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Description

Characters in the literary tradition of American naturalism are usually per-
ceived as passive, lacking in will, weak, and predetermined. They are con-
stantly seen as the victims of heredity and environment, and their lives are 
shaped according to these strong forces that operate upon them.

This groundbreaking book examines the representation of female char-
acters in American naturalism and argues that women in American natu-
ralism are often represented as femmes fatales. Since heredity and envi-
ronment are the determining factors in their lives, they are victims who 
have no control. However, with characters such as Trina Sieppe in Frank 
Norris’s McTeague, Caroline Meeber in Theodore Dreiser’s Sister Carrie, 
Edna Pontellier in Kate Chopin’s The Awakening, and Helga Crane in 
Nella Larsen’s Quicksand, these women victims gradually turn themselves 
into victimizers in order to conquer both heredity and environment. They 
consciously and deliberately use the only power they have that can help 
them overcome the naturalistic world in which they are entrapped––the 
power of the feminine.
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Description (Continued)

The book explains who exactly the femme fatale that 
has been born out of American naturalism is, and ex-
plores images of women in American realism who 
precede the femme fatale of American naturalism. 
This study examines characters like Trina Sieppe, 
Caroline Meeber, Edna Pontellier, and Helga Crane. 
It analyzes these women’s backgrounds, their de-
meanors, their temperaments, their experiences, 
and their settings, and explains how and when each 
woman decides to use her sexuality. There is also a 
brief discussion of other femmes fatales in American 
naturalism, such as Stephen Crane’s Maggie: A Girl 
of the Streets.
 Although the perception of women in nineteenth-
century American literature has always had its place 
in discussions of literary texts, this book is unique in 
its argument that women in American naturalism are 
neither weak nor passive, but rather are strong and 
daring women who try diligently to find a means of 
fighting back.
 This book is an important addition to collections in 
literature and women’s studies.


