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Foreword 

As a key to Theodore Dreiser's theory 

concerning novel writing we have his words, 

given to us by Burton Hasooe in his biography, 

Theodore Dreiser. 

•••Here I aia in all my nakedness. 
I have tried hard, desperately hard, to 
find some design, some symmetry, some 
meaning to life. I have thought as much 
as it is in my capacity to think; I have 
felt as much as it is in my capacity to 
feel; I have experienced, struggled, 
fought, argued, to the limit of my capa
bilities that those who come after me may 
know something more of life than I. I 
have learned little, damned little, riy 
impressions are as confused and dis-
iurranged as the life I have seen and 
experienced. Make what you can of it. 
If it is valuable to humanity, I am glad. 
If it is not, well and good; I have had 
my say,*" 



ECONOMIC DETERMIBI3II AS A FACTOR IN THB 
VKRI3D.4ILI'rUDE OF DREISER'S NOVELS 

Par t 1 

Stuart Sherman attacks Theodore Dreiser 

for his lack of verisimilitude• My task is to 

show that through placing his characters in 

various social and economic strata of society 

Dreiser gains verisimilitude in his novels. 

Of the fifteen novels and short stories I have 

examined I find the action motivated by either 

the lack of wealth or the excess of wealth. 

Uore often Dreiser places his heroes and heroines 

in the state of poverty, giving them "snap" 

pictures of a life of wealth and luxury. This 

glimpse of a new and more convenient mode of 

living causes Dreiser's characters to do ab

surd things in order to gain this new '•glitter

ing" life. For example, Caroline Moober, in 

Dreiser's first novel. Sister Carrie, accepts 

the attentions of one Mr. Drouet, living with 

him without benefit of clergy that she may 

enjoy this new life of ease and comfort. Like

wise, in his latest novel. An American Tragedy. 

Dreiser pictures Clyde Griffiths, a young man 

of no social Training or economic independence, 

drowning his sweetheart in order that he may 

marry a girl of wealth, thus gaining a way to 



a new life of sooial and economic favor. 

This plan of presenting- the early life 

and social conditions of Dreiser's various 

characters naturally necessitates the use of 

detail—thus Dreiser presents the economic 

conditions of his characters with detail, 

thereby enhancing the verisimilitude of his 

novels. Dreiser places a great deal of im

portance upon the social background and the 

environment of his character creations. 

In Sister Carrie Dreiser has the follow

ing to say about his heroine: 

"Caroline, or Sister Carrie, as 
she had been half affectionately termed 
by the family, was possessed of a mind 
rudimentary in its power of obeprvation 
and analy.3is. self-interest with her 
was high, but not strong. It was 
nevertheless, her guiding characteristic, 
warm with the fancies of youth, pretty 
with insipid prettiness of the formative 
period, possessed of a figure promising 
eventual shapeliness and an eye alight 
with certain native intelligence, she 
was a fair example of the middle /onerican 
class—two generations removed from the 
immigrant. Books were beyond her interest-
knowledge a sealed booki'* ^ 

Dreiser accounts for Carrie's actions by de

lineating her social position, uarrie's 

struggling to overcome her social status tormm 

the principal theme of the novel's five hundred 

and fifty-seven pages, no are first introduced 

1 
Dreiser, l i s t e r Carrie, p . 2 



to her as a passenger on a Chicago-bound train 

from her little town of Columbia city, tihe 

has her sister's address and four dollars in 

money, besides her ticket, in her yellow leather 

snap purse. Her mother evidently had not warned 

her against speaking to strange men v/hen trav

eling, as she makes friends with Drouet, a 

fashionably dressed "drummer**» Again, Dreiser 

places the matter of social status in his book 

by giving his philosophy of correct dress and 

its importance. 

"A woman should some day write the 
complete philosophy of clothes, rio matter 
how young, it is one of the things she wholly 
comprehends, 'iliere is an indescribably 
faint line in the matter of man's apparel 
which somehow divides for her those who 
are worth glancing at and those who are 
not. unce an individual has passed this 
faint line on the way downward he will get 
no glance from her. There is another 
line at which the dress of a man will 
cause her to study her own. iliis line the 
individual (Drouet) at her elbow now 
marked for Carrie, ishe became conscious 
of an inequality. Her own plain blue 
dress with its black cotton tape trimnings, 
now seemed to her shabby, ^he felt the worn 
state of her shoes." ̂  

Carrie lives with her sister and family 

on Van Buren street in a third floor apartment. 

llie rather cramped quarters of this family are 

admirably portrayed by Dreiser. 

2 
Ibid., p. 5 
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"In the interval which marked the 
preparation of the meal Carrie found 
time to study the flat, she had some 
slight gift of obeervation and that sense, 
so rich in every woman—intuition. 

She felt the drag of a lean and narrow 
life. The walls of the rooms were dis
cordantly papered, ihe floors were 
covered with matting and the hall laid 
with a thtn rag carpet. One could see 
that the furniture was of that poor, 
hurriedly patched together quality sold 
by the installment houses."^ 

Carrie's sister, Minnie, needed the extra 

money Carrie might pay them for room and board# 

" "She (Minnie) had invited Carrie, 
not because she longed for her presence, 
but because the latter was dissatisfied 
at home, and could probably get work 
and pay her board here, she was pleased 
to see her in a way but reflected her 
husband's point of view in the matter 
of work. Anything was good enough so 
long as it paid—say, five dollars a 
weok to begin with." * 

Because of Carrie's inexperience she did 

not know how to ask for a job. ireiser devotes 

several paragraphs to the inq̂ r ess ions the 

great city makes upon Carrie. He builds 

solidly a background of utter inexperience 

and practical despair for his heroine. 

"The great streets were wall-lined 
mysteries to her; the vast offices, 
strange mazes which concerned far-off 
individuals of importance, she could 
only think of people connected with them 
as counting money, dressing magnificently 
and riding in carriages. What they 
dealt in, how they laboured, to what 
end it all came, she had only the vaguest 
conception. It was all wonderful, all 

3 
Ibid̂ , p. 13 

IMd., p. 14 



vast, all far removed, and she sank in 
spirit inwardly and fluttered feebly 
at the heart as she thought of entering 
any one of these mighty concerns and 
asking for something to do—something 
that she could do—anything." 

After many attecqpts Carrie finds a Job in 

a shoe factory. She knows »he will be success

ful because her firm is so prosperous looking— 

its windows were of hug^ plate glass, and many 

people ere hired by the firm. This is a rather 

poor form of reasoning but it shows Dreiser's 

ability in depicting an economic set-^p for 

his story, so real does ureiser make uarrie's 

search for a job appear that when she does find 

one the reader breathes a sigh of relief, when 

Carrie returns with the glad news a new note 

of sordidness enters in the very manner Hanson, 

her brother-in-law, appears at the apartment. 

"When Hanson came home at seven 
o'clock, he was incline^ to be a little 
otusty—his usual demeanour before supper. 
This never showed so much in anything 
he said as in a certain solemnity of 
countenance and the silent manner in 
which he slopped about. He had a pair 
of yellow carpet slippers which he en
joyed wearing, and these he would imme
diately substitute for his solid pair 
of shoes. This, and washing his face 
with the aid of common washing soap 
until it glowed a shiny red, constituted 
his only preparation for his evening meal. 

5 
Ibid., p. 18. 



Bo would then get his evening paper and 
read in silence. 

For a young man, this was rather a 
morbid turn of character, and so affected 
Carrie." ̂  

In like manner Dreiser gives in detail the 

economic set-up m the shoe factory and we are 

not surprised when Carrie quits her job. 

Fortunately Carrie meets Drouet, her 

"drummer" friend, on the street and he helps 

her view a new kind of life—one of luxury and 

ease. Dreiser portrays Carrie in these words: 

"She felt a little out of place, 
but the great room soothed }ger and the 
view of the well-dressed throng outside 
seemed a splendid thing. Ah, what was 
it not to have moneyl What a thing it 
was to be able to come in here and dineI 
Drouet must be fortunate. He rode on 
trains, dressed in such nice clothes, 
was so strong, and ate tn these fine 
places. He seemed quite a figure of a 
man, and she wondered at his friendship 
and regard for her." ̂  

She accepts money from Drouet for clothes and 

promises to meet him next day. Carrie at last 

finds a way to better her social and economic 

position. Surely everything must be judged by 

Btoney and its powerX 

"The poor girl thrilled as she walked 
away from Drouet. She felt ashamed in part 
because she had been weak enough to take 
it, but her need was so dire, she was 
still glad. Now she would have a nice 

6 
Ibid., p. 33 

7 
Ibid., p. 67 



new jacket^ Now she would buy a nice pair 
of pretty button shoes. She would get 
stockings, too, and a skirt, and, and— 
until alrecLvly, as in the matter of her 
prospective salary, she had got beyond, 
in her desires, twice the purchasing 
power of her bills.•• 8 

Dreiser links ettonomio desire with self-pity 

in the words of Carrie quoted above, with 

such a combination it is easy to comprehend 

Carrie's accepting Drouet's offer of money and 

protection. 

When Carrie returns home her dream vanishes 

when she realizes it w^ll be impossible to 

explain her possession of the new clothes to 

her sister, Minnie. Dreiser succeeds in 

leaving with the reader Carrie's disturbed 

mental state concerning money and its power. 

"Curiously she could not hold the 
mouey in her hand without feeling some 
relief. Even after all of her depress
ing conclusions, she could not sweep 
away all thought about the matter and 
then the twenty dollars secmod a de
lightful and wonderful thing. Ah, 
Money, money, money! \.Lat a thing it 
was to have. How plenty of it would 
A&AAV fi\Mi4V w l l t h f a s Q +-nnn>il i^a _ tt ^ a\vay all these troubles. 

