
The Human Animal in its Natural Environment 

 

 Nature has a way of demonstrating to humans how utterly insignificant they are. 

The  environment makes us, shapes us in ways that are meaningful and real but yet they do so in 

a way that we barely notice. The exception to this rule is when nature threatens our existence, 

when our very lives depend on overcoming what nature throws at us, we then see the animal 

instinct that we are all endowed with spring forth. When life is threatened, human senses are 

heightened to a such high degree that even small mundane things become contemplative subjects 

we can spend hours pondering. It is in this way that we find literary naturalism, the writers of 

which, can describe an environment that threatens human life or at least makes one quite 

uncomfortable. They not only describe the environment, but give you a sense of scale where 

humans are just tiny specks of sand on a beach. Think of naturalism as each human being their 

own star, yes they are powerful, yes they are bright, but when compared to a galaxy of hundreds 

of billions of stars they are just another speck of sand on the shore of the universe. When the 

human condition is under stress, it often enables the individual to wax philosophical in a way 

that would surprise even the most skeptical person. We must also think about other ways stress 

can be an inspiration for us to improve our condition. Leaving home and making our own way in 

life can be quite stressful, Dreiser’s “Sister Carrie” draws a picture of the human bird leaving the 

nest and starting to care for itself. Carrie not only arrives in a vast wilderness called Chicago, she 

is also being watched by a predator. Drouet, sly snake that he is and streetwise to boot, is 

described in great detail as he tries to gain Carrie’s address and her confidence. His fast talking 

and flashing of his bankroll thoroughly mesmerizes her like a snapping turtle would flash his 

wormlike lure to his fish victim (Dreiser 1755). Not only does Carrie have to contend with 

serpents like Drouet, she is awash in a sea of humanity; the likes of which she has never seen 

before. One can imagine her being quite obvious in her wonder of the city which any predator 

observing her would instantly recognize as a sign of weakness. “Through the interstices, 

evidences of the stretching city could be seen. Street cars waited at crossings for the train to go 

by. Gatemen toiled at wooden arms which closed the streets. Bells clanged, the rails clacked, 

whistles sounded afar off” (Dreiser 1757). Thus we see the author likening the city to a great 

wilderness of wonder that needs exploration, replete with predator and prey alike, none of which 

give her the slightest bit of notice. 

 

Crane’s “The Open Boat” gives us another view of naturalism, one that contrasts the tiny 

boat with its motley crew of survivors against a raging and unforgiving sea. I have had much 

experience with this environment and can honestly say that the worst storm on land is but a small 

tempest upon the sea. The storms are mightier upon the sea and I shudder to think of having to be 

cast upon the waves in nothing more than a life raft. “Many a man ought to have a bath-tub 

larger than the boat which here rode upon the sea. These waves were most wrongfully and 

barbarously abrupt and tall, and each froth-top was a problem in small boat navigation” (Crane 

1768). I have witnessed storms at sea where waves were over seventy five feet high and tossed 

the aircraft carrier USS Carl Vinson to and fro as if it was the little dingy mentioned above. 

Thankfully I was below the weatherdeck and every hatch was battened down and watertight. 

There are cameras placed on top of the island that are seven stories above the flight deck and 

fitted with night vision. The flight deck’s height was seventy five feet to the sea and I clearly 

remember watching massive waves crash over the bow at least an additional fifteen feet. The 

waves’ mass was so immense that our one hundred thousand ton boat would dash into them, lose 



momentum while shaking violently, pitch up as if moving uphill and then crash down the other 

side like a roller coaster. This was repeatedly done and everything on the ship that was not tied 

down, was dashed to pieces and destroyed. If you can recall the old Buggs Bunny cartoon where 

he crosses over to America with Christopher Columbus, the scene where they are eating a bowl 

of soup as it slides back and forth over the table because of the rolling sea. I remember us rolling 

sideways hard enough that we watched a game console slide on a metal surface upon its rubber 

feet!       

 


