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influential French theorist and novelist, wrote in his influential essay “The
Lxperimental Navel” (1550):

We musl operate with characters, passions, human and social data as
the chemist and the physicist work on inert bodies, as the physinlagist
works on living hodies. Delerminism governs everything. It is scientific
investigation; it is experimental reasoning thal combats vnc by une the
hypotheses of the idealists and will replace novels of pure imagination
hy novels of abservalion and cxperiment.

A number of American writers adopted aspects of Zola's [urm of naturalism,
though cach brought naturalism into his or her work in different ways, to dil-
fevent degrees, and combined with other perspectives, At some level they all
understond that they were Fabulists, not scientisis, and ullimately none of
them was willing to sucrifice some idea of human life as meaningflul. Fven the
statement that lil has no meaning is, after all, a meaningful statement; there
is no escape from this paradox. Naturalists wanted (o explore how hiology,
environment, and other material forces shaped lives—particulary the lives of
lower-class people, who supposedly had less contral over their lives than
those who were better ol In this respect, naturalism is an intervention that
strives to make lower-class Tives comprehensible to the middle-class readers
who comprised the main audience for fiction. Thus, Ambrose Bicree, Ste-
phen Crane, Theodore Dreiser, Jack London, and Franl Novris all allowed in
diffevent deprees for the value of human beings, for their potential to male
some measure of sense out of their expericnce, and lor their capucily to act
compassionalely—even altruistically  under the most adverse circumstances,
Even though, therelore, they were challenging conventional wisdom ahout
human motivation and causality in the natural world, the bleakness and pes-
simism sometimes found in their Action are not the same ss despair and
cynicisim. Carclul reading of such Ambrose Bierce staries as “Chicamanga”
and "An Ocevrrence al Owl Croek Bridpe” reveals his awareness of fiction as
4 tool to explore inmer truths,

Stephen Crane, too, did not helieve that environment counts Tor cvery-
thing, though he said of Maggie: A Gid of the Streets (1893) that it does
count for a great deal in determining human late, Not every person born in
# slum becomes a eriminal, dromkard, or suicide; and Crane clearly depicts
Maggie's final action in the novella as her eonsidered choice. Tn “The Blue
Hatel” the carth is deseribed in one of the most famous passages in natu-
ralistic fiction as a "whirling, ire-smote, ice-lucked, disease-stricken, space-
lost bulb.” But questions of responsihility and agency ace still alive at the
end of the story. In Crane’s Civil War novel The Red Badge of Courage, the
main chavacter Henry Fleming responds theoughont to the world of chans
and violence that surrounds him with allernating surges of panic and selk-
congraiulations, not as o man who has fully understood himsell and his
place in the world, And yet, Henry has learned something; Crane, like most
naturalists, is mare ambignous, more aceepling ol paradoxes, than a simpli-
fied notion of naturalism would suggest.

Biology, covironment, psychological drives, and chance play a large part
in shaping human cndds in Crane's liction, But these thematic matters are
inHected hy his distinet literary stvle, which merges honest reportage with
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impressionistic literary techniques Lo present incomplete characiers and
a hroken world—a world more random than selentilically prediciable. We
are also left, however, with the hardly pessimistic implications of “I'he Open
Doat” that precisely hecause human beings are exposed to a savage world of
chance where death is always imminent, they would do well Lo learn the are
of sympathetic identilication with others and how to practice solidarity, an
art often learncid at the price of death. After all, a helief in the meaning of
deeply feli human connection is Cranc’s final sense of reality in this story.

Thendore Dreiser did nol share Crane's tendency to use words and images
as it he were o composer or painter. Like Crane, he tended to see men and
women s vietims of their destinies ruther than eveators of their lives, Bul
his significance for readers lics in his cumulative technique that represents
the solidity of the world in which his characters are entrapped. IF Crane gave
American readers & new sense of human conscionsness under conditions
ol extreme pressure, Drefser gave them in novels such as Sister Carrvie (1900)
and Jennie Gerhardt {1911} a sense of the fumbling, yeurning, confused
response to the simultancously enchanting, exciting, ugly, and dangerous
metropolis that had become home to such large numbers of Americans by
the turn of the century. Like Dreiser, Abraliam Cahan wrote about city dwell-
ers, in particular about castern Furopean jews who, starting in 1882, had
heen coming v the United States in large numbers, Many of these Yiddish-
speaking immigrants settled in Manhattan's Lower East Side. Cahan's major
novel The Rise of David Levinsky {1917) explores the tensions cutailed in
attempts to reconcile traditional values and ways of living with American
modernity in an urban work that, in the manner of literary naturalists, puls
into conflict individual ageney with larger social and natural forees, while
providing new perspectives on cthnicity. Cahan's stories also explore themes
of immigrant assimilation,