At last Carrie is persuaded to spend the 

money from Drouet for suitable clothes, which 

he helps her select. She moves in an apartment 

with Drouet and meets a friend of his, Hurstwood 

8 
Ibid., p. 71 

9 
Ibid^, p. 74 



by name. Hirstwood's charm, dress, and atten

tions appeal to Carrie, and she soon accepts his 

advances, in the absence of Drouet. \7ith this 

new love Caî rie gains self-confidence and poise. 

"Carrie, now that she had yielded 
sufficiently to Hurstwood to confess her 
affection, no longer troubled about her 
attitude towards him. Temporarily 
she gave little thought to Drouet, 
thinking only of the di{̂ nity and grace 
of her lover and of his consuming 
affection for her. Cn the first eve
ning, she did little but go over the 
details of the afternoon. It was the 
first time her sympathies had ever 
been aroused, and they throw a new 
light on her character. Jhe had some 
power of initiative, latent before, 
which now began to exert itself. She 
looked more practically upon her state 
and be«an to see glimmerings of a way 
out." ĴO -

In this new life of grandeur Carrie was 

experiencing so many new things that the last 

pleasure was always the one she most desired. 

Dreiser lifts Carrie from a life of mediocrity 

to one of new thrills and experiences. However, 

she as yet is not able to grasp the full sig

nificance of this sudden transition. At 

heart she was still of the working class; her 

sympathies were with then* 

"On the street sometimes she would 
see men working—Irishmen with picks. 

10 
Ibid., p. 146 
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coal-heavers with great loads to shovel, 
Americans busy about some work which was 
a mere matter of strength—and they touched 
her fancy. Toil, now that she was free 
of it, seemed even a more desolate thing 
than when she was a part of it. She 
saw it through a mist of fancy—a pale, 
sombre half-light, which v/as the essence 
of poetic feeling. Her old father, in 
his flour-dusted miller's suit, sometimes 
returned to her in memory, revived by a face 
in a window* A shoemaker pegging at his 
last, a blastman seen through a narrow 
window in some basement where iron was being 
melted, a bench-worker seen high aloft 
in some window, liis coat off, his sleeves 
rolled up; these took her back in fancy 
to the details of the mill. She felt, 
though she seldom expressed them, sad 
thoughts upon this score. Her sympathies 
were ever with that under-world of toil 
from which she had so recently sprung, 
and which she best understood." *^ 

Drouet learns of this liason and explains 

to Carrie that Hurstwood is married. Carrie 

has a final break with Drouet and he moves out 

of the apartment. At this news concerning 

Hurstwood's married state uarrie is stunned 

and refuses to have anything more to do with 

Hurstwood. In the meantime Hurstwood has had 

his difficulties at home with a divorce suit 

pending. VYhile closing the office of ritzgerald 

and Moy's liquor house, of which he is manager, 

he sees ten thousand dollars in the safe. 

here is a way out of his difficulties; so 

Hirstwood, out of love for Carrie and a desire 

11 
Ibid., p. 160 



to escape his domestic troubles, steals the 

money from his firm and leaves for Montreal 

with Carrie, she leaves with him thinking that 

he is taking her to Drouet,who is ill. After 

Carrie learns that she has been duped she is 

quickly reconciled by a promise of marriage. 

Dreiser again pictures Carrie's struggling 

after economic security and social position. 

"If she did not turn to him— 
accept cf his love—where else might 
she go?" ̂ 2 

lliis marriage is faked by lAirstwood. llie old 

cry of self-satisfaction is dominant in Carrie's 

actions. Her new insight into a life of lux

ury had won her; she was not willing to leave 

Hurstwood and battle her way against the forces 

of life as she had tried to do unsucessfully 

in chicG^io. 

Hurstwood returns nine thousand five hun

dred dollars of the stolen money to his firm, 

and leaves with Jarrie for r̂ ew York, here he 

enters partnership with a snail liquor house 

whose trade is rather com'Tirnplace. By careful 

management his salary is one hundred and fifty 

dollars a month. This is sufficient to care 

12 
Ibid., p. 308 
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for all necessities, but Carrie has a differ

ent picture of the gawdiness of life presented 

to her when a neighbor, llrs. Vance, suggests a 

stroll down Broadway. Dreiser depicts his 

theme of economic status and its effect upon 

Carrie. 

"The rouged and powdered cheeks and 
lips, the scented hair, the large, nisty, 
and languorous eye, were common enough.= 
With a start she awoke to find that she was 
In fashion's crowd, on parade in a show 
place—and suoh a show place! Jewellers' 
Tiindows gleamed along the path with re
markable frequency. Florist shops, 
furriers, haberdashers, confectioners-
all followed in rapid succession. The 
street was full of coaches. Pompous 
doormen in immense coats, shiny brass 
belts and buttons, waited in front of 
expensive salesrooms. Coachmen in tan boots, 
white tights, and blue jackets waited 
obsequiously for the mistresses of 
carriages who were shopping inside. yThe 
whole street bore the flavor of riches 
and show, and Carrie felt that she was 
not of it. She could not, for the life 
of her, assume the attitude eaid smartness 
of Mrs. Vance, who, in her beauty was 
all assurance. She could only imagine 
that it must be evident to many that 
she was the less handsomely dressed of 
the two. It cut her to the quick, 
and she resolved that she would not come 
here again until she looked better. At the 
same time she longed to feel the delight 
of parading here as an equal. Ah, then she 
would be happyl'M 13 

This new Idea of llfo does not coincide with her 

income. Matters go from bad to worse. Hurst-

13 
Itid., p. 341-342 



wood's p«;i^ta«r^hip i s disaoXvad aad aoatti* lag 

Isy with nothing in view* JPinally, Carrie^ idio 

luid had some 6xperle]»e in itfBat«2r acting^ 

gipmm out in search of a Job« slie i s «uoo««8«* 

fuX and Buiratvood i s pmmt^ ABA then doaiBatsd 

hj her si^psrlor air« lliere i s a nots of irony 

in the faot that self*opnfidsao« and poisa go 

lumd in hand with economic iartf«d<gicg> Let 

Money gmv soaroo^ and JFOU see a aoddan loaa 

of 8elf->oonfidattae in an individual . Hurstwood 

f iwls th i s ohaasa# 

*Harat«ood aaa—A aore e2>athetio 
VBom evpTm WP Mta lier (Carrie) off 
miymtnfsfi to r^aaraala and the l i k a 
with utiiost oalm« Be read and raad« 
l^veraX times he found blnaalf staring 
at an i t a a , but thinking of aoaathing 
e l s e , 'jitie f i r s t of ^Msa liQ^aaa that 
hm sherply notioi^ conoemed a hi lar ious 
party he had once attended at a driviag 
c lub, of which ha bad baaa a aaaber* 
Bm aat^ ^ z i n g downaaard. aad gra^cULl7 
tHoaght he baard the old voioea and taa 
cl ink of glaissft* 

•Tou*re a dandy, Hurstwood,• h i s 
friead Valkur aaid« He aaa standing 
again well dressed, stall ing, good-
aatured, the recipient of encores for 
a ggtmA atory* 

All at once he looked up. fSie room 
aaa ae s t i l l i t seemed g^oatlike* Hs 
heartf the clock ticicing audibly and Italf 
suspected that he ted baaa dosing* UMI 
pap^r was so s tra ight in his hands, 
SwNiavcr^ and the i taas he had been raad« 
ing so d irec t ly before him, that he rid 
himself of the dose idaa« S t i l l , i t 
aaoaad ^aouliar* wb«a i t occurred a 
aaaaad t i n e , howaver. i t did not ai 
quite so stranga*" ^ 

14 
I b i d . , p . 475-476 
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Dreiser makes of Hurstwood an outstanding 

character. The reader sympathizes with him, 

and the change from a man of power to one of 

utter dependence is deftly done. One asks, 

"Can this broken man really be the Hurstwood 

of Fitzgerald pjoA Moy's?" Dreiser persuades 

us that money really determines Hurstwood's, 

as well as Carrie's, grasp on life. With 

money gone they sink rapidly in solf-ass\irance. 

Carrie realizes that Hurstwood hinders 

her in her career, so it is not difficult for 

a fellow actress to persuade Carrie to move 

to her apartment, she has a moment of conscioui 

regret, as is shown in the following passage: 

"Hurstwood rose and took the money, 
slipping on his overcoat and getting his 
hat. Carrie noticed that both of these 
articles of apparel were old and poor 
looking in appearance. It was plain 
enough before, but now it came home 
with peculiar force. Perhaps he couldn't 
help it, after all. He had done well in 
Chicago. She remembered his fine appear
ance the days he had met her in the park. 
Then he was so sprightly, so clean. Had 
it all been his fault?" -^ 

In a few months Carrie rises to stardom 

and she forgets Hurstwood. she aaats Drouet 

again but avoids his sociaty. Drouet seems to 

her commonplace now, as she has reached fame 

and economic independence through her own 

efforts. Carrie forgets that it is Drouet to 

15 
Ibid., p. 481 
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aisiom she owes her ideas of a glamourous life. 

Now everything for Carrie speaks of success-

there is no reason why she should not be su

premely happy. She did not need to compromise 

now for attention—wealth, and success had 

crowned her efforts. 

"Adulation, being new in any form, 
pleased her. ( nly she was sufficiently 
wise to distinguish between her old 
condition and her new one. She had not 
had fame or money before, now they had 
come. She had not had adulation and 
affectionate propositions before. Now 
they had come. Y/herefore? She smiled 
to think that men should suddenly find 
her so much more attractive. In the least 
way it incited her to coolness and in
difference. 

