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Preface

public, and college or university libranes. TCLC has covered more than 1000 authors, represenung over 60 nationah-

ties and nearly 50,000 titles. No other reference source has surveyed the critical response to twentieth-century authors
and literature as thoroughly as TCLC. In the words of one reviewer, “there 1s nothing comparable available.” TCLC “is a
gold mine of information—dates, pseudonyms, biographical information, and criticism from books and periodicals—which
many librarians would have difficulty assembling on their own.”

S nce 1ts inception Twentieth-Century Literary Criticism (TCLC) has been purchased and used by some 10,000 school,

Scope of the Series

TCLC 1s designed to serve as an introduction to authors who died between 1900 and 1999 and to the most significant nter-
pretations of these author’s works. Volumes published from 1978 through 1999 included authors who died between 1900
and 1960. The great poets, novelsts, short story writers, playwnights, and philosophers of the period are frequently studied
n high school and college literature courses. In organizing and reprinting the vast amount of critical matenal wrtten on
these authors, TCLC helps students develop valuable nsight into literary history, promotes a better understanding of the
texts, and sparks ideas for papers and assignments. Each entry in TCLC presents a comprehensive survey on an author’s
career or an individual work of Iiterature and provides the user with a multiplicity of interpretations and assessments. Such
variety allows students to pursue their own interests; furthermore, it fosters an awareness that literature 1s dynamic and re-
sponsive to many different opinions.

Every fourth volume of TCLC is devoted to literary topics. These topics widen the focus of the series from the mdividual
authors to such broader subjects as literary movements, prominent themes 1n twentieth-century literature, literary reaction
to political and historical events, significant eras in literary history, prominent literary anniversaries, and the literatures of
cultures that are often overlooked by English-speaking readers.

TCLC is designed as a companion series to Gale’s Contemporary Literary Criticism, (CLC) which reprints commentary on
authors who died after 1999 Because of the different tme periods under consideration, there i1s no duplication of material
between CLC and TCLC.

Organization of the Book

A TCLC entry consists of the following elements:

m The Author Heading cites the name under which the author most commonly wrote, followed by birth and death
dates. Also located here are any name variations under which an author wrote, including transhterated forms for
authors whose native languages use nonroman alphabets. If the author wrote consistently under a pseudonym, the
pseudonym 1s listed in the author heading and the author’s actual name 1s given 1n parenthesis on the first line of
the biographical and critical information. Uncertain birth or death dates are indicated by question marks. Single-
work entries are preceded by a heading that consists of the most common form of the title in English translation (if
applicable) and the name of 1ts author.

® The Introduction contains background information that mtroduces the reader to the author, work, or topic that 1s
the subject of the entry.

m  The list of Principal Works 1s ordered chronologically by date of first publication and lists the most important
works by the author. The genre and publication date of each work 1s given. In the case of foreign authors whose
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works have been translated into English, the English-language version of the title follows 1n brackets. Unless oth-
erwise indicated, dramas are dated by first performance, not first publication. Lists of Representative Works by
different authors appear with topic entries.

®  Reprinted Criticism 1s arranged chronologically m each entry to provide a useful perspective on changes in critical
evaluation over time. The critic’s name and the date of composition or publication of the critical work are given at
the beginning of each piece of cniicism. Unsigned criticism 1s preceded by the title of the source 1 which 1t origi-
nally appeared. All titles by the author featured n the text are printed 1n boldface type. Footnotes are reprinted at
the end of each essay or excerpt. In the case of excerpted criticism, only those footnotes that pertain to the ex-
cerpted texts are included. Criticism 1n topic entries 1s arranged chronologically under a variety of subheadings to
facilitate the study of different aspects of the topic.

B A complete Bibliographical Citation of the ongnal essay or book precedes each piece of criticism. Source cita-
tions 1n the Literary Cniticism Series follow Umiversity of Chicago Press style, as outhined in The Chicago Manual
of Style, 15th ed. (Chicago' The Umiversity of Chicago Press, 2003).

B  Cnucal essays are prefaced by brief Annotations explicating each piece.

8 An annotated bibliography of Further Reading appears at the end of each entry and suggests resources for addi-
tional study. In some cases, significant essays for which the editors could not obtain reprint nghts are included
here. Boxed matenal following the further reading list provides references to other biographical and critical sources
on the author 1n series published by Gale.

Indexes

A Cumulative Author Index lists all of the authors that appear in a wide variety of reference sources published by Gale,
including TCLC. A complete Iist of these sources 1s found facing the first page of the Author Index. The mdex also includes
birth and death dates and cross references between pseudonyms and actual names.

