
what is naturalism in literature
Naturalism in literature is a literary movement that emerged in the late 19th century, primarily as
a reaction to the romanticism that dominated the literary scene of the time. It seeks to depict life as it
is, focusing on the influence of environment, heredity, and social conditions on human behavior.
Naturalist writers aim to present a realistic portrayal of life, often emphasizing the darker aspects of
existence. This article will explore the characteristics of naturalism, its historical context, notable
authors, and its impact on literature.

Historical Context of Naturalism

Naturalism can be viewed as an extension of realism, which emerged earlier in the 19th century.
While realism focused on the everyday lives of ordinary people, naturalism took a more scientific and
deterministic approach. The movement was influenced by several factors, including:

1. Scientific Advancements: The rise of Darwinian theory and advancements in psychology and
sociology contributed to the naturalist perspective. Writers began to incorporate ideas about
evolution and the influence of the environment on human behavior.

2. Industrialization: The rapid industrialization of society led to significant changes in social structures.
Naturalists often depicted the struggles of the working class and the impact of urbanization on
individuals.

3. Philosophical Influences: The philosophical doctrines of determinism and materialism played a
crucial role in shaping naturalist thought. Naturalists believed that human beings are shaped by their
circumstances and that free will is limited.

Key Characteristics of Naturalism

Naturalism is defined by several key characteristics, including:

1. Determinism: Naturalists believe that human behavior is determined by external forces, such as
genetics and environment. Characters often face insurmountable challenges due to their
circumstances.

2. Objective Narration: Naturalist writers often adopt a detached, objective narrative style, allowing
readers to observe characters without emotional involvement. This style emphasizes the scientific
approach to storytelling.

3. Focus on the Ordinary: Unlike romanticism, which glorifies exceptional characters and events,
naturalism focuses on the mundane aspects of daily life. Naturalist literature often portrays the
struggles of common people.

4. Exploration of Social Issues: Naturalist works frequently address social issues, such as poverty,
class struggle, and the impact of industrialization. These themes reflect the harsh realities of life.



5. Emphasis on Nature and Environment: Naturalism often depicts the influence of nature and the
environment on human behavior, suggesting that individuals are products of their surroundings.

Notable Naturalist Authors

Several authors are renowned for their contributions to naturalism in literature. Their works exemplify
the core principles of the movement:

1. Émile Zola: Often regarded as the father of naturalism, Zola's novels, such as "Germinal" and
"Thérèse Raquin," explore the impact of environment and heredity on individuals. He employed a
scientific approach to storytelling, meticulously researching the social conditions of his characters.

2. Stephen Crane: In works like "The Red Badge of Courage" and "Maggie: A Girl of the Streets," Crane
delves into the psychological effects of war and urban life. His characters often struggle against forces
beyond their control, embodying the naturalist ethos.

3. Frank Norris: Norris's novels, including "McTeague" and "The Octopus," examine the effects of
capitalism and social Darwinism on individuals. His works highlight the brutal realities of life and the
impact of societal forces on personal fate.

4. Theodore Dreiser: Dreiser's "Sister Carrie" and "An American Tragedy" reflect the struggles of
individuals in a capitalist society. His characters often face moral dilemmas and are shaped by their
environments and desires.

5. Jack London: Known for his adventure stories, London’s works, such as "The Call of the Wild" and
"White Fang," explore themes of survival and instinct. His writing reflects the naturalist belief in the
inherent brutality of nature and the struggle for existence.

Naturalism vs. Realism

While naturalism is closely related to realism, there are distinct differences between the two
movements. Understanding these differences can provide deeper insight into the naturalist
perspective:

- Philosophical Underpinnings: Realism focuses on the representation of reality without idealization,
while naturalism incorporates a deterministic view of human behavior shaped by environment and
biology.

- Characterization: Realist characters are often complex and morally ambiguous, while naturalist
characters are typically shaped by their circumstances and may lack agency in their decisions.

- Narrative Style: Realism can employ emotional and subjective narration, whereas naturalism favors
an objective, scientific approach to storytelling.



Thematic Concerns in Naturalism

Naturalist literature often grapples with various thematic concerns that reflect the movement's core
principles. Some of these themes include:

1. Class Struggle: Many naturalist works depict the struggles of the working class against oppressive
social structures. The characters often face economic hardships that shape their lives and choices.