"Thus crowded fortune. For this 
whole week, though her large salary had 
not yet arrived, it was as if the world 
understood and trusted her, ithout 
money or the requisite sum, at least—she 
enjoyed the luxuries which money could 
buy. For her the doors of fine places 
seemed to open quite without the asking. 
These palatial chambers, how marvellously 
they came to her. The elegant apartments 
of r^s, Vance in the Chelsea—these were 
hers. Men sent flowers, love notes, 
offers of fortune. And still her dreams 
ran riot. The one hundred and fiftyl the 
one hundred and fiftyj What a door to 
an Aladdin's cave it seemed to be. Each 
day, her head almost turned by develop
ments, her fancies of what her fortune 
must be, with ample money, grew and 
multiplied. She conceived of delights 
which were not—saw sights of joy that 
never were on land or sea. Then,at last, 
after a world of anticipation, came her 
firs-̂  installment of one hundred and 
fifty dollars," 16 

16 
Ibid., pp. 503-^04 
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Dreiser portrays Carrie comparing her old 

experiences as a factory girl in Chicago with 

this new mode of living, 

"It took her back to the few weeks 
in which she had collected—or rather 
had received—almost with the air of a 
domestic, four-fifty per week from a 
lordly foreman in a shoe factory—a man 
who^ in distributing the envelopes, had 
the manner of a prince doling out favors 
to a servile group of petitioners. She 
knew that out in Chicago this very day 
the same factory chamber was full of poor 
homely-clad girls working in long lines 
at clattering machines; that at noon they 
would eat a miserable lunch in a half-
hour; that Saturday they would gather, 
as they had when she was one of them, 
and accept the small pay for work a 
hundred times harder than she was now 
doing. Oh, it was so easy now| The 
world was so rosy 6Uid bright. She felt 
so thrilled that she must needs walk 
back to the hotel to think, wondering 
what she should do. 

It does not take money long to make 
plain its impotence, providing the desires 
are in the realm of affection. With her 
one hundred and fifty in hand, Carrie 
could think of nothing particular to do. 
In itself, as a tangible, apparent thing 
which she could touch and look upon, it 
was a diverting thing for a few days, 
but this soon passed. Her hotel bill did 
not require its use. Her Clothes had for 
sometime been wholly satisfactory. 
Another day or two and she would receive 
another hundred and fifty. It began to 
appear as if this were not so startllngly 
necessary to maintain her present state. 
If she wanted to do anything better or move 
higher she must have more—a great deal 
more." 17 

Dreiser pictures Carrie's succes^ abroad. 

She returns to America and meets Hurstwood, now 

17 
Ibid., pp. 505-506 
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a helpless beggar, at the stage entrance and 

gives him some money. 

The artistic ability of Dreiser is shown 

by his contrast of various characters in his 

story. He pictures Drouet as still the dandy, 

getting ready for a gay evening. At the par

ticular moment Lirs. Hurstwood, having success

ively married her daughter to a son of wealth, 

is speeding into New York aboard a comfortable 

Pullman, in company with her daughter and son-

in-law. They are discussing their destination, 

Rome. Again, Hurstwood waits outside a cheap 

Bowery hotel in the cold. He has now reached 

his terrible depressed state which leads to 

his suicide the same night. Upon being ad

mitted to the cheap rooming house, he turns 

on the gas jet. The picture is focused upon 

Carrie, who in spite of all her wealth and fame, 

still seems to be lonely. Hers is an emotional 

nature that is guided by her wants, she could 

not overcome completely the environment of 

her early years—self-ad justment was for her im

possible. She continually felt a tuĝ ring at 

iier conscience. Carrie had based her happiness 

completely upon wealth—but when it came it 

shocked her that she was not supremely happy. 

Early in her experiences she thought Drouet 

and Hurstwood were the apex of happiness. 



19 

because they could provide her with that necess

ity to happiness—money. 

"Their (Drouet's and Hurstwood's) 
influence upon her life is explicable 
alone by the nature of her longings. 
Time was v/hen both represented for her all 
that was most potent in earthly success. 
They were the personal representatives 
of a state most blessed to attain—the 
titled ambassadors of comfort and peace, 
aglow with their credentials. It is but 
natural that when the world which they 
represented no longer allured her, its 
ambassadors should be discredited. Kven 
had Hurstwood returned in his original 
beauty and glory, he could not now have 
allured her. She had learned that in 
his world, as in her own present state, 
was not happiness." 18 

It seems to me that Dreiser presents a 

composite picture of various degrees of social 

and economic levels of society. His character

izations fall in these various levels of society. 

Ceô rie rieeber is realistically drawn. She does 

not fall to the wiles of Drouet until sle is 

certain that life cannot be fought alone. He 

lifts her to another rung in the ladder of 

independence. Carrie, as presented by Dreiser, 

becomes a human being. Her vanity and love for the 

little niceties of life lead her to express 

herself. She becomes quite a personality. 

Jiverything she does is motivated by her self-

satisfaction. Money is the way to her heart. 

18 
Ibid., pp. 556-557 
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Dreiser leaves Carrie in a rather pitiable 

state despite her wealth and social prominence; 

the ever-present theme, or rather philosophy, 

of Dreiser is present in the novel—the utter 

futility of life. 

Probably the most poignant character in 

the book is Hurstwood. At times the reader 

forgets Carrie and sympathizes with Hurstwood, 

so vivid and tragic a story does he present. 

His jovial spirit, and friendly greeting set 

him as one apart. His manner of dress, his 

courtesy, his conversation, all bespeak of the 

suave gentleman. Near the end of the story, 

when he is depicted as the broken, ill-kept, 

friendless beggar, our sympathies are aroused. 

So elated does Dreiser seem in presenting the 

picture of poverty and misery, as it overtakes 

Hurstwood, that he waxes grandiloquent in 

presenting this character. Hurstwood remains 

a fixed image in the reader's mind. To me he 

is the epitome of pity and sympathy, 

Drouet, the "drummer", is still another 

figure from this cross-section of society. He 

is an easy going, self-centered youth—all of 

this being reflected in his manner of dress. 

Rascoe has this to say of Drouet: 

"Drouet is superbly drawn; his 
character, his p^int of view, his very 
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tone and accent are richly accounted for. 
One knows just how he will inevitably 
act when Hurstwood is introduced and the 
dramatic triangle is developed; one feels 
that his first jealous fling at Carrie, 
"After all I have done for youJ" when he 
had not done the one thing that would 
have kept her—i.e., marry her—is wholly 
in keeping with a character already ceire-
fully indexed." 19 

It is sufficient to remind one that Hinglish 

critics said of sister Carrie "'that it was 

the best story, on the whole, that has yet 

20 come out of America.'" 

19 
Rascoe, Modern American Writers^ Theodore 
Dreiser, p. 17 

20 
Mencken, H.L, Book of Prefaces, p. 102 
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Part 2 

Now let us turn to the question of economic 

determinism as seen in one of Dreiser's short 

stories, lAarrled. Duer, the musician, is 

married to Marjorie, a girl of the soil. It is 

strange that these temperaments should be 

drawn to each other, Dreiser depicts for us 

this social position of Ifarjorie, 

"Out in Iowa, in the neighborhood 
of Avondale, there were no artists, no 
models, no budding actresses, no incip
ient playwrights, such as Marjorie found 
here about her. 'I'here, people worked, 
euid worked hard. Her father was engaged 
at this minute in breaking the soil of 
his fields for the spring planting— 
an old man with a white beard, an honest, 
kindly eye, a broad, kindly charity, a 
sense of duty. Her mother was bending 
daily over a cook-stove, preparing meals, 
washing dishes, sewing clothes, mending 
socks, doing the thousand and one chores 
which fall to the lot of every good 
housewife and mother. Her sister Cecily, 
for all her gaiety and beauty, was 
helping her mother, teaching school, going 
to church, and taking the commonplace 
facts of mid-V/estern life in a simple, 
good-natured, unambitious way. And 
there was none of that top-lofty sense 
of superiority which marked the manner of 
these lilastern upstarts." 1 

Dreiser depicts Marjorie»s struggling to 

overcome this economic environment in relation 

to her husband. The con5)lete story concerns 

her efforts to temper her own life with that of 

1 
Dreiser, Free and Other Stories, pp, 324-325 
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the artist, Duer. She is unable to accomplish 

this—only through passion and love is she 

drawn towards her husband. There is no inter-

aat beyond this, Dreiser shows that tempera

ments should coincide in thought in order to 

make for happiness. This makes for incompati

bility. 

"This was not real passion to him, 
not real love in any sense, or at least 
he did not feel that it was. He was too 
skeptical of himself, his life and love, 
however much he might sympathize with add 
be drawn to her. He was questioning 
himself at this very time as to what it 
aaa that caused him to talk so. Was it 
ayapathy, love-of beauty, power of 
poetic expression, delicacy of sentiment?— 
certainly nothing more. Wasn't it this 
that was already causing him to be hailed 
as a great musician? He believed so. 
Could he honestly say that he loved 
tSarjorie? NO, he was sure that he 
couldn't, now that he had her and real
ized her defects, as well as his own— 
his own principally, NO; he liked her, 
sympathized with her, felt sorry for her. 
That ability of his to paint a picture in 
notes and musical phrases, to extract 
the last ringing delicacy out of tho 
keys of a piano, was at the bottom of 
this last description. To Liarjorie,for 
the moment, it might seem real enough, but 
he—he was thinking of the truth of the 
picture she had painted of herself. It 
was all so—every word she said. She 
was not really suited to these peibple. 
She did not understand them; she never 
would. He would always be soothing and 
coaxiag, and she would always be crying 
and worrying." 2 

Ibid.. pp. 349-350. 
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Part 3 

Eleven yê r̂s elapsed betv/een the writing 

of Sister Carrie and the writing of Dreiser's 

second novel, Jennie uerhardt. During this 

interval Dreiser was busy serving editorial 

positions on Mcclurc's. century. Cosmopolitan, 

and various other magazines, finally becoming 

editor-in-chief cf the Hutteriok Publications. 