A Cumulative Topic Index lists the literary themes and topics treated in TCLC as well as other Literature Criticism series.

A Cumulative Nationality Index lists all authors featured in TCLC by nationality, followed by the numbers of the TCLC
volumes 1 which their entries appear.

An alphabeucal Title Index accompanies each volume of TCLC. Listings of titles by authors covered in the given volume
are followed by the author’s name and the corresponding page numbers where the titles are discussed. English translations
of foreign utles and variations of titles are cross-referenced to the title under which a work was onginally published. Titles
of novels, dramas, nonfiction books, and poetry, short story, or essay collections are printed 1n 1talics, while individual po-
ems, short stories, and essays are printed 1n roman type within quotation marks.

In response to numerous suggestions from librarians, Gale also produces a paperbound edition of the TCLC cumulative title
index. This annual cumulation, which alphabetically lists all titles reviewed 1n the series, 1s available to all customers. Ad-
ditional copies of this index are available upon request. Librarians and patrons will welcome this separate index; 1t saves
shelf space, 15 easy to use, and 15 recyclable upon receipt of the next edition.

Citing Twentieth-Century Literary Criticism

When citing cniticism reprinted 1n the Laterary Criticism Sernies, students should provide complete bibliographic information
so that the cited essay can be located 1n the origmal print or electromc source. Students who quote directly from reprinted
criticism may use any accepted bibliographic format, such as University of Chicago Press style or Modern Language Asso-
ciation (MLA) style. Both the MLA and the Umversity of Chicago formats are acceptable and recognized as being the cur-
rent standards for citations. It is important, however, to choose one format for all citations; do not mix the two formats
within a hist of citations.
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The examples below follow recommendations for preparing a bibliography set forth 1n The Chicago Manual of Style, 15th
ed. (Chicago: The Umiversity of Chicago Press, (2003); the first example pertains to matenal drawn from periodicals, the
second to material reprinted from books:

Cardone, Resha. “Reappeaning Acts: Effigies and the Resurrection of Chilean Collective Memory 1n Marco Antonio de la
Parra’s La tierra insomne o La puta madre.” Hispania 88, no. 2 (May 2005): 284-93. Repninted 1 Twentieth-Century Lit-
erary Criticism. Vol. 206, edited by Thomas J. Schoenberg and Lawrence J. Trudeau, 356-65. Detroit: Gale, 2008.

Kuester, Martin. “Myth and Postmodermst Turn in Canadian Short Fiction: Sheila Watson, ‘Antigone’ (1959).” In The Ca-
nadian Short Story: Interpretations, edited by Reginald M. Nischik, pp. 163-74. Rochester, N.Y.: Camden House, 2007.
Reprinted 1n Twentieth-Century Literary Criticism. Vol. 206, edited by Thomas J. Schoenberg and Lawrence J. Trudeau,
227-32. Detroit: Gale, 2008. The examples below follow recommendations for preparing a works cited list set forth 1n the
Modern Language Association of America’s MLA Handbook for Writers of Research Papers, 7th ed. (New York: MLA,
2009. Print); the first example pertains to material drawn from periodicals, the second to material reprinted from books:

Cardone, Resha. “Reappearing Acts: Effigies and the Resurrection of Chilean Collective Memory in Marco Antonio de Ia
Parra’s La tierra insomne o La puta madre.” Hispania 88.2 (May 2005): 284-93. Rpt. in Twentieth-Century Literary Criti-
cism. Ed. Thomas J. Schoenberg and Lawrence J. Trudeau. Vol. 206. Detroit: Gale, 2008. 356-65. Print.

Kuester, Martin. “Myth and Postmodernist Turn in Canadian Short Fiction: Sheilla Watson, ‘Antigone’ (1959).” The Cana-
dian Short Story: Interpretations. Ed. Reginald M. Nischik. Rochester, N.Y.: Camden House, 2007. 163-74. Rpt. 1n
Twentieth-Century Literary Criticism. Ed. Thomas J. Schoenberg and Lawrence J. Trudeau. Vol. 206. Detroit: Gale, 2008.
227-32. Print.

