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	American Naturalism (1900-1914)


Introduction

In the turn of the 19th century, life became quite difficult for many Americans. Native Americans, African Americans, immigrants, factory workers, laborers, and farmers struggled daily against poverty and oppression. To many, it seemed that life was unfair—that despite their efforts, they could not escape their fate.
A. Emergence of American Naturalism
As the 19th century came to a close, several factors led to the rise of a literary movement called naturalism. The final decades of the century were a time of rapid change and sharp contrasts—a time when “captains of industry” amassed vast fortunes by exploiting the cheap labor of immigrants and other workers who flooded the cities in search of work. By 1916, the majority of American workers were industrial laborers in factories.

Why do people do the things they do? Are humans capable of choice, or do they act on instinct, like other animals? Is life a losing battle? Looking to the theories of Darwin and other scientists, naturalists such as Dreiser, Frank Norris, Jack London, and Stephen Crane saw human beings as helpless creatures moved by forces beyond their understanding or control.
B. Characteristics of Naturalism
Naturalism is an offshoot of realism, the 19th-century literary movement that featured detailed portrayals of life. Naturalist writers sought to describe the effect of natural and social forces on the individual. Naturalism typically

· renders common people and life accurately
· shows that environment and instinct determine behavior
· paints human destiny as beyond the control of the individual
· uses setting, theme, irony, and conflict to convey these ideas
1. Naturalism and Fate: Edwin Arlington Robinson
Edwin Arlington Robinson said he felt “doomed, or elected, or sentenced for life, to the writing of poetry.” His most famous poems are set in fictional Tilbury Town, which was modeled on his childhood hometown of Gardiner, Maine. The characters in his poems, like Robinson himself, are often loners or misfits. They live in communities where people feel pressure to conform and where creativity is misunderstood or simply ignored. Robinson’s poems focus almost exclusively on an individual or on individual relationships. His tone is a blend of irony and compassion toward his characters, many of whose lives end in personal failure and despair.

2. Naturalism and Nature: Jack London
From the age of nine, Jack London was helping to support his family through hard physical labor. His early experiences made him sympathetic toward the working class and convinced him that capitalist society was brutal and repressive. London was also drawn to Social Darwinism, a movement that—unlike Darwin himself— attempted to apply Darwin’s biological theories to human behavior. These ideas are important in several of London’s works, including his most popular novels, The Call of the Wild and The Sea-Wolf. London spent time in the Alaskan wilderness and the South Seas, and many of his stories demonstrate the power of nature over civilization: “Nature has many tricks wherewith she convinces man of his finity—the ceaseless flow of the tides, the fury of the storm, the shock of the earthquake, the long roll of heaven’s artillery.”
3. Naturalism and War: Stephen Crane
In his writing, Stephen Crane was attracted to war and other forms of violent struggle. Though the Civil War had ended six years before Crane was born, he used it as the subject of his best-known book, The Red Badge of Courage. Later short stories express Crane’s belief in the necessity of courage, honesty, and poise in the face of an indifferent universe. In “The Blue Hotel,” Crane described humans as so many lice clinging “to a whirling, fire-smote, ice-locked, disease-stricken, space-lost bulb.” The pathos of human helplessness in the face of brute fact closes the story “An Episode of War” as a young officer reacts to the loss of his arm: “‘Oh, well,’ he said, standing shamefaced amid these tears. ‘I don’t suppose it matters so much as all that.’” In The Red Badge of Courage, Crane presents his hero, a young recruit named Henry Fleming, who responds to his first experience of a new, violent environment—battle.
Representative Writings
Theodore Dreiser’s The Financier 
Edwin Arlington Robinson’s The Children of the Night 
Jack London’s The Call of the Wild
Stephen Crane’s The Red Badge of Courage
Frank Norris’s The Octopus 

Conclusion
Naturalism, a more extreme movement, grew out of Realism. Naturalist writers, influenced by scientists such as Charles Darwin, believed that human beings are shaped by heredity and environment and dominated by economic, social, or natural forces. Naturalist writers sought to describe with scientific objectivity the effects of environment and heredity on character.
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