When he wrote Jennie Oerhardt in 1911 Dreiser 

still used economic determinism to motivate 

the action of his characters. 

Dreiser pictures the squalid circumstances 

of the Gerhardt farally. 

"A succession of misfortunes, of 
which this little scene might have been 
called the tragic culmination, had taken 
place in the life and family of William 
(ier bar dt, a glass-blower by trade. Having 
suffered the reverses so common in the 
lower walks of life, this man was forced 
to see his wife, his six children, and 
himself dependent for the necessaries of 
life upon whatever windfall of fortune 
the morning of each recurring day might 
bring. He himself was sick in bed. His 
oldest boy, i>ebastian, or "Bass", as his 
associates transformed it, worked as an 
apprentice to a local freight-car builder, 
but received only four dollars a week, 
uenevieve, the oldest of the girls, was 
past eighteen, but had not as yet been 
trained to any special work. The other 
children, Oeorge, aged fourteen; r'artha, 
twelve; v;illiam ten, and Veronica, eight, 
were too young to do anything, and only 
made the problem of existence the more 
complicated. Iheir one mainstay was 
the home, which, barring a six-hundred-
dollar mortgage, the father owned. He 
had borrowed this money at a time when, 
having saved enough to buy the house, he 
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desired to add three rooms and a pordh, 
and so make it large enough for them to 
live in. A few years were still to run 
on the mortgage, but times had been so 
bad that he had been forced to use up 
not only the little he had saved to pay 
off the principal, but tho annual inter
est also. Gerhardt was helpless, and the 
consciousness of his precarious situation— 
the doctor's bill, the interest due 
upon the mortgage, together with the sums 
owed butcher and baker, who, through 
knowing him to be absolutely honest, 
had trusted him until they could trust 
no longer—all these perplexities weighed 
upon his mind and racked him so nervously 
as to delay his recovery, 

rirs. Gerhardt was no weakling. For 
a time she took in wasftaaa, what little she 
could set, devoting the intermediate 
hours to dressing the children, cooking, 
seeing that they got off to school, 
mending their clothes, waiting on her 
husband, and occasionally weeping. Not 
infrequently she went personally to 
some new grocer, each time farther and 
farther away, and, storting an account 
with a little cash, would receive credit 
until other grocers warned the philanthro
pist of his folly. Corn was cheap. 
Sometimes she would make a kettle of lye 
hominy, and this would last, with scarcely 
anything else, for an entire week. Corn 
meal also, when made into mush, was 
better than nothing, and this, with a little 
milk, made almost a feast. Potatoes 
fried was the nearest they ever came to 
luxurious food, and coffee was an infre
quent treat. Coal was got by picking it 
up in buckets and baskets along the maze 
of tracks in the nearby railroad yar. 
V̂ ood, by similar journeys to surrounding 
lumber-yards. Thus they lived from day 
to day, each hour hoping that the father 
would get well and that the glass-works 
would soon start up. But as the winter 
approached Gerhardt began to feel 
desperate." 1 

1 
Dreiser, Jennie Gerhardt. pp. 2-3 
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It seems absolutely necessary that Jennie nust 

work in order to help her family. Dreiser sees 

fit to picture Jennie as a naive being, thus 

strengthening his reasons for Jennie's being 

led towards Ĵenator Drander, one far above her 

social sphere. Jennie and her mother secure 

a scrubbing job at Columbus' largest hotel. 

Plere a new world of wealth and luxury is 

opened to Jennie. She begins to dream of 

sharing j\Jst such a world—of being a part 

of it. 

"Jennie fell to her task in 
silence, but the glamor of the great 
world was having its effect upon her 
senses. She could not help giving ear 
to the sounds, the brightness, the buzz 
of conversation and laughter surrounding 
her. In one section of the parlor floor 
was the dining-room, and from the clink 
of dishes ohe could tell that supper 
was being prepared. In another was the 
parlor proper, and there some one came 
to play on the piano. That feeling of 
rest and relaxation which comes before 
the evening meal pervaded the place. It 
touched the heart of the innocent working-
girl with hope, for hers were the years, 
and poverty could not as yet fill her 
young mind with cares, she rubbed 
diligently always, and sometimes forgot 
the troubled mother at her side, whose 
kindly eyes were becoming invested 
with crows' feet, and whose lips half repeated 
the hundred cares of the day. She could only 
think that all of this was very fasci

nating, and wish that a portion of it 
might come to her." 2 

Z 
Ibid., pp. 7-8 



Jennie becomes Senator Brander's laundress, and 

through her visits to his apartments she views 

scenes of luxury that have been denied her in 

her low social sphere. Dreiser builds up 

every detail of luxury in order to enable the 

reader to see the wide breach between Senator 

Brander's social status and that of Jennie's. 

When Jennie and her mother first go to. the 

Senator's rooms Jennie is immediately impressed 

with the sun5)tuousness of their furnishings. 

She contrasts her own squalid room with this 

luxurious one, 

"Jennie studied the room with 
interest. Such an array of nicknacks 
and pretty things on mantel and dressing 
case she had never seen before. The 
Senator's easy chair, with a green-shaded 
leuap beside it, the rich heavy carpet 
and the fine rugs upon the floor—what 
comfort, what luxuryl 3 

It seems that Dreiser's doctrine of eco

nomic and social conditions is used to a very 

great extent to determine his characters' 

actions, Jennie, through her ignorance and 

poverty, and rmich more by the latter than the 

former, is destined to become the mistress of 

Senator Brander. Senator Hrander notices a 

servile attitude on the part of Jennie when 

she delivers the laundry for the first time. 

3 
Ibid., p. 13 
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which appeases his vanity. 

"Brander studied her face as she 
said this, and he thought he saw something 
exceedingly pathetic there. The girl's 
poor clothes and her wondering admiration 
for his exalted station in life affected 
him. It made him feel almost ashamed 
of the comfort and luxury that surrounded 
him. How high up he was in the world, 
indeedl" 4 

The Senator is kind to the Gerhardt family. 

After an inspection tour of Jennie's home he 

leaves ten dollars in llrs. Gerhardt's hand. 

Thus Dreiser builds up an attitude of obli

gation and gratitude in Jennie's mind. Jennie 

innocently enjoyed the tentative, uncertain 

manner in which BrandCr made advances. Elements 

of fancy and novelty entered her life through 

het association with the Senator, 

"As for Jennie, she 7/as immensely 
taken with the comfort and luxury surround
ing this man, and subconsciously with 
the man himself, the most attractive she 
had ever known. Everything he had was 
fine, everything he did was gentle, 
distinguished, and considerate. From 
some far off source, perhaps some old 
German ancestors, she had inherited an 
understanding and appreciation of all 
this. Life ought to be lived as he lived 
it; the privilege of being generous 
particularly appealed to her." 5 

One instance Dreiser deftly pictures, 

showing a contrast between Jennie's life and 

4 
Ibid., pp, 21-22 

5 
Ibid., p. 23 
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that of a higher class of society, Jennie went 

with two of the children to gather coal along 

the railway tracks. As they were gatherli^ 

this coal, the Washington special arrived and 

the children had a gli8Q)se of a comfortable 

life through the big plate-glass windows of 

the luxurious drawing-room cars. To Martha 

and George the train only meant length or 

power or the chance of becoming an engineer, 

but to Jennie, Dreiser has the following to say: 

"Jennie, alone, kept silent, but 
to her particularly the suggestion of 
travel and comfort had appealed. How 
beautiful life must be for the richl" ̂  

Jennie saw a way of bettering her own mode of 

living by accepting the attentions and gifts of 

Senator Brander. The Senator bestows gifts 

upon all of the family at Christmas. This 

note of kindness strengthens his goodness in 

the eyes of Mrs. Gerhardt and Jennie. Even 

old Gerhardt had admiration for hira. It made 

the relationship very pleasant indeed between 

the Senator and the uerhardts. Gossip con

cerning Senator Brander and Jennie, started 

by the hotel house-keeper when she observed 

Jennie wearing the senator's gift of a tiny 

jewelled watch, suddenly put an end to their 

6 
Ibid.. p. 29 
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relationship. Î lattera become strained in tha 

Gerhardt family, again economic dependence 

asserting itself, when Sebastian, Jennie's 

oldest brother, is jailed. Jennie appeals to 

the influence of Senator Brander and Sebastian 

is released# She owes a debt of gratitude to 

the Senator and he does not fail to seize his 

opportunity. Jennie's ideas of a better eco

nomic and social scale of existence do not 

lose any time in asserting themselves. 

"Her present attitude was one of 
surprise, wonder, uncertainty; and at 
the saiae time she experienced a genuine 
feeling of great happiness. Brander was 

. a good man; now he was closer to her 
than ever. He loved her. iiecause of 
this nev; relationship a change in her 
social condition was tc inevitably follow. 
Life was to be radically different from 
now on—was different at this moment, 
brander assured her over and over of his 
enduring affection." 7 

Hie Senator assures her of an early marriage 

and gives her four hundred dollars as proof of 

his intentions. Dreiser notes a neat point at 

this junction of the story. It strengthens 

the thesis that Dreiser places economic condi

tions around the actions of his characters, 

Thay desire to better their own conditions, as 

7 
Ibid., p. 78 
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did Carrie in Sister Carrie; and later Dreiser 

makes it a desire on the part of his characters 

to better the conditions of others, as does 

Jennie in this novel. Jennie sees that accept

ance of Senator brander's attentions and gifts 

would mean economic independence for her parents. 