Suggestions are Welcome

Readers who wish to suggest new features, topics, or authors to appear in future volumes, or who have other suggestions or
comments are cordially mvited to call, write, or fax the Associate Product Manager:

Product Manager, Literary Criticism Sernes
Gale
27500 Drake Road
Farmungton Hills, MI 48331-3535
1-800-347-4253 (GALE)
Fax: 248-699-8884



Acknowledgments

The editors wish to thank the copynght holders of the criticism included in this volume and the permissions managers of
many book and magazine publishing companies for assisting us 1n securing reproduction rights. Following 1s a list of the
copyright holders who have granted us permission to reproduce material in this volume of TCLC. Every effort has been
made to trace copyright, but 1f omissions have been made, please let us know.

COPYRIGHTED MATERIAL IN 7TCLC, VOLUME 277, WAS REPRODUCED FROM THE FOLLOWING
PERIODICALS:

American Literary Realism, v. 32, fall, 1999. Copynight © 1999 by the Board of Trustees of the University of Illinois. Re-
produced by permission of the Umiversity of Illinois Press.—The Americas, v. 14, October, 1957. Copynght © 1957 by
Academy of American Franciscan History. Reproduced by permission.—Hispania, v. 35, August, 1952. © 1952 The
American Association of Teachers of Spanish and Portuguese, Inc. Reproduced by permission.—The Library Chronicle, v.
22, 1992. Copyright © 1992 by The Library Chronicle. Reproduced by permission.—The Massachusetts Review, v. 2,
spring, 1961. Copyright © 1961. Reprinted by permission from The Massachusetts Review—Modern Austrian Literature,
v. 11, 1978 Copyright © 1978 by Modern Austnan Literature and Culture Association. Reproduced by permission.—
Modern Fiction Studies, v. 8, winter, 1962-63. Copyright © 1962 by Purdue Research Foundation, West Lafayette, IN
47907. All rights reserved. Reproduced by permussion of The Johns Hopkins University —New German Studies, v. 11,
spring, 1983. Copynight © 1983 by The Editors, New German Studies. Reproduced by permission—PMLA, v. 86, March,
1971. Copyright © 1971 by the Modern Language Association of America. All rights reserved. Reproduced by permission
of the Modern Language Association of America.—Renascence, v. 5, autumn, 1952. Copyright © 1952, Marquette Umver-
sity Press. Reproduced by permission.—Research Studies, v. 47, March, 1979. © 1979 by the Board of Regents of Wash-
mngton State University. All rights reserved. Reproduced by permission.—Southwest Review, v. 44, winter, 1959. Copyrnight
© 1959 Southern Methodist Umversity. All nghts reserved. Reproduced by permission.—Texas Studies in Literature and
Language, v. 13, summer, 1971. Copyright © 1971 by the University of Texas Press. Reproduced by permission of the
publisher.

COPYRIGHTED MATERIAL IN 7CLC, VOLUME 277, WAS REPRODUCED FROM THE FOLLOWING
BOOKS:

Arce de Vazquez, Margot. From Gabriela Mistral: The Poet and Her Work. New York University Press, 1964. Copynght
© 1964 by New York Umiversity. All nghts reserved. Reproduced by permission.—Bates, Margaret. From Selected Poems
of Gabriela Mistral. Translated and edited by Doris Dana. The Johns Hopkins Press, 1971. Copynight © 1971 by Dana
Doris. Reproduced by permussion of the translator—Benjamin, Ross. From Job: The Story of a Sample Man. Archipelago
Books, 2010. Copynght © 2010 by Archipelago Books. Reproduced by permission.—Chambers, Helen. From German
Novelists of the Weimar Republic: Intersections of Literature and Politics. Edited by Karl Leydecker. Camden House,
2006. Copynight © 2006 by Camden House, Inc. All nghts reserved. Reproduced by permission.—Dore, Florence. From
The Novel and the Obscene: Sexual Subjects in American Modernism. Stanford Umversity Press, 2005. Copynght ©
2005 by the Board of Trustees of the Leland Stanford Junior University. All rights reserved. Used with the permission of
Stanford Umiversity Press, www.sup.org.—Elahi, Babak. From The Fabric of American Literary Realism: Readymade
Clothing, Social Mobility and Assimilation. McFarland & Company, Inc., 2009. Copynight © 2009 Babak Elah1 by permis-
sion of McFarland & Company, Inc., Box 611, Jefferson NC 28640. www.mcfarlandpub.com.—Fiol-Matta, Licia. From
Foucault and Latin America: Appropriations and Deployments of Discursive Analysis. Routledge, 2002. Copynight ©
2002 by Routledge. Reproduced by permussion.—Fisher, Philip. From American Realism: New Essays. Edited by Eric J.
Sundquist. The Johns Hopkins Umversity Press, 1982. Copynight © 1982 The Johns Hopkins University Press. All rights
reserved. Reproduced by permissiton.—Gammel, Irene. From Sexualizing Power in Naturalism: Theodore Dreiser and
Philip Grove. University of Calgary Press, 1994. Copyright © 1994 by Irene Gammel. Reproduced by permission of the
author.—Gerber, Philip. From Theodore Dreiser Revisited. Twayne Publishers, 1992. Copynight © 1992 by Cengage
Learning. Reproduced by permussion of Gale, a part of Cengage Learning.—Hakutam, Yoshinobu. From Theodore Dreiser
and American Culture: New Readings. University of Delaware Press, 2000. Copyright © 2000 by Umversity of Delaware
Press. All nghts reserved. Reproduced by permission.—Horan, Elizabeth. From A Dream of Light & Shadow: Portraits of