2. Survival and Instinct: Naturalist authors frequently explore the theme of survival, emphasizing the
instinctual drives that govern human behavior. Characters often face moral dilemmas that force them
to confront their primal instincts.

3. Isolation and Alienation: Naturalism often portrays characters as isolated individuals struggling
against societal forces. This sense of alienation reflects the impact of industrialization and urban life
on personal connections.

4. The Brutality of Nature: Many naturalist works highlight the harshness of the natural world and its
indifference to human suffering. Nature is often depicted as a formidable force that shapes human
destiny.

Impact of Naturalism on Literature

Naturalism has left a lasting impact on literature and has influenced subsequent literary movements.
Its emphasis on realism and the exploration of social issues paved the way for modernist writers who
sought to delve into the complexities of human experience. Some of the notable impacts include:

1. Influence on Modernism: Naturalism's focus on the human condition and the impact of environment
paved the way for modernist literature, which further explored themes of alienation and
existentialism.

2. Social Realism: Naturalism inspired the social realism movement, which aimed to address social
issues and injustices through literature. Writers continued to explore class struggles and the impact of
societal conditions on individuals.

3. Contemporary Fiction: Elements of naturalism can still be found in contemporary literature, where
authors examine the interplay between environment and personal identity. The themes of
determinism and social critique remain relevant in modern storytelling.

4. Interdisciplinary Approaches: Naturalism's scientific approach influenced various fields beyond
literature, including sociology, psychology, and environmental studies, as scholars sought to
understand the complexities of human behavior and societal structures.

Conclusion

Naturalism in literature represents a significant movement that sought to depict life with unflinching



realism and a scientific approach. By emphasizing the influence of environment, heredity, and social
conditions on human behavior, naturalist writers provided profound insights into the human
experience. The works of authors such as Émile Zola, Stephen Crane, and Theodore Dreiser exemplify
the core principles of naturalism, highlighting themes of class struggle, survival, and the brutality of
nature. As a critical response to romanticism, naturalism has left an indelible mark on literature,
influencing subsequent movements and continuing to resonate in contemporary storytelling. Through
its exploration of the darker aspects of reality, naturalism invites readers to confront the complexities
of existence and the forces that shape our lives.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is naturalism in literature?
Naturalism in literature is a movement that emerged in the late 19th century, characterized by a
focus on realistic depictions of everyday life and an emphasis on the influence of environment,
heredity, and social conditions on human behavior.

How does naturalism differ from realism?
While both naturalism and realism aim to depict life accurately, naturalism goes further by suggesting
that human behavior is determined by biological and environmental factors, often portraying
characters as products of their circumstances.

Who are some prominent authors associated with naturalism?
Notable authors associated with naturalism include Émile Zola, Stephen Crane, Frank Norris, and
Theodore Dreiser, each of whom explored themes of fate, social issues, and the human condition.

What are common themes found in naturalist literature?
Common themes in naturalist literature include the impact of environment on individuals, the struggle
for survival, social Darwinism, and the exploration of taboo subjects like poverty, addiction, and
violence.

Can you provide an example of a naturalist novel?
One famous example of a naturalist novel is 'The Call of the Wild' by Jack London, which portrays the
struggle for survival of a domesticated dog in the wilderness, illustrating the themes of instinct and
natural selection.

What role does environment play in naturalism?
In naturalism, the environment is portrayed as a significant force that shapes the characters' lives,
influencing their choices and outcomes, often reflecting the harsh realities of life.



How did naturalism influence modern literature?
Naturalism influenced modern literature by paving the way for more experimental forms of writing
and encouraging authors to delve into the psychological and social aspects of characters, leading to
movements such as existentialism and modernism.

What is the significance of determinism in naturalist
literature?
Determinism is significant in naturalist literature as it suggests that individuals have limited control
over their fate, being heavily influenced by their genetics and environment, which raises questions
about free will and moral responsibility.

How is naturalism reflected in character development?
In naturalism, character development often involves a deep exploration of an individual's background,
motivations, and reactions to their environment, presenting them as complex beings shaped by
external conditions.

Are there contemporary examples of naturalism in literature?
Yes, contemporary examples of naturalism can be found in works by authors like Richard Wright and
John Steinbeck, who continue to explore themes of social injustice and the human condition through a
naturalistic lens.
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