In Jack London's most successtul works, such as his novels 1he Call of the
Wild (1903) and ‘T he Sea-Waif (1904), along with most of his nearly two lumn-
dred shart stories, there are currents of myth and romance, Tondon was
notoripusly inconsisieni—a socialist and an individualist, a heliever in Anglo-
Suxon superiority who attacked white racism and colonialism, Most of his
short story “I'he Law of Lilc” (1901) reconmts Old Koshkoosh's memories,
especially his youthlul encounter with a dying mouose set upon by walves.
Koshkoosh himsell, an fmagined recreation of an indigenous person, has
been left 1o die by his tribe as is customary, | endon suggests, when people
reach extreme old age. [le thinks: “Nature did not care, To lile she set one
task, gave one law. To perpetuate was the task of life, its law is death.” This
thought suggests a deterministic view of lile, but what London underscores
in the overall story is that acts ol imagination and identification lend mean-
ing and dignity to humun existénce,

In sum, despite conventional notions that insisted on humanity’s elevated
place in the universe and a middle-class readership that disliked ugliness
and “immorality,” urban America and the sparsely populated hinterlands
proved to be fertile ground lor realistic literary techniques and naturalistic
ideas, though the ideas were often inconsistently applied and the documen-
tary technigues usually interwoven with other literary strategies. Crucial (o
American writing during Lhis [u:.rim], realism and naturalism ook on many
forms and exposcd readers o a wide range of subjects and perspectives.
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REGIONAL WRITING

Hegiomal writing, another expression of the realist impulse, resulted from
the desire both to preserve u record of distinetive ways of lite and to come
to terms with the now world that scemed o be replaving these cary and
allegedly happicr times. More practically, regional writing responded to the
new market of mass magarines, for which the short story form was ideal,
and [or which varistions of local habits could provide an endless souree of
narrative, By the el of (he nincteenth century, victually every region of
the country had one ar more “lacal colovists” dedicated to capturing its
natural, social, and linguistic teatures. Though often suffused with nostal-
i, the best work of the regionalists rendors convineing details ol & partic-
ular time and investigates psychelogical character traits from a hroad
perspective. Bret Harte's " 1'he Luck of Hoaring Camp,” which made llarte
a mationul celebrity in 1868, is somctimes treated as an example of local
color, but it is more concerned with ereating myths of the colorful West
than it is in realism. like other literary forms, it is a hyhrid rather than a
pure example of a strategy rigorously applied, Writers as diverse as Owen Wis-
ter, author of the populsr novel The Virginian (1902), Mack Twain, Ambrose
Bierce, Mary Austin, and Jack London all contributed to the wark of depict-
ing the West as a legendary region- —or {as in the case of Twain and Hierce)
Lo the work of debunking such a legend,

Hamlbin Garland, rather than creating a myth ol 4 vegion, set oul Lo destroy
e, Like many writers of the time, Garland was encouraged by Howells to
write about what he knew best—in his case the farmers of the upper Mid-
wesl, As he later said, his purpose in his carly storics was (o show that the
“mystic quality connected with free Tand . . L was a myth)” Garland's Farmers
are not the vigorous and thoughtful yeomen of Hector 5t. John de Créve-
cocur's Letters from an American Darmer (1782), but bent, drab lipures. In
Ciarland's “Under the Lion's Paw,” Teom the collection Main-Travelled Rods
(1891), lncal coloris not nostalgia hut realism in the sevvice of social protest
unother indication that realism could never be only "realistic” but was abways
something more,

The places and the themes of regional writers assuimed increasing impor
tance in the twentieth century, Many women initially associated with region-
alism cxpanded their interests to write about the world of women: Sarah
Orne Jewelt, Mary E: Wilkios Frecman, Sui Sin Far, Charlotte Perkins Gil-
man, Sarah Winnemucea, and others. Mary Austin was a self-declared femi-
nist, and much of her writing, including her classic Land of Little Hain
(1903), invites readers to see the world [rom a woman's perspeetive. Bul more
important, in “The Land of Titde Rain” and other sketches, she introduced
the desert country of southern California to readers and showed how the
churuclers who live in this inhospitable terrain are products of it, Stowe, Jew-
etl, and Freeman do more than lament the puslwar ceonomic and spiriluai
decline of New FEngland; their femnale characters suggest the capacity of
human heings to live independently and with dignity in the face of commu-
nily pressuces, palrisrchal power, and muterial deprivation,