X1



Latin American Women Writers. University of New Mexico Press, 1995. Copynight © 1995 by University of New Mexico
Press. Reproduced by permission.—Howes, Geoffrey C. From Austrian Writers and the Anschluss: Understanding the
Past—Overcoming the Past. Edited by Donald G. Daviau Ariadne Press, 1990. Copyright © 1990 by Ariadne Press. Re-
produced by permission.—Lehan, Richard. From Theodore Dreiser: His World and His Novels. Southern Illinots Univer-
sity Press, 1969. Copynight © 1969 by the Board of Trustees, Southern Illinois University. All nights reserved. Reproduced
by permission.—Lundquist, James. From Theodore Dreiser. Frederick Ungar Publishing Co., 1974. Copynight © 1971 by
Continuum. Reproduced by permussion of The Continuum International Publishing Group.—McAleer, John J. From The-
odore Dreiser: An Introduction and Interpretation. Holt, Rinehart & Winston, 1968, Copyright © 1968 by Cengage
Learning. Reproduced by permission of Gale, a part of Cengage Learning.—Muiioz, Eugema. From Gabriela Mistral: The
Audacious Traveler. Edited by Marjorie Agosin, Ohto Umversity Press, 2003. Copyright © 2003 by Ohio Untversity Press.
Reproduced by permission.—Murayama, Kiyohiko. From Theodore Dreiser and American Culture: New Readings. Uni-
versity of Delaware Press, 2000. Copyright © 2000 by University of Delaware Press. All rights reserved. Reproduced by
permussion.—Reifowitz, Ian. From Austria in Literature. Edited by Donald G. Daviau. Anadne Press, 2000. Copyright ©
1990 by Ariadne Press. Reproduced by permission.—Robinson, Richard. From Narratives of the European Border: A His-
tory of Nowhere. Palgrave Macmillan, 2007. Copyrnight © Palgrave Macmillan, 2007. All rights reserved. Reproduced with
permisston of Palgrave Macmillan.—Rosenfeld, Sidney From Understanding Joseph Roth. University of South Carolina
Press, 2001. Copynight © 2001 University of South Carolina. Reproduced by permission.—Sloan, David E. E. From Sister
Carrie: Theodore Dreiser’s Sociological Tragedy. Twayne Publishers, 1992. Copyright © 1992 by Cengage Learning. Re-
produced by permission of Gale, a part of Cengage Learning.—Vailakis, Ivonne Gordon. From Gabriela Mistral: The Au-
dacious Traveler. Edited by Marjorie Agosin, Ohio University Press, 2003. Copyright © 2003 by Ohio University Press.
Reproduced by permission.—Zayani, Mohamed. From Reading the Symptom: Frank Norris, Theodore Dreiser, and the
Dynamics of Capitalism. Peter Lang, 1999. Copynight © 1999 Peter Lang Publishing, Inc., New York. All nghts reserved.
Reproduced by permission.

X1



Gale Literature Product Advisory Board

The members of the Gale Literature Product Advisory Board—reference librarians from public and academic hibrary sys-
tems—represent a cross-section of our customer base and offer a variety of informed perspectives on both the presentation
and content of our literature products. Advisory board members assess and define such quahty issues as the relevance, cur-
rency, and usefulness of the author coverage, critical content, and hiterary topics included in our series; evaluate the layout,
presentation, and general quality of our printed volumes; provide feedback on the criteria used for selecting authors and
topics covered 1n our sertes; provide suggestions for potential enhancements to our senes; identify any gaps in our cover-
age of authors or literary topics, recommending authors or topics for inclusion; analyze the approprateness of our content
and presentation for various user audiences, such as high school students, undergraduates, graduate students, librarians, and
educators; and offer feedback on any proposed changes/enhancements to our series. We wish to thank the following advi-
sors for their advice throughout the year