"She went out into the night, think
ing. No doubt he would do as he said. 
She dwelt, in imagination, upon the 
possibilities of a new and fascinating 
existence. Of course he would marry her. 
Think of itl She would go to Washington— 
that far-off place. And her father and 
mother—they would not need to work so 
hard any more. And Bass, and T.̂ artha— 
she fairly glowed as she recounted to 
herself the many ways in which she 
could help them all." 8 

The story takes quite a different turn 

with the sudden death in fi/ashington of iienator 

Brander, Jennie realizes the seriousness of 

her position—to whom should she turn in her 

trouble. Gerhardt is told all by his wife and 

he sends Jennie away. Thus again, Jennie is 

forced on her own resources for her economic 

independence—just at the time she was about 

to grasp a new and better mode of living. Old 

Gerhardt secures a position in Youngstown. 

Sebastian sees a better mode of living if he 

goes to Cleveland and works, later sending for 

8 
Ibid.. p. 79. 
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Jennie, then eventually the rest of the family. 

Jficonomic conditions plus Jennie's socinl disgrace 

urge bass to make his move to Cleveland. 

""Oh, I know", he said, "but it's 
enough to make anyone swear, we've 
never had anything but rotten luck 
here. I'm going to, and maybe if I 
can get anything we can all move, We*d 
be better off if we'd get some place 
where people don't know us. we can't 
be anything here," 

Mrs, Gerhardt listened with a strong 
hope for a betterment of their miserable 
life creeping into her heart. If Bass 
would only do this. If he would go 
and get work, and come to her rescue^ 
as a strong bright young son might, what 
a thing it might be I They were in the 
rapids of a life which was moving toward 
a dreadful calamity. If only something 
would happen." 9 

Bass moves to Cleveland and finds work in a 

cigar store. Back in Columbus Jennie's baby, 

Vesta, is born. Six months later Bass sends 

for Jennie, Mrs, Gerhardt is supremely happy 

as she now sees an opportunity for her children 

to prosper at last, 

"The effect which all this had upon 
Mrs, Gerhardt, Jennie, and the rest of 
the family was Jihenomenal, r.irs, Gerhardt, 
long weighed upon by the misery Jennie's 
error had entailed, was for taking meas
ures for carrying out this plan at once. 
So buoyant was her natural temperament 
that she was completely carried away.by 
the glory of Cleveland, and already saw 
fulfilled therein not only her own de
sires for a nice home, but the prosperous 

9 
Ibid., pp, 96-97 
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advancement of her children, "Of course 
they could get work", she said. Bass was 
right. She had always wanted Gerhardt 
to go to some large city, but he would 
not. Now it was necessary, and they 
would go and become better off than they 
ever had been." 10 

When Jennie arrives in Cleveland she feels 

andeconomic responsibility towards her family. 

A job is her immediate solution to her stress 

for money, 
r 

"The ordeal through which she had so 
recently passed had aroused in her a 
clearer conception of the responsibilities 
of life. Her mother was always in her 
mind, her mother and the children. In 
particular Martha and Veronica must have 
a better opportunity to do for themselves 
than she had had. They should be dressed 
better; they ought to be kept longer in 
school; they must have more companionship, 
more opportunity to broaden their lives," H 

Jennie secures a job as maid to tirs, brace-

bridge, and it is through this association that 

she meets Lester Kane, He immediately woos her 

and arranges for her to leave with him for 

Hew York, 

In the meantime Mrs. Gerhardt has arrived 

In Cleveland, this new arrangement bettering 

the financial condition of the family. Dreiser 

makes this scene in his story quite realistic. 

He must be familiar with the hardships of 

10 
Ibid., p, 104 

11 
Ibid,, p. 107 
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existence among a family group. 

"Arrived at Cleveland, this feeling 
of optimism was encouraged by the sight 
of Jennie's cheerful face, Bass assured 
her that they would get along all right. 
He took them out to the house, and George 
was shown the way to go back to the de
pot and have the freight looked after. 
Mrs, Gerhardt had still fifty dollars 
left out of the money which Senator 
Brander had sent to Jennie, and with this 
a way of getting a little extra furniture 
on the installment plan was provided. 
Bass had already paid the first month's 
rent, and Jennie had spent her evenings 
for the last few days in washing the 
windows euid floors of this new house 
and in getting it into a state of perfect 
cleanliness, wow, when the first night 
fell, they had two new mattresses and 
comfortables spread upon a clean floor; 
a new lamp, purchased from one oi the 
nearby stores; a single box, borrowed 
by Jennie from a grocery store, for 
cleaning purposes, upon which ro-s, Gerhardt 
could sit, and some sausages and bread 
to stay them until morning. They talked 
and planned for the future until nine 
o'clock came, when all but Jennie retired. 
These two talked on, the burden of respon
sibilities resting on the daughter, Mrs. 
Gerhardt had come to feel in a way de
pendent upon her. 

"Auspiciously as this new life 
seemed to have begun, the closeness with 
which their expenses were matching: their 
income was an ever-present menace, Bass, 
originally very generous in his proposi
tions, soon announced that he felt four 
dollars a week for his room and board 
to be a sufficient contribution from 
himself, Jennie gave everything she 
earned, and protested that she did not 
stand in need of anything, so long as 
the baby was properly taken care of. 
George secured a place as an overgrown 



34 

cash-boy, and brought in two dollars and 
fifty cents a week, all of which, at 
first, he gladly contributed. Later on 
he was allowed the filty cents for him
self as being meet and just, Gerhardt, 
from his lonely post of labor, contributed 
five dollars by mail, always arguing 
that a little money ought to be saved in 
order that his honest debts back in 
Columbus might be paid. Out of this 
total income of fifteen dollars a week 
all of these individuals had to be fed 
and clothed, the rent paid, coal pur
chased, and the regular monthly install
ment of three dollars paid on the out
standing furniture bill of fifty dollars. 

How it was done, those co:nfortable 
Individuals, who frequently discuss the 
social aspects of poverty, might well 
trouble to inform themselves. Rent, coal, 
and light alone consumed the goodly sum 
of twenty dollars a month; food, another 
unfortunately necessary item, used up 
twenty-five mord; clothes, instalments, 
dues, occasional items of medicine and 
the like, were met out of the remaining 
eleven dollars—how, the ardent imagination 
of the comfortable reader can guess. It 
was done, however, and for a time the 
hopeful members considered that they 
were doing fairly well? 12 

BUrs. Gerhardt realized her husband's de

pendence upon Jennie's ability to provide. 

Old Gerhardt is home now with badly burned 

hands, as the result of an accident in the 

factory. The gift of two hundred and fifty 

dollars from Lester Kane wins Llrs. Gerhardt's 

permission for Jennie's departure to New York 

with Lester. 

For the sake of her family and little 

Vesta, her daughter, Jennie writes Lester a 

12 
Ibid,, pp. 110-112 
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note consenting to meet him at a chosen place. 

Economic conditions make Jennie decide this 

vital question in her life. 

'•How were they to get along now 
with five dollars taken from the weekly 
budget, and with the cost of Gerhardt's 
presence added? Bass might have contri
buted more of his weekly earnings, but 
he did not feel called upon to do it. 
And so the small sum of nine dollars 
weekly must meet as best it could the 
current expenses of rent, food, and coal, 
to aay nothing of incidentals, which now 
began to press very heavily. Gerhardt had 
to go to a doctor to have his hands 
dressed daily. George needed a new pair 
of shoes. Either more money must come 
from some source or the family mast beg 
for credit and suffer the old tortures 
of want. The situation crystallized 
the half-formed resolve in Jennie's mind. 

Lester's letter had been left unan
swered. The day was drawing near. Should 
she write? He would help them. Had he 
not tried to force money on her? She 
finally decided that it was her duty to 
avail herself of this proffered assist
ance. She sat down and wrote him a brief 
note. She would meet him as he had re
quested, but he would please not come to 
the house. She mailed the letter, and 
then waited, with mingled feelings of 
trepidation and thrilling expectancy, 
the arrival of the fateful day." 13 

When Jennie meets Lester he appeals to 

her social position but more to the financial 

advantage for her family. Lester agrees to 

provide a home for her family. This thought-

13 
Ibid., pp. 157-158 
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fulness is admired by Jennie. Dreiser says 

the following concerning this point: 

""There's only one thin̂ - to be done, 
as far as I can see," he (Lester) went on 
very gently. "You're not suited for the 
kind of work you're doing. You're too 
refined. I object to it. Give it up 
and come with me down to New York; I'll 
take good care of you. I love you and 
want you. As far as your family is con
cerned, you won't have to worry about them 
any more. You can take a nice home for 
them and furnish it in any style you 
please. \7ouldn't you like that?" 

He paused, and Jennie's thoughts 
reverted quickly to her mother, her dear 
mother. All her life long f^s. Gerhardt 
had been talking of this very thing— 
a nice home. If they could just have a 
nicer house, v/ith good furniture and a 
yard filled with trees, how happy she 
would be. In such a home she would be 
free of the care of rent, the discomfort 
of poor furniture, the wretchedness of 
poverty; she would be so happy. She 
hesitated there while his keen eye followed 
her in spirit, and he saw what a power he 
had set in motion. It had been a happy 
inspiration—the suggestion of a decent 
home for the family." 14 

Lester offers Jennie love and protection—this 
means that throughout the rest of her life she 
would not be financially embarrassed. A way 
is at last opened to provide for Vesta. Then 
the proposition concerning the support of her 
family proves the winning answer, ihis tangible 
evidence (the two hundred and fifty dollars) 
convinces llrs. Gerhardt that this is the more 
convenient way of life for Jennie as well as 
for them all. 

"The two looked at each other in 
silence. I,lrs. Gerhardt, with her 
imaginative nature, endeavored to formu
late some picture of this new and wonderful 
personality that had come into Jennie's 
life. He was wealthy; he wanted to take 

14 
Ibid., p, 163 
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Jennie; he wanted to give them a good 
home, what a storyI 

"And he gave me this,** put in Jennie, 
who, with some instinctive psychic fac
ulty, had been following her mother's 
mood. She opened her dress at the neck, 
and took out the two hundred and fifty 
dollars; she placed the money in her 
mother's hands. 