Kate Chopin may be thought of as a regional weiler interested in the cus-
toms, language, and Iandscapes of the northern |.ouisiana countryside and,
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downriver, New Orleans. But in addition to working with local eolor, Cho-
pin wrote probing psychological Retion with intriguing female protagonists,
Edna Pontellicr of TTe Awakening (1899) looks back (o Tlauberts Madaine
Bovary and forward to Virginia Wooll's Mrs. Dalloway (1925) Chopin hegan
her writing carcer only alter she returned to her native 5t Lowis from a long
sojourn in Louisiana, and in her narratives she memorializes {and perhaps
romanticizes) the relaxed and sensuous way ol life of the loeal population.
Though the lives she portrays seem less severe and vepressed than those in
the Protestant towns and villages of New Lngland regionalism, Chopin
nometheless depicts—especially in The Awakening—the struggles of women
in conservative Catholic communitics, With its Tocus on the inner life of
Ldna Pontellicr, The Awakening in particular; a novel that has served to
crystallize many wamen's issues at the turn of the century and since, testi-
Res to the Fact that regionalism, despite ils avowed focus on lives outside of
the urban mainstream, is by no means a marginal genve,

From a very dillerent perspective, Native Americans also described their
lives and traditions— especially as these were impueriled by white advances
into their territories. The oratory of Charlot and Smohalla, the Ghost Dance
religion, and the wrilings of Zitkala Sa, Sarah Winnemucca, and Charles
Alesander Eastiman ((Ohiyesa) all widened public appreciation of literary
mndels nutside the Buropean tradition while also challenging the dominant
culture’s identification of the West with the imaginary line of the frontier.

REALISM A5 ARGUMENT

Realism was an important spur to the development of nonfiction. Between
the end of the Civil War and the outhbreak of World War 1, much nonfiction
prose described, analyeed, and eritiqued the social, econamic, and political
institutivns that had emerged in this perind of rapid growth and change,
Waomen's rights, political corruption, the degradation of the natucal world,
ecomomic inequity, business deceptions, the cxploitation of Tabor, tenement
housing—these became the subjects of avticles and hooks by numerous
juurnalists, historians, social critics, photographers, and economists. Much
of this wriling had litevary ambition and is regarded us among the great liter
ary achievements of the era. Tor example, in his antobiographical work of
moral instruction and philosophy, The Fducation of Henry Adams (1918},
Henry Adams registers through a literary sensibility o historian's sense of
the disorientation that accompanies rapid snd continuous change.

O all the issues of the day, perhaps the most persistent and resistant to
solution was the [set of racial inequality in the social arena, Several selec-
tions in this anthology address the long history of white injustives 1o black
Americans, particularly as it became clear, with the end of Reconstruction
and the withdrawal ol federal teoops Tromn the southern states in 1877, and
then with the subsequent shift to segregationist Jim Crow laws and the
Supreme Court's “separate but equal” decision in the casc of Plessy v. Fergu-
sonr (1896), that there had been considerable crosion of the Constitutional
amendmuents promising Lo guaranice the civil vights of African Americans,
Among the most significant and influential voices of the period were those
of African Americans addressing such topics as race, black community, and
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Arapaha Ghost Dance Shirl, Alter the emisserivs sent to visit Wevoka, the propher of
the Ghnar Dance, refuried with glowing reports, the Arspahos beesme the fiest adherenty
of the Ghost Pance on the plains, Waovela had deseribed special shiris (o be worn while
performing the Dance, and this iz one made by the Arapabws. I s unclear whether (he
shirts, as somc said, wore supposad toomake e wearer mperviows to bullets or euly o
enhanee the power of the Dance.

continuing racial inequities. In their short Totion and novels, Charles Ches-
nuil, Pauline Iopkins, and James Weldon Johnson investigated the very
natire of "race,” puinting to its conlradictions and (especially in the case of
Hopkins) its promises for the regeneration of black community, Two works
by black writers and leaders from the trn of the centory have a special
claim on our sttention: the widely admired autobiography of Hooker 1. Wash-
ington, Up from Slevery (1900), and the richly imagined The Sonls of Black
Foll (1903) by W, E. B. Du Bois, with its powerlully argued sejection of
Washington'’s assimilationist philosophy. The Washington—I3n Hais contro-
versy sel some ol the key terms of the continuing debate among hlack leaders
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Jim Crow Raileoad Car

ahoue which strategies would most elfectively hasten educational, ancial,
economic, and political equality for blacks in the United States. It is fair to
say that in very dilferent ways Up from Slavery and The Souls of Black
Eolli—admirable literary achievements in themselves—carrivd forward the
antehellum traditions of such writers as David Walker, Frederick Douglass,
and ITarried Jucobs and sct some of the terms of the cultural debates that
wottld become centeal to the Harlem Benaissance.