Barbara M. Bibel Heather Martin

Librarian Arts & Humanities Librarian

Oakland Public Library University of Alabama at Birmingham, Sterne Library
Oakland, Califormia Birmingham, Alabama

Dr. Toby Burrows Susan Mikula

Principal Libranan Libranan

The Scholars’ Centre
Umniversity of Western Australia Library
Nedlands, Western Australia

Indiana Free Library
Indiana, Pennsylvama

Thomas Nixon

Humanities Reference Libranan

University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, Davis
Library

Chapel Hill, North Carolina

Celia C. Daniel

Associate Reference Librarian
Howard Umversity Libranes
‘Washington, D.C.

David M. Durant
Reference Librarian
Joyner Library

East Carolma University

Mark Schumacher
Jackson Library
Umniversity of North Carolina at Greensboro

Greenville, North Carolina Greensboro, North Carolina
Nancy T. Guidry Gwen Scott-Miller

Librarian Assistant Director

Bakersfield Community College Sno-Isle Regional Library System

Bakersfield, California Marysville, Washington

X



Contents

Preface vu
Acknowledgments x1

Gale Literature Product Advisory Board xti1

Theodore Dreiser IBT1-1945 ... it et rree st e s e s e e s sae s esresta e seessssnransasens 1
American novelist, playwright, short story writer, essayist, journalist, and autobiographer
Entry devoted to the novel Sister Carrie (1900)

Gabriela Mistral 1889-1957 ... . .ot ot e e o e e e e e et e 167
Chilean poet, essayist, and short story writer

Joseph Roth 1894-1939 ... e certrrreeees ceeveesne e saessessene s e e e esnessenresaansnans 229
Austrian novelist, essayist, journalist, and short story writer

Laterary Criticism Series Cumulative Author Index 307
Literary Cnticism Series Cumulative Topic Index 427
TCLC Cumulative Nationality Index 449

TCLC-277 Title Index 455



Sister Carrie

Theodore Dreiser

The following entry presents criticism of Dreiser’s novel
Sister Carrie (1900). For discussion of Dreiser’s com-
plete career, see TCLC, Volumes 10, 18, and 35; for
discussion of the novel An American Tragedy, sce
TCLC, Volume 83.

INTRODUCTION

Sister Carrie, Dreiser’s debut work, is considered an
important novel in American literature and a landmark
text in the development of literary Modernism. Gener-
ally regarded as representative of the literary school of
Naturalism, it was among the first American novels to
depart from the gentility that characterized fiction of the
nineteenth century, offering instead a detailed and un-
compromising portrait of turn-of-the-century urban cul-
ture. In this complex “rags-to-riches” narrative Dreiser
addressed a number of important themes, including mo-
rality, ambition, the pursuit of the American Dream, and
the variable nature of identity. Through its depiction of
the titular protagonist’s rise to fame and financial suc-
cess, Sister Carrie also poses questions regarding the
tension between determinism and free will, the effects
of materialism on human culture, and the commodifica-
tion of modern life. Although sometimes criticized for
its awkward prose style, sentimentalism, and didactic
commentary, the novel is generally acknowledged as a
seminal work of American fiction and appreciated for
its penetrating insight into contemporary critical issues.
Writing in 1968, John J. McAleer remarked that in Sis-
ter Carrie Dreiser adeptly presented his era in historical
perspective and extracted “from its flow of values things
which were not ephemeral.” For this reason, according
to the critic, the novel “has the timelessness that at-
taches to all things which best evoke their times.”

PLOT AND MAJOR CHARACTERS

Sister Carrie relates the story of Carrie Meeber, a young
woman from Wisconsin, who moves to Chicago in pur-
suit of the American Dream. Despite her inexperience
Carrie finds a job, but it is tedious, low paying work in
a shoe factory. She is discouraged teo realize that most
of her paltry salary will have to be surrendered to Min-
nie and Hanson, her sister and brother-in-law, who de-

mand that she pay them for lodging. With the onset of
winter, Carrie becomes sick and loses her job. She
searches, unsuccessfully, for another position, but she
eventually meets Charlie Drouet, a traveling salesman
whom she first encountered on the train ride into Chi-
cago. Drouet takes her to lunch, gives her money for
warmer clothes, and eventually offers her lodging, so
that she can leave Minnie and Hanson’s drab apart-
ment. Carrie accepts Drouet’s offer, and begins enjoy-
ing some of the luxuries that she has been denied.
Through interactions with a neighbor, Mrs. