimes bleak view of life.

When did naturalism emerge as a literary movement?

Naturalism emerged in the late 19th century, particularly in the 1880s and
1890s, as an extension of realism influenced by scientific theories like
Darwinism and positivism.

Can you give an example of a naturalist work in
literature?

One example of a naturalist work is Emile Zola's novel "Germinal," which
depicts the harsh conditions of coal miners and explores themes of social



determinism and survival.

How does naturalism portray human free will?

Naturalism generally portrays human free will as limited or illusory,
emphasizing that characters' actions are heavily influenced or determined by
heredity, environment, and social conditions.

What impact did naturalism have on modern
literature?

Naturalism influenced modern literature by encouraging writers to adopt a
more scientific and objective approach to storytelling, highlighting social
issues and the complexities of human behavior within environmental and
hereditary contexts.

Additional Resources

1. The Naturalist Novel: A Critical Introduction

This book offers a comprehensive overview of naturalism in literature,
exploring its origins, key themes, and major authors. It delves into the
philosophical underpinnings of naturalism, such as determinism and the
influence of environment and heredity on human behavior. Readers gain insight
into how naturalism differs from realism and its impact on modern literature.

2. Germinal by Emile Zola

A classic example of naturalist literature, this novel depicts the harsh
conditions of coal miners in 19th-century France. Zola’'s vivid descriptions
and focus on social and economic forces highlight the deterministic view of
human life central to naturalism. The story emphasizes the struggles shaped
by environment and heredity, making it a foundational naturalist text.

3. Sister Carrie by Theodore Dreiser

This novel follows the life of a young woman who moves to Chicago and
experiences the complexities of urban life. Dreiser’s work exemplifies
naturalism through its focus on the influence of environment and social
forces on individual destiny. It offers a stark portrayal of ambition,
desire, and survival in a rapidly changing society.

4. The Theory of the Novel by Georg Lukacs

Lukacs provides a philosophical analysis of the novel as a literary form,
including discussions on naturalism. The book explains how naturalist writers
portray reality and human nature through deterministic perspectives. It’'s a
valuable resource for understanding the theoretical framework behind
naturalist literature.

5. Maggie: A Girl of the Streets by Stephen Crane
This novella is a gritty portrayal of life in the slums of New York City,
emphasizing the impact of environment and social conditions on the



protagonist’s fate. Crane’s use of naturalistic techniques highlights the
struggles of poverty and despair. The work is often cited as an early
American naturalist text that challenges romanticized views of urban life.

6. Hard Times by Charles Dickens

While primarily known as a realist, Dickens’ novel incorporates many
naturalist elements, particularly in its critique of industrial society. The
story focuses on how social conditions and economic forces shape the lives of
its characters. It provides a vivid depiction of the harsh realities faced by
the working class during the Industrial Revolution.

7. Naturalism and Symbolism: A Critical Anthology

This anthology collects key essays and excerpts that explore the relationship
between naturalism and symbolism in literature. It provides critical
perspectives on how naturalism emerged and evolved alongside other literary
movements. Readers gain a deeper understanding of the stylistic and thematic
nuances of naturalist works.

8. American Naturalism and the Jews by Seth Lazar

This scholarly work examines the intersection of naturalism and Jewish
identity in American literature. It explores how Jewish writers and themes
are represented within the naturalist tradition. The book offers unique
insights into cultural and social influences shaping naturalist narratives.

9. The Cambridge Companion to American Realism and Naturalism

This companion volume provides essays by leading scholars on the development
of realism and naturalism in American literature. It covers major authors,
historical context, and thematic concerns of the movements. The book is an
essential resource for anyone studying naturalism’s role in shaping American
literary history.

What Is Naturalism In Literature

What Is Naturalism In Literature

Related Articles

o what the bible is all about henrietta mears
¢ was colonial america a democratic society
o what was the answer to final jeopardy tonight

Back to Home


https://photoshow.duluthhomegrown.com/textbook-ga-24-2-44/what-is-naturalism-in-literature.pdf
https://photoshow.duluthhomegrown.com/textbook-ga-24-2-44/what-the-bible-is-all-about-henrietta-mears.pdf
https://photoshow.duluthhomegrown.com/textbook-ga-24-2-44/was-colonial-america-a-democratic-society.pdf
https://photoshow.duluthhomegrown.com/textbook-ga-24-2-44/what-was-the-answer-to-final-jeopardy-tonight.pdf
https://photoshow.duluthhomegrown.com