The latter stared at it wide eyed. 
Here was the relief for all her woes-
food, clothes, rent, coal—all done up 
in one small package of green and yellow 
bills. If there were plenty of money in 
the house Gerhardt need not worry about 
his burned hands; George and Î artha and 
Veronica could be clothed in comfort and 
made happy. Jennie could dress better; 
there would be a future education for 
Vesta. 

"Jennie realized that she had won. 
Her mother had acquiesced from sheer force 
of circumstances, she was sorry, but 
somehow it seemed to be for the best, 
"I'll help you out with it", her mother 
had concluded, with a little sigh." 15 

The one thing Jennie failed to do at this 

was to toll Lester about har daughter, 

Vesta. Dreiser even brings in Jennie's love 

of protection and financial security in this 

thought. Concerning Vesta Dreiser has Jennie 

""I'll have to tell him something", 
she thought with a sudden upwelling of 
feeling as regarded the seriousness of 
this duty. "If I don't do it soon and 
I should go and live with him, and he 
should find it out he would never forgive 

15 
Ibid.. pp. 169-170 
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-jSf- He might turn me out, and then where 
would I go? I have no home now, v.hat 
would I do with Vesta?"" 16 

Lester does not hesitate in spending money 

on those little niceties that are dear to the 

heart of woraan, Jennie is transformed into a 

beautiful well-groomed lady. An overflow of 

emotion makes Jennie wonder at this remarkable 

change in the washerwoman's daughter. 

"The atmosphere into v;hich Jennie 
was now plunged was so wonderful, so 
illuminating, that she could scarcely 
believe this was the same world that she 
had inhabited before. Kane was no 
lover of vulgar display, llie appoint
ments with which he surrounded himself 
were always simple and elegant. He knaw 
at a glance what Jennie needed, and bought 
for her with discrimination and care. 
And Jennie, a woman, took a keen pleasure 
in the handsome gowns and pretty fripper
ies that he lavished upon her. Could this 
really be Jennie Gerhardt, the washer-
v/oman's daughter, she asked herself, as 
she gazed in her mirror at the figure of 
a girl clad in blue velvet, with yellow 
'French lace at her throat and upon her 
arms? Gould ther.o be her feet, clad in 
soft shapely shoes at ten dollars a pair, 
these her hands adorned with flashing jew
els? V/hat wonderful good fortune she was 
onjoyingl And Lester had promised that her 
mother would share in it. lears sprang 
to her eyes at the thought. The dear 
mother, how she loved herI" 1^ 

A new house is rented by Lester for the 

Gerhardt family and they are again overcome 

16 
Ibid., p. 172 

17 
Ibid., pp, 173-174 
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with joy. Jennie now lives with her Lester in 

Chicago. Old Gerhardt reasons that everything 

must be all right between them or why would he 

furnish money for her family? Mrs. Gerhardt 

was happier than she had ever been. 

"When the time came for the actual 
moving Mrs. Gerhardt was beside herself 
with joy, for was not this the realization 
of her dreaas? All through the long 
years of her life she had been waiting, 
and now it had come. A new house, new 
furniture, plenty of room—things finer 
than she had ever even imagined—think 
of itl Her eyes shone as she looked at 
the new beds and tables and bureaus and 
whatnots. "Dear, dear, isn't this nicel" 
she exlaimed, "Isn't it beautifull" 
Jennie smiled and tried to pretend satis
faction without emotion, but there were 
tears in her eyes. She was so glad for 
her mother's sake. She could have kissed 
Lester's feet for his goodness to her 
fa-ally." 18 

Jennie was conscious of her former poor 

existence, especially of her sooial background. 

Her manners did not fit In with her new form 

of living. She was so dependent upon Lester, 

not only in an economic way, but also socially. 

Jennie's early environment had more effect 

upon her than even she liked to admit. She 

was continually ill at ease in public. Dreiser 

shows that the lack of money makes one self-

conscious in the social graces. 

18 
Ibid., p. 182 
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"One of tho aost appealing things to 
Lester was the simple way in which she 
tried to avoid exposure of her various 
social and educational shortcomings. She 
could not write very well, and once he 
found a list of words he had used written 
out on a piece of paper v/ith the meanings 
opposite. He smiled, but he liked her 
better for it. Another time in the 
Southern hotel in St. Louis he watched 
her pretending a loss of appetite because 
she thought her lack of table manners 
was baing observed by nearby diners. She 
could not always be sure of the right 
forks and knives, und the strange-looking 
dishes bothered her; how did one eat 
asparagus and artichokes?" 1^ 

At last Lester is told by Jennie that 

there is a child, Vesta. lilvon with his social 

views he lays the blame of Jennie's misfortune 

upon her wretched econoraic condition. After 

much thinking over the situation Lester finds 

that he is dependent upon Jennie and her love, 

so he asks Jennie to bring the child to live 

there. When Lester is told that Senator Brander 

is the father of Vesta, Dreiser weaves a social 

truth in Lester's reply: 

"-—^—"Senator Brander's child", he 
thought to himself. So that great repre
sentative of the interests of the common 
people was the undoer of her—a self-
confessed washerwoman's daughter. A fine 
tragedy of low life all this was." ^o 

Laster is rather slow to accept Vesta and 

her freindshlp naturally, 'i'here are times when 

19 
Ibid,, p, 199 

20 
Ibid,, p, 211 
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Lester thinks of giving this sort of life up, 

and returning to Cincinnati to live with hla 

parents, but his desire for luxury and physical 

comforts restrains him in this thought. 

"Although not at all resigned to the 
somewhat tainted atmosphere in which he 
waa living, he yet found himself so com
fortable that he could not persuade him
self to give it up. It was too much like 
a bed of do\m. Jennie was too worshipful. 
The condition of unquestioned liberty, so 
far as all his old social relationships 
were concerned, coupled with the privilege 
of quiet, simplicity, and affection in 
the home was too inviting. He lingered 
on, and began to feel that perhaps it 
would be just as well to let matters 
rest as they were." 21 

Scandal is circulated concerning Lester's 

marriage to a former servant girl. Jennie be

gins to realize the seriousness of the situ

ation and is ready to leave when her plans 

are intercepted by Lester. He takes a lovely 

home in ^de Park and old Gerhardt comes to 

live with them. Gerhardt cannot quite recon

cile his staid economic views with those of 

the extravagant American. Lester was so 

wasteful in the eyes of Gerhardt. 

Lester*s father dies in Cincinnati and 

certain strict provisions are made in his will-

one of them being that Lester should either 

21 
Ibid., p. 222 
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leave Jennie and receive his rightful one-fourth 

share in the business, or marry her within 

three years and receive ten thousand dollars 

a year for the remainder of his life. Dreiser 

makes this economic condition quite forceful 

in this matter—in fact the rest of the story 

hinges on Lester's decision. 

Jennie and Lester make a trip abroad and 

it is here that he again meets one of his own 

social register—Letty Gerald, now a charming 

widow, wealthy in her own right. In a conver

sation between Lester and Mrs. Gerald we are 

led to believe that after all here is the woman 

Lester should have married—such culture, 

grace, wealth, and one who was in his own social 

sphere too. Jennie realizes this faot as she 

sits in her rooms at the luxurious hotel in 

Cairo and broods over her fate. 

""This is the woman he should have 
married", said Jennie to herself as he 
disappeared. She fell into a reverie, 
going over the steps of her past life. 
Sometimes it seemed to her now as if she 
had been living in a dream. At other 
times she felt as though she were in 
that dream yet. Life sounded in her ears 
much as this night did. She heard its 
cries. She knew its large-mass features. 
But back of it were subtleties that 
shaded and changed one into the other 
like the shifting of dreams. V.hy had 
she been so attractive to men? Why had 
Lester been so eager to follow her? 
Could she have prevented him? She thought 
of her life in Columbus^ when she carried 
coal; to-night she was in Egypt, at this 
great hotel, the chatelaine of a suite 
of rooms, surrounded by every luxury. 



43 

Lester still devoted to her. He had 
endured so many things for herI Why? 
Was she so wonderful? Brander had said 
so, Lester had told her so. Still she 
felt humble, out of place, holding hand-
fuls of jewels that did not belong to 
her. Again she experienced that pecullal? 
feeling v/hich had corae over her the first 
time she went to New York with Lester— 
namely, that this fairy existence could 
not endure. Her life was fated. Some
thing would happen. She would go back 
to simple things, to a side street, a 
poor cottage, to old clothes. 

And then as she thought of her home 
in Chicago, and the attitude of her 
friends, she knew it must be so. She would 
never be received, even if he married 
her. And she could understand why. She 
could look into the charming, smiling 
face of this woman (Mrs. Gerald) who was 
now with Lester, and see that she con
sidered her very nice, perhaps, but not 
of Lester's class. She was saying to 
herself now no doubt as she danced with 
Lester that he needed someone like her. 
He needed someone who had been raised in 
the atmosphere of the things to which 
he had been accustomed. He couldn't 
very well expect to find in her, Jennie, 
the familiarity with, the appreciation of 
the niceties to, which he had always been 
accustomed, She understood what they 
were. Ber mind had awakened rapidly to 
details of furniture, clothing, arrange
ment, decorations, manner, forms, customs, 
but—she was not to the manner born." 22 

Jennie could not overcome this feeling of eco

nomic and' sooial inequality. The influence of 

her earlier days was asserting her thoughts and 

actions now. 

V/hen Lester returns to America he finds 

that his brother, Robert Kane, has merged the 

22 
Ibid., pp. 317-319 
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carriage company with two other prominent 

companies. Lester then turns to a real estate 

venture which proves a failure. He loses 

nearly fifty thousand dollars in the promotion 

of the property. 

At this junction Mrs. Gerald appears in 

Chicago and invites Lester to her home. She 

listens with sympathy to Lester's story of woe, 

and also to his long love affair with Jennie. 

Mrs. Gerald has a great deal of influence over 

Lester, and after this confidential chat 

Lester weakens. He begins to envy the life of 

wealth and luxury that should be rightfully his. 

The story takes a peculiar twist when a 

lawyer representing the Kane's interests calls 

upon Jennie explaining the restrictions re

garding Lester's fortune set aside in the elder 

Kane's will. Jennie is stunned when she sees 

the possibility of Lester's losing his share 

of the estate. Mr. O'Brien, the lawyer, makes 

it plain that Jennie shall never want for a 

thing financially. 

""Well, be that as it may. In the 
event of your deciding to end the connection 
it has been suggested that any reasonable 
sum you might name, fifty, seventy-five, 
a hundred thousand dollars"—Mr. O'Brien 
was feeling very generous toward her— 
"would be gladly set aside for your benefit— 
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put in trust, as it were, so that you 
would have it whenever you needed it. 
You would never want for anything." 23 

Jennie is assured of financial indepen

dence and it is not so difficult for her to 

decide to leave Lester, She tells Lester of 

her plans to move to Sandwood and take a 

cottage. Lester acquiesces, and he really 

seems quite happy in the prospects of resuming 

his rightful place in the business and social 

life of Cincinnati. 

"He had notified Messrs. Knight, 
Keatley & O'Brien through his own 
attorney, r̂ir. watson, that he would 
expect them to deliver his share of his 
father's securities on a given date. 
He had made up his mind that as long as 
he was compelled by circumstances to do 
this thing he would do a number of other 
things equally ruthless. He would 
probably marry Mrs. Gerald. He would 
sit as a director in the United Carriage 
Company—with his share of the stock it would 
be impossible to keep him out. If he had 
wrs. Gerald's money he would become a 
controlling factox in the United iraction 
of Cincinnati, in which his brother was 
heavily interested, and in the Western 
Steel works, of which his brother was 
now the leading adviser. What a different 
figure he would be now from that which 
he had been during the past few yearsJ" 24 

Thus we leave Lester basking in the sun

shine of his wealth and position. Dreiser makes it 

quite clear that the difference created between the 

social standards of Lester and Jennie continually 

23 

24 
Ibid., p. 356 

Ibid., p. 370 



make for a struggle. Economic determinism on 

the part of Lester finally causes him to marry 

Mrs. Gerald and to assume a place in society. 

46 
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Part 4 

Dreiser has economic conditions deter-

aining his characters' actions in his famous 

trilogy of desire—The Financier, The Titan, 

and The Genius. 

In the first of the group, The Financier. 

Dreiser pictures a typical middle class family 

aspiring for social and financial position. 

Frank Cowperwood, the hero, is fascinated by 

a girl slightly below his social rank, but ho 

Makes her his mistress and later marries her. 

The girl, Alleen Butler, explains her position 

in contrast with Cowperwood's. 

"At the same time, her father's 
local reputation as a quondam gc.rbage 
contractor ("slop-collector" was the 
unfeeling comment of the vulgarian cog
noscenti ); her own unavailing efforts to 
right a condition of material vulgarity 
or artistic anarchy in her own hom^; the 
hopelessness of ever being admitted to 
those distinguished portals which she 
recognized afar off as the last sanctum 
sanctorum of established respectability 
and social distinction, had bred in her, 
even at this early age, a feeling of 
deadly opposition to her home conditions 
as they stood. Such a house compared to 
Cowperwood'si Her dear, but ignorant, 
father! And this great man, her lover, 
had now condescended to love her—see 
in her his future wife. Oh, God, that 
it might not faill" 1 

In The Financier Dreiser pictures Cowper
wood as a "money-grabber". Linked with this 

1 
Dreiser, ^ e Financier, p. 163 
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is Cowperwood's love for power and political 

influence. Dreiser never separates the one 

from the other. Perhaps in The Titan, the 

second of the trilogy, Dreiser presents a 

«ore perfect blend of the two interests, money 

and power, than he does in The Financier. 

When Dreiser writes Tho Titan we see a 

remarkable improvement in character and plot 

development. He creates a harmony of the 

whole; there is more plausibility to his 

story. The same struggle for existence is 

here as is in the other novels by Dreiser. 

"In The Titan we begin to see clearly 
that grand battle between artist and man 
of money, idealist and materialist, spirit 
and flesh, which is the informing theme 
of the whole trilogy. The result is a 
character sketch of the highest color and 
brilliance, a superb portrait of a complex 
and extremely fascinating aan. Of all 
the personages in the Dreiser books, the 
Cowperwood of Tho Titan is perhaps the 
most radiantly real. He is accounted 
for in every detail, and yet, in the end, 
he is not accounted for at all; there 
hands about him, to the last, that baffling 
mysteriousness which hangs about those we 
know ntt)st intimately. There is in him 
a complete and indubitable masculinity, 
as the eternal feminine is in Jennie. His 
struggle with the inexorable forces that 
urge him on as whips, and lure him with 
false lights, and bring him to disillusion
ment and dismay, is as typical as hers is, 
and as tragic. In his ultimate disaster, 
so plainly foreshadowed at the close, 
there is the clearest of all projections 
of the ideas that lie at the bottom of 
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all Dreiser's work. Cowperwood, above 
any of them, is his protagonist." 2 

It is one thing to describe the physical 

aspects of a man, but quite a different thing 

to picture the motives, feelings, and processes 

of mind o^ a man. Dreiser achieves this feat, 
r 

in his creation of Cowperwood. 

Dreiser pictures Frank Cowperwood as a 

business genius. It seemed that everything he 

touched turned to money. We find him in a 

luxury of wealth and power. Cowperwood epito

mized the rich American business man. 

"In Cowperwood we have the first 
man of action of heroic mold, definitely 
evolved out of and connected with the 
American industrial scene, that had ever 
been oonoeived in American fiction. In 
him we have the Richard the Lion-hearted 
of American business," ^ 

Cowperv/ood's connections with big business 

of Chicago—such as, the gas syndicate, the 

street car and over-heed railway systems—all 

are presented in detail. Cowperwood•s many 

plans and schemes to get ahead of the other 

fellow are graphically presented. A H these 

businesses continued to pour money into Cowper

wood 's pockets. Franchises were granted and 

Mencken, pp. cit.. p. 119 
3 

Rascoe, op. cit.. pp. 48-49 
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wa find him battling with political Chicago. 

JMedless to say, he got what he wanted. In 

short, Cowperwood was a financial wizard. One 

need not mention the various tricks he used to 

gain wealth and power. 

•̂^ ̂ Q Titan Cowperwood marries his mistress, 

Alleen Butler, and carries her up the economic 

and sooial ladder with him. A honey-moon trip 

to Europe with everything money can buy, a 

mansion on Chicago's Gold Coast, costly furnish

ings, even gala social functions, could not 

completely ease Alleen's conscience. One is 

reminded again of a similar feeling on the part 

of Jennie. Cowperwood loved to display aaaa, 

luxury, grandeur; It satisfied his ego, but 

Alleen was ill at ease, in spite of it all. 

"laie (AJ.leen) never quite so much 
dominated a situation as she permitted 
it to dominate her. Only the superior 
ease and graciousness of Cowperwood 
carried her through at times, Uit that 
always did." * 

We see Jennie, again, depending upon Lester as 

Alleen depended upon Cowperwood. Dreiser's 

theory of life—that one cannot completely 

rise above one's economic and social environ-

ment, no matter how much wealth they might 

possess—is graphically presented again in 

The Titan. 

4 
Dreiser, The Titan, p. 69 
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Part 5 

In 1925, exactly ten years after The 

Titan, appeared An American Tragedy. This 

novel is considered Dreiser's masterpiece. 

Clyde Griffiths, the hero of this novel, is 

made to approach reality by his aetailed 

characterization* We are impressed with the 

sordidness of his early life, which affects 

his every action. We are not spared a single 

detail in making Clyde's crime, trial, and 

judgment appear real. Suspense is heightened 

by leading the reader to the very door of the 

death chamber through intricate detail. 

Dreiser makes it seem plausible that Clyde 

amaaits this heinous crime due to the impress

ions of wealth and luxury observed by him 

throughout his early youth. The meager living 

conditions of his parents early made him hate 

their sort of living. 

Clyle Griffiths is the son of street 

evangelists in Kansas City. He soon learns 

that in such an environment life holds little 

for him. Clyde had pictured his rich uncle 

living in Lycurgus, New York, as a sort of 

Croesus. 
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"As Clyde pictured this uncle, he 
must be a kind of Croesus, living in ease 
and luxury there in the east, while here 
in the west—Kansas City—he and his 
parents and his brother and sisters were 
living in the same wretched and hum-drum, 
hand to mouth state that had always 
characterized their lives." 1 

Clyde found himself caught in the mesh of 

circumstances. He was not only poor but vain 

and proud as well—a dangerous combination. 

Clyde yearned for all glittering things that 

the average boy wants—only perhaps a little 

more so. 

"Oh, the fine clothes, the handsome 
home, the watches, rings, pins that some 
boys sported; the dandies many youths of 
his years already wereI Some parents of 
boys of his years actually gave them cars 
of their own to ride in. They were to 
be seen upon the principal streets of 
Kansas City flitting to and fro like 
flies. And pretty girls with them. And 
he had nothing. And he never had had. 