In the half century we have been considering, malcrial, intelleciual, social,
and psychological changes in the lives of many Americans went forward at
such extreme speed amd on such a massive seale that the enormously diverse
writing of the time registers, at its core, degrees ol shucked recognition of
the human eonsequences of these radicul (ransformations, Sometimes the
shock is expressed in recoil and denial—thus the persistence, in the face of
the estensible iriumph of realism, of the literature of diversion: nosialgic
poetry, sentimental and melodramatic drama, and popular swashlbckling
histarical novels such as Charles Majur’s bestselling When Knighthood Was
in Flower (1898). The more enduring writings of the period, however,
allempl 1o come 1o terms imaginatively with the individual and collective
dislocations associated with the closing of the [ronticr, urbanization, unprece-
dented immigration, the surge of national wealth unequally diseributed,
revised coneeptions of lniman nature and destiny, racial inequality and the
concept of race, the reordering of family and civil life, and the pervasive
spread of mechanical and organizstionsl technologies. Although change is,
as Rulph Walde Emerson remarcked, “the Taw of life," in the half century
alter the Civil War, writers seemed more aware of turbulence and disrup-
tiom than hefore, and attempted to generate new lorms of literary avt that
could represent and make sensc ol & nation in T,
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WALT WHITMAN
1819-1892

b/ alt Whitman revolutinnized American poetry, Responding o Fmerson's call
" in "The Poet” (1842) for an American bard who would address all "the facts
of the animal ceonumy, sex, nutriment, gestation, hirth," he put the living, breath-
ing, sexual body at the conter of much ol his poetey, challenging conventions of the
day, Besponding 1o Emerson’s call for s "meotre-making argument,” he rejected tra-
dirioms of poctic scansion and elevated diction, mprovising the form that has came
1o be known as frec verse, while adopting o wide-ranping vocabulary opening new
possililities [or poetic expression. A pret of democracy, Whitman celebrared the
mystical, divine polential of the individual; & Tost of the urhan, he wrote aboue the
sights, sounds, and energy of the modern metropolis, In his 1855 preface o Leaves
uf Grass, he declared that “the proef of a poct is thet his country absorhs him as
affectionately as he has absorbed i On the evidenee of his enormous influence on
later poets—ITart Crane, Langsion Hughes, Robert Laowell, Allen Ginshierg, Cherrie
Morags, Adrienne Rich, and coumless others, including Spain's Federico Gareis
Lorea and Chiles Pabilo Nernda —Whirnsan not only was slfectionately absorbed by
iz own country hat remains a persisient presence inpoetry thronghoot the woeld,

Whilinan was born on May 31, 1819, in West Hills, Long Tsland (New York}), the
secnnd of cight surviving childven of the Quakers Lovise Vian Velsor and Walter
Whitman. In 1823, Whitman's lather, a farmer turned carpenter, sought to take
advantage of a building boom hy moving the family o Brooklyn—then a town st
the: western and most urbanized pare of Long Island. Whitman lelt school when he
was eleven, and was soon employed in the printing office of 4 newspaper; when his
family moved east on Long Island in 1833, he remained in Brooklyn an his own. In
his midteens he contributed pieces to one of the best Muanhatlan papers, the Mir-
sor, and often erassed the Esst River on the ferry from Brocklyn to Manhatian Lo
attend debating societies and the theater, He was hired as a compoesitor in Manhat-
tan in 1835, but lwo major fives later that year disrupted the printing industry, and
he vejpined his family. Vor live years Whitman taught af country and small-town
schools at East Norwich, ong Swamp, und other towns on Long Island, interrupt-
ing his teaching o start a newspaper of his own in 1838 and o work briefly on
another Long Island psper. By early 1840 he had started the serics “Sun-Down
Papers from the Desk of 5 School-Master” lor the Jamaica, New York, Democrnt
and was writing poems and fction, One of his stories prophetically culminated
with the dream of writing " wonderlul and ponderous book.”

Just before he turned rwenty-nne Whitman stopped teaching, went hack to Man-
hatlan, and hegan work at the literary weekly New Weorld and soon became editor of
a Manhattan daily, the Awrome. He also began a political caveer by speaking st Demo-
cratic rallies and writing for the Democratic Review, the foremost magazine of the
Iemocratic Party. He exulted in the extremes of the city, where street-gang violence
wiis conntered by the lectures ol Emerson and where even a younyg editor could get to
know the poet William Cullen Bryant, oditor of the Evening Post, Fired from the
Aurora, which publicly charged him with lariness, he wrole a temperance novel,
Frauklin Foans, or the Inebriale, lor a one-issue extra of the New Waorld late in 1842,
After three years of various literary and political jobs, he returned to Brooklyn in
1845, becoming a special contributor to the Long lsland Stan assigned to Manhattan
pvonts, including theatrical and wusical performances, All throogh the 18405 Lie
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