
naturalism definition in literature

naturalism definition in literature refers to a literary movement and style that emphasizes a detailed, realistic
portrayal of life, often highlighting the influence of environment, heredity, and social conditions on human
behavior. Rooted in the late 19th century, naturalism is an extension of realism but takes a more scientific and
deterministic approach to storytelling. This literary approach seeks to uncover the often harsh realities of
existence, depicting characters as products of their surroundings and biological impulses. Writers employing
naturalism focus on the darker, more brutal aspects of life, rejecting romanticized or idealized representations.
This article explores the origins, characteristics, key authors, and major works associated with naturalism,
providing a comprehensive understanding of the naturalism definition in literature. Additionally, it examines how
naturalism differs from other literary movements and its lasting impact on modern storytelling.
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Origins and Historical Context of Naturalism

The naturalism definition in literature is deeply intertwined with its historical and philosophical origins.
Emerging in the late 19th century, naturalism developed as a literary response to the social and scientific
changes of the time. The movement was heavily influenced by the theories of Charles Darwin, particularly the
concept of natural selection, and by the deterministic ideas of scientists and philosophers who believed that
human behavior was shaped by heredity and environment rather than free will.

Naturalism arose during a period marked by rapid industrialization, urbanization, and social upheaval, which
exposed the stark realities of poverty, class struggle, and human suffering. Writers sought to depict life with
uncompromising honesty, focusing on the conditions that influenced individuals' lives. This emphasis on scientific
objectivity and social environment distinguished naturalism from earlier literary movements.

Philosophical Foundations

At its core, naturalism is grounded in determinism, the belief that human actions and fate are determined by
forces beyond individual control, such as genetics and social conditions. This outlook rejects the notion of
free will and moral responsibility as absolute concepts. Naturalist writers often portrayed characters as
victims of these forces, struggling against circumstances that shape their destinies.

Influence of Scientific Thought

The rise of empirical science and positivism in the 19th century provided a framework for naturalism in
literature. The application of scientific principles to the study of human behavior encouraged authors to
adopt a more analytical and objective approach in their storytelling, emphasizing observation and factual
representation over romantic idealization.



Key Characteristics of Naturalism in Literature

Understanding the naturalism definition in literature requires examining its defining traits. Naturalist works are
characterized by a commitment to realism and an unflinching portrayal of life’s harsher aspects. The movement’s
distinctive features include a focus on environment and heredity, a deterministic worldview, and often a
pessimistic tone.

Determinism and Objectivity

Naturalism presents human beings as subject to forces such as biology, social conditions, and economics.
Characters are depicted as influenced or controlled by these forces, with limited agency to change their
circumstances. The narrative voice in naturalist literature tends to be detached and objective, aiming to
present events as impartially as possible.

Emphasis on Environment and Heredity

Naturalist writers explore how characters’ heredity and environment affect their behavior and fate. The
setting is often urban or rural environments marked by poverty, hardship, or social marginalization. This
emphasis illustrates how external conditions shape individuals, sometimes leading to inevitable downfall.

Focus on the Lower Classes and Marginalized Individuals

Unlike romantic literature, which often idealizes protagonists, naturalism frequently centers on characters
from the lower strata of society. These individuals face struggles related to survival, addiction, violence,
and moral decay, providing a lens into the realities often ignored by mainstream literature.

Use of Detailed, Unvarnished Descriptions

Naturalist literature is known for its meticulous attention to detail, often describing scenes, characters, and
situations with clinical precision. This technique emphasizes the raw and sometimes brutal nature of life,
enhancing the authenticity of the narrative.

Major Authors and Influential Works

The naturalism definition in literature is best illustrated by its prominent authors and their seminal works.
These writers helped define and popularize naturalism through their vivid, often stark portrayals of human
experience.

�mile Zola

Often regarded as the father of naturalism, �mile Zola was a French novelist who articulated the principles of
naturalism in both his theoretical writings and fiction. His extensive series, Les Rougon-Macquart, explores the
impact of environment and heredity on various members of a family during the Second French Empire.

Stephen Crane

An American naturalist writer, Crane is best known for works such as The Red Badge of Courage, which
portrays the psychological and physical realities of war with a naturalistic lens. His stories often expose the



harshness and unpredictability of life.

Theodore Dreiser

Dreiser’s novels, including Sister Carrie and An American Tragedy, exemplify naturalism by depicting characters
struggling against social forces and personal desires. His writing reflects the deterministic themes central to
the movement.

Other Notable Authors

Frank Norris – Known for McTeague, which explores greed and violence through a naturalist perspective.

Jack London – His stories often depict survival and human endurance in natural and social environments.

Kate Chopin – Examined social conventions and individual fate in works like The Awakening.

Naturalism vs. Realism and Other Literary Movements

While naturalism shares similarities with realism, it is distinct in its philosophical and thematic concerns.
Understanding the naturalism definition in literature involves differentiating it from related movements such as
realism and romanticism.

Comparison with Realism

Both realism and naturalism aim to depict life accurately and avoid idealization. However, realism focuses on
everyday events and middle-class life without necessarily attributing outcomes to deterministic forces.
Naturalism goes further by emphasizing scientific determinism and the influence of heredity and environment on
human fate.

Differences from Romanticism

Romanticism often highlights emotion, individualism, and heroic idealization, presenting life in a more optimistic or
symbolic manner. Naturalism rejects these ideals, offering a more pessimistic and sometimes cynical view of human
existence.

Relation to Modernism

Naturalism laid the groundwork for later literary developments such as modernism by challenging traditional
narratives and focusing on psychological depth and social critique. However, modernism often experiments with
form and explores subjective experience more than naturalism’s objective realism.

Impact and Legacy of Naturalism

The naturalism definition in literature continues to influence contemporary storytelling and literary criticism.
Its commitment to exploring human behavior through the lens of environment and heredity has shaped various



genres and narrative techniques.

Influence on Literature and Media

Naturalism has impacted not only novels and short stories but also theater, film, and television. The
movement's emphasis on realism and social issues can be seen in works that portray complex characters shaped
by their circumstances, often highlighting social injustice and human struggle.

Contribution to Literary Criticism

Naturalism has encouraged critical approaches that analyze texts through socio-economic, psychological,
and scientific perspectives. This multidimensional analysis enriches understanding of literature as a reflection of
human conditions and societal forces.

Enduring Themes

The themes central to naturalism, such as determinism, survival, and the impact of environment, remain relevant
in contemporary literature. Writers continue to explore these ideas, demonstrating the lasting significance of
naturalism in literary history.

Naturalism emphasizes a scientific, deterministic approach to literature.1.

It focuses on environment, heredity, and social conditions shaping human behavior.2.

The movement arose in the late 19th century amid social and scientific changes.3.

Key authors include �mile Zola, Stephen Crane, and Theodore Dreiser.4.

Naturalism differs from realism by its philosophical underpinnings and focus on the darker aspects of life.5.

Its legacy persists in modern literature, media, and critical theory.6.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the definition of naturalism in literature?

Naturalism in literature is a literary movement that emphasizes observation and the scientific method in the
fictional portrayal of reality, often focusing on determinism, social conditions, and the influence of
environment and heredity on human characters.

How does naturalism differ from realism in literature?

While both naturalism and realism aim to depict everyday life accurately, naturalism often incorporates a
more scientific and detached perspective, emphasizing the influence of environment and heredity on human behavior,
sometimes portraying characters as victims of fate or social conditions.



Who are some notable authors associated with naturalism in literature?

Notable naturalist authors include �mile Zola, Stephen Crane, Theodore Dreiser, Frank Norris, and Jack
London, who wrote works that explore human struggles influenced by environment and social forces.

What are the main themes explored in naturalistic literature?

Common themes in naturalistic literature include determinism, survival, social injustice, the impact of
environment and heredity, human suffering, and the often harsh realities of life.

How does naturalism portray human beings in literature?

Naturalism portrays human beings as subject to forces beyond their control, such as environment, heredity, and
social conditions, often highlighting their struggle against these forces and emphasizing the limitations of free
will.

What literary techniques are commonly used in naturalism?

Naturalistic writers often use detailed, objective descriptions, scientific analysis, and a detached narrative
voice to depict characters and settings, focusing on the influence of environment and heredity on behavior.

Can you give an example of a famous naturalistic work?

�mile Zola's novel "Germinal" is a famous example of naturalistic literature, depicting the harsh working
conditions of coal miners and the social and environmental factors shaping their lives.

Why did naturalism emerge in literature?

Naturalism emerged in the late 19th century as a response to scientific advancements and a growing interest in
applying scientific principles, such as determinism and empiricism, to the study of human behavior and society in
literature.

Is naturalism still influential in modern literature?

Yes, naturalism continues to influence modern literature, especially in works that explore social issues, human
psychology, and the impact of environment and genetics on individuals, often blending with other literary
styles.

How does naturalism relate to the concept of determinism?

Naturalism closely relates to determinism by portraying characters whose lives and actions are shaped and
constrained by forces such as biology, environment, and social conditions, suggesting that free will is limited
or illusory.

Additional Resources
1. Naturalism in American Literature
This book explores the development and characteristics of naturalism in American literature, highlighting key
authors such as Stephen Crane, Frank Norris, and Theodore Dreiser. It delves into how naturalism portrays the
influence of environment and heredity on human behavior. The text also examines the social and philosophical
contexts that shaped the movement.

2. The Theory of Literary Naturalism
A comprehensive study on the theoretical foundations of naturalism in literature, this book discusses its



roots in scientific determinism and realism. It explains how naturalist writers depict life with an objective,
almost clinical approach, emphasizing fate and social conditions. The author integrates examples from various
literary works to illustrate naturalist techniques and themes.

3. Naturalism and the Literary Imagination
This work analyzes how naturalism challenges romanticized views of life by presenting a more gritty and
unvarnished reality. It investigates the narrative strategies used by naturalist writers to portray
characters as products of their environment and heredity. The book also discusses the ethical questions raised
by naturalism’s often bleak outlook.

4. The Rise of Naturalism in European Literature
Focusing on the European context, this book traces the emergence of naturalism in the late 19th century,
highlighting authors such as �mile Zola and Henrik Ibsen. It examines the socio-political influences that spurred
the movement and contrasts naturalism with other contemporary literary trends. Readers gain insight into
how naturalism shaped modern literature in Europe.

5. Naturalism: A Critical Anthology
This anthology compiles essential essays and excerpts from seminal naturalist writers and critics. It provides
readers with primary materials to understand the principles and debates surrounding naturalism in literature.
The collection includes commentary on the movement’s impact on narrative form, character development, and
thematic focus.

6. Determinism and Destiny: Exploring Naturalism in Literature
This book focuses on the philosophical concept of determinism as it relates to naturalism, arguing that human
behavior is largely shaped by forces beyond individual control. It examines literary works that exemplify this
worldview and discusses how naturalism differs from other realist approaches. The text also considers the
implications of determinism for free will and morality in literature.

7. Naturalism and Social Critique
Highlighting the social dimension of naturalist literature, this book explores how writers use naturalism to
critique societal issues such as poverty, class struggle, and industrialization. It discusses the ways in which
naturalist narratives expose harsh realities and advocate for social awareness. Case studies include works
by authors like Jack London and Frank Norris.

8. From Realism to Naturalism: Evolution of Literary Movements
This book traces the transition from realism to naturalism, explaining the differences and continuities between
the two movements. It outlines how naturalism adopted a more scientific and deterministic approach compared
to realism’s focus on everyday life. The author provides a historical overview and literary analysis to
contextualize the evolution.

9. Naturalist Narratives: Character, Setting, and Environment
Focusing on the narrative elements of naturalist literature, this book examines how setting and environment
function as almost deterministic forces shaping characters’ lives. It analyzes the techniques used to create a
sense of inevitability and the portrayal of characters as products of their circumstances. The study enhances
understanding of the immersive quality of naturalist storytelling.
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