And yet the world was so full of so 
many things to do—so many people were so 
happy and so successful. V/hat was ho to 
do? Which way to turn? What one thing 
to take up and master—something that 
would get him somewhere. He could not 
Say. He did not know exactly. And thesa 
peculiar parents were in no way sufficiently 
^quipped to advise him." ^ 

Thus even in Dreiser's latest novel he still 

documents carefully economic conditions as 

they affect the life of Clyde. 

Dreiser, An American Tragedy, p. 14 

Ibid., p. 15 
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At Sixteen Clyde becomes a bell boy in a 

luxurious hotel. Here he has his first glimpse 

of the grandeur of another mode of living. 

Clyde meets friends who introduce him to a 

cheap tinseled pleasure; but Clyde does not 

desire his old humdrum sort of life with his 

pious parents. Clyde could hardly believe that 

fate had thrown into hands such a Job as bell

hop in the Hotel Green-Davidson. 

"He was to be a bell-boy in the 
great Hotel Green-Davidson. He was to 
wear a uniform and a handsome one. He 
was to make—but he did not tell his 
mother at first what he was to make, 
truly—but more than eleven or twelve at 
first, anyhow, he guessed—he could not 
be sure. For now, all at once, he saw 
economic independence ahead for himself| 
if not for his family, and he did not 
care to complicate it with any claims 
which a confession as to his real salary 
would most likely inspire. But he did 
say that he was to have his meals free— 
because that meant eating away from home, 
which was what he wished. And in addition 
he was to live and move and always in the 
glorious atmosphere of this hotel—not 
to have to go home ever before twelve, 
if he did not wish—to have good clothes-
interesting coinpany, maybe—a good time, 
geel 

a a a • 

"!nie mere thought of all this was so 
astonishing and entrancing that he could 
not bring himself to think of it too much. 
He must wait and see. He must wait and 
see how much he would make here in this 
perfectly marvelous—marvelous realm." ^ 

Economic determinism asserts itself again 

9 
Ibid.. pp. 37-38 
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in Clyde's life when he meets the beautiful and 

wealthy Sondra Flnohley. Clyde is working in 

his uncle's factory in Lycurgus and has met 

Roberta Alden, a factory girl. Roberta is 

closely allied with Carrie and Jennie in her 

struggle for existence. After Clyde views the 

strata of society Sondra moves in, and contrasts 

it with the plane on which he and Roberta 

dwell, he determines to better his sooial 

position. ThiQ desire ultimately leads to the 

tragedy, his drowning of his sweetheart, Roberta. 

Almost from Clyde's first meeting with Sondra 

he mourns his economic state and determines 

to fit himself into Sondra's society, this 

fitness necessitating the putting away of 

Roberta. 

"They dfiuiced on together, thrilled 
for the moment at least, by this mutual 
recognition of the identity and reality 
of this interest which took the form of 
genial and seeking glances into each 
other's eyes, hints on the part of Sondra 
that, assuming that Clyde could fit him
self athletically, financially, and in 
other ways for such a world as this, it 
might be possible that he would be in
vited here and there by her; broad and 
for the moment self-deluding notions on 
his part that such could and would be the 
aase, while in reality just below the 
surface of his outward or seeming con
viction and assurance ran a deeper current 
of self-distrust which showed as a de
cidedly eager and yet mournful light in 
his eye, a certain vigor and assurance 
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in his voice, which was nevertheless 
touched, had she been able to define it 
with something that was not assurance by 
any means." 4 

Daring Clyde's trial, which is long and 

without a detail missing, we see Itos. Griffiths, 

Clyde's mother, in her humble, pathetic way, 

trying to save her son. She assumes a great 

deal of the blame for Clyde's waywardness upon 

the manner in which he was brought up. Too 

much parental restriction was one cause of 

Clyde's misfortune. In this, the latest 

DreiserIan novel, we find economic and sooial 

conditions plus individual temperaments motiv

ating the action* 

Primarily Dreiser is an individualist who 

loves life with its oolor, variety, strength, 

passion. To him life appears ugly, distorted, 

and meaningless in its dealing with people, yet 

he finds much that promises of adventure and 

radiance in life. This is all expressed in 

An American Tragedy. Beach has this to say 

concerning the novel: 

«AH things considered. An American 
Tragedy is doubtless the most neatly 
constructed of all Dreiser's novels, as 
wall as the best written. And it is 
always a satisfaction to find that an 
artist is gaining rather than losing with 
the passage of the years." ^ 

4 
Ibid., p. 336 

5 
Beach, The Twentieth Century novel, p. 328 
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Further, supporting my contention that 

Dreiser places economic situations in his 

novels to determine the action of his charac

ters, I quote Beach: 

"Dreiser's intention in An American 
Tragedy seems to ba to picture a young 
man in no way unusual, to show how natural 
he is in all his desires and actions, 
and how, without being in the least a 
criminal type, he is driven, all in tha 
course of nature to commit the most 
heinous of crimes." " 

This "all in the course of nature", quoted by 

Beach, is to my mind nothing more than the in

fluence of Clyde's early years asserting itself 

in his life. We have had pictured the drudge 

of the street evangelists, Clyde's father and 

mother. In an earlier page of this work. Life 

is a struggle, sometimes to the death, as it 

was in Clyde's instance, but there is no es

caping its power. 

"Dreiser has written six novels and 
aach of them deals with a fight—to the 
daath usually—between the individual and 
society. From Sister Carrie, the life 
story of a girl who became the mistress 
of two men, to An American Tragedy, which 
draws the net of a young man's desires 
so tight that murder seems the only es
cape, the conflict goes on between man's 
heart and the organized hindrances of 
society." ^ 

Economic determinism casts its characters 

in peculiar moulds. Carrie, Marjorie, Jennie, 

Beaoh, op. cit.. pp. 3S4-325 
7 
Walker, How Big Is Dreiser? The Bookman. 

"^» LXlIIt No. 2, April, 1926 
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Clyde—all accepted what life had to offer them-

presumably a better standard of living, and 

certainly a more convenient one financially 

aiKl socially. Life has dealt them a terrible 

hand—they tried to do better—but they just 

could not—they were caught up in the net of 

circumstances, Boynton declares on this point: 

"In this painful kingdom Dreiser is 
doing a work as massive and hard-wrought 
as the statues of Rodin. If it is the 
business of the critic to interpret rather 
than to indite, we must admit that the 
failure of his characters to round out 
their lives in 'a natural, normal, cour
ageous, healthy way' is because one feels 
it his artistic duty to write of the 
actual world. Yet behind it all there 
is a wistful yearning for something 
better that only perverse blindness can 
fail to perceive." ° 

Another exponent of this ruthless circumstance 

called life is Carl Van Doren. He upholds 

Dreiser in his painstaking creation of charac

ters—the presenting of life as it precisely 

appeared. Van Doren's detailed comment on 

An American Tragedy bears repeating. 

"In An American Tragedy, based upon an 
actual murder, Dreiser tried to anatomize 
his world. Hhe hero is a young man who 
has been, in the American fashion, cease
lessly urged to make something of himself 
but never told how to go about it. Success 
shimmers before him like a mirage. Divided 
between an old love and a new ambition, 
without the stamina to choose, he bung-
lingly murders his way out. The forces 

8 
Boynton, Some Contemporary Americans, p. 143 



of the law come down upon him. Bat the 
law is served by men who themselves are 
weak, interested, or vengeful. He is put 
to death not by calm, even-handed justice 
but by public anger striking back at him 
for his.offense. 

Whether or not he deserved the pen
alty Dreiser nowhere says. He has no 
measure for such a desert. He want only 
to follow, with comprehension and pity, 
the changes by which a kind-hearted boy 
could in, a few years become a murderer. 
At no point can Dreiser find that Clyde 
chemically changes fi*om good to bad. Even 
in the hour of murder he does not quite 
intend it. He wavers among insidious 
impulses of which, it seems, the balance 
might have been shifted as easily to save 
him as to destroy him. Ha sins by a 
hair's breadth. To read about him is to 
walk a tight rope over a gulf of imcigined 
experience, shuddering to think how 
little separates those who cross from 
those who fall*" * 

9 
Van Doren, Carl, What Is American 
Literature, pp. 116-118 
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Part 6 

By way of a summary I wish to state that 

through a study of Dreiser and his works I 

find that he contends first, that a person's 

actions are dependent upon his early environ

ment and training; secondly, that one cannot 

completely rise above his economic and social 

surroundings, no matter how much wealth and 

power one might obtain, in short, a certain 

self-consciousness of one's former inferior 

position in society hinders one in expressing 

his true self; thirdly, that economic deter

minism casts its characters in peculiar moulds, 

not necessarily the fault of the individual; 

fourthly, that the more poignant tragedies of 

life occur within one's inner self; an inabili

ty to place true valuations upon life being 

the actual tragedy; fifthly, that passion, 

greed, beauty, end envy dominate man's every 

action, or, as Dreisar aays: 

"Novels are a mere expression of 
temperament anyhow;" 1 

sixthly, that not the lure of money alone, but 

the adventurous, romantic, mystic lure of that 

1 
Baldwin, Charles C : The Men Who Make 

Our Novels, p. 152 
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pavrer, luxury and adventure which lies behind 

•oney in our country is a dominant national 

peculiarity; seventhly, that life is a futile 

•truggle. 

Concerning this lest contention I wish to 

state that one cannot escape from the realities 

of life into a drecun world of delight. One 

might postpone life's cruelties by accepting 

enticing economic and social conditions, but 

in the end he will bow to life's inevitable 

aastery. 

For you who appreciate the truth of such 

philosophy, who want a graphic picture of the 

struggles of lives in big cities, who believe 

that underneath all, the temperaments of in

dividuals control life, who appreciate a de

tailed account of the glamour, gilt, sordid

ness, squalldness—all combined—of the society 

of the early twentieth century, I recorament 

this socialogloal tome—the novels of Theodore 

Dreiser. 
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