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Benjamin Franklin (Frank) Norris


Benjamin Franklin Norris Jr. was a leader of the Naturalism Movement. He was a journalist as well as a novelist. Norris was born on March 5, 1870, in Chicago. He and his family later moved to San Francisco in the year 1884. There, he attended the University of California until 1894, where he began to write the novel McTeague. He became a reporter for the San Francisco Chronicle and a magazine called the Wave. After he became a manuscript reader for a publisher in New York City, Norris finished his novel McTeague. Once McTeague was complete, Norris finished two other books, The Octopus, and The Pit that were a trilogy of books with similar underlying influences and related styles. These novels heavily exemplified the social, political, and scientific ideas in Norris’ time. Norris used many different writing styles which where influenced by both his times and other writers. Norris tragically died at an early age of a ruptured appendix before he could contribute more great works (Gribben 3).

Frank Norris became a well-known leader of the Naturalism movement. Naturalism writing refers to an approach that follows from an analysis of reality such as, heredity, the environment, science, and/or physical drives (Naturalism 1).  Norris also did most of his writing in what is known as the Progressive Era. This was a time of great social and political change in America and elsewhere. This era began between the 1890s and 1900 and ended around World War I. The period showed a wide range of movements and reforms at many government levels, addressing issues as such as railroad and corporate regulations, child labor, juvenile courts, probation, parole, and campaigns against alcohol (Diner 5).  The period was the turning point in the development of the socialist movement in America. There where violent strikes and a lot of lower class unrest, leading to the formation of the Populist Party and the Socialist Labor Party.  While these events were occurring in the United States, Norris also traveled to Cuba and South Africa during his career, and experienced those social and political environments as well.  All of these factors contributed to the writing style of Norris. (Schneirov 2)

Another major influence in Norris’ day was the emergence of Darwinism.  This scientific theory, proposed by Charles Darwin, set forth the theories of evolution, survival of the fittest, and natural selection (Hanes 2). These scientific theories began to be applied to social development as well. As people studied the theories of Charles Darwin, they led to the concept of Social Darwinism.  Social Darwinism is the idea that humans, like animals and plants, compete in a struggle for existence where natural selection results in “survival of the fittest.” Social Darwinism characterizes a wide variety of past and present social matters, from attempts to reduce the power of government to theories exploring the biological causes of human behavior (Social Darwinism 1). Many people believe that the concept of social Darwinism explains the rationalization behind racism, imperialism, crime, and capitalism (Social Darwinism 2). The concepts of Darwinism, and then Social Darwinism, also had a strong influence on Norris’ novels, as they also did on many other authors in Norris’ time.  

In addition to the powerful social and political movements in his day, he was also influenced by a number of people, mostly scientists, philosophers, and authors. One of those influential individuals was Thomas Henry Huxley. He was a biologist that defended the theory of evolution with detailed research in zoology and paleontology. Because his research was so detailed and thorough, educated men like Norris quickly supported Darwinism (Thomas Huxley (1825-1895) 5,9). While attending the University of California from 1890 to 1894, he also came under the influence of the French Naturalist writer Emile Zola, while he began to write McTeague, one of his finest novels. Clearly this relationship had a significant effect on this novel and later writings. Cesare Lombroso also contributed to Norris’ writing with his theories linking Darwinism and criminology. Lombroso believed that certain people were born criminals, and they had not developed to the same biological level as normal people (Gado 3).  Like Huxley, Lombroso provided so much research that his theories were believable (Gado 4). While he lived in San Francisco Norris was a member of the Bohemian Club, which had many authors and philosophers. Among the members of that club were Jack London and Ambrose Bierce (San Francisco 1).  These people, scientists and authors all helped form Norris’ opinions and ideas for writing.

Having reviewed the social and political influences on Benjamin Norris and the people that also affected his writing style, three of his works display these influences. Upon review of a synopsis of the novel McTeague, the main character, McTeague, seems to suffer from a hereditary evil inside of him. He ultimately is taken over by the evil and murders another character named Trina. It’s clear that the book reflects the society of his day and the influence of Social Darwinism (Frank Norris 20). The Octopus is based on a bloody conflict between wheat farmers and law agents defending the Southern Pacific Railroad. The central issue was over the ownership of ranches. It is a battle of wills between the wheat farmers and the management of the Railroad. The conflict is between the two central characters, one representing the old West, and the other progress and change in the new West (The Octopus: Introduction 1). This novel reflects the influence of social tension between the rights of an individual and the government in Norris’ day. The Pit: A Chicago Story is about the wheat trading pits in Chicago. This book reflects the same social influences as the other books in its trilogy. 

It is clear that events, people, and politics shaped the writing of Benjamin Franklin Norris.  Even though he died young, his great novels went on to influence other writers. One of those authors was Upton Sinclair. The author of over ninety books, Sinclair demonstrated the same techniques as Norris. He often supported socialist and anarchist causes and one of his most popular books was The Jungle, which was a book about the working conditions in the meat packing industry (Upton Sinclair 5). The public response to the book helped pass the Pure Food and Drug Act and the Meat Inspection Act in 1906. Sinclair wrote about the same social and political issues as Norris did. 

Norris lived a short life, but the social and political events that took place during his lifetime greatly influenced his writings. His style of socialist writing was further encouraged by many influential people such as Thomas Henry Huxley and Charles Darwin. Because Norris’ novels were based from other detailed scientists and authors, he was able to influence other writers, like Sinclair, as well. 
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