
Week Seven Response: 

The Naturalist Perspective – Grappling with an Indifferent World 

 When philosophical ideas such as psychoanalysis, natural selection, and evolution 

propagated among the American population, with it followed a short literary movement known 

as naturalism. Naturalism was shaped by pessimistic determinism, an outlook which resolved 

that people’s lives were deterred by factors outside of their control. The two key ideas of 

naturalism was that mankind is insignificant, and that nature or God is indifferent towards it. 

Authors with or inspired by these beliefs went on to produce works that told tales of survival and 

tribulation, of humans who are fighting with an uncaring world. Two notable naturalism pieces 

of the period were Theodore Dreiser’s Sister Carrie and Stephen Crane’s “The Open Boat.” Both 

of these works clearly define the two key naturalistic beliefs. 

 The first theme, that mankind is insignificant, is exhibited by Carrie’s fruitless efforts to 

find a job in the bustling city of Chicago in the novel Sister Carrie, and by the unnoticed 

suffering of the seafarers in “The Open Boat.” One of the best examples of the protagonist 

Carrie’s insignificance in Dreiser’s narrative is when she applied for a job at the department 

store. As she waited in line to speak to the manager, she “found other girls ahead of her, 

applicants like herself,” waiting as well (Dreiser, 1762). By pointing out that several other girls 

were attempting to pursue the same job, it made Carrie seem unimportant by comparison. In 

addition, as a work-seeker, Carrie was described as “an outcast without employment” who was 

“poor and in need of a situation” (Dreiser, 1761). This inhumane description made Carrie out to 

be nothing, as if she were simply another brick in the wall. In “The Open Boat,” following a 

massive shipwreck, four men were stranded on a small dingy. When the crew managed to locate 

a house of refuge on the horizon, each anticipated the arrival of a boat to rescue them. 



Unfortunately, the men were left unnoticed, for in reality “there was not a life-saving station 

within twenty miles in either direction” (Crane, 1773). The helplessness of the men almost 

reduced them an insignificant, animal-like role. One of the men even remarked that, when 

stumbling upon what seemed like another opportunity to be rescued, the crowd of people along 

the shore were “boarders” who only wanted “to see [them] drown” (Crane, 1776). The crowd’s 

perceived lack of empathy caused the sailors to appear unimportant, almost as if they are less 

than human. Such was a common subject in naturalistic works. 

 As a result of humanity’s deemed insignificance, naturalists hold that nature is also 

indifferent towards its survival, as shown in Sister Carrie and “The Open Boat.” The world, in 

Sister Carrie, is described as “calculating and unpoetic,” which was a common viewpoint of 

naturalists (Dreiser, 1761). The world did not care whether or not Carrie earned a job to provide 

for herself. One employer even turned her “away abruptly with the most chilling formality” and 

she was often met “with painful rebuffs” (Dreiser, 1764). In Crane’s “The Open Boat,” the idea 

that nature is indifferent towards mankind is even more explicit. The greatest example was when 

the correspondent, whenever he was in the face of fatal danger, uttered, “if I am to be drowned, 

why, in the name of the seven mad gods who rule the sea, was I allowed to come thus far and 

contemplate sand and trees?” (Crane, 1777) This statement perfectly embodies the idea that 

nature is unconcerned with whether or not you live or die. In addition, the very situation the 

sailors are in, lost at sea and at the mercy of its raging waters, exemplifies the apathetic nature of 

the Earth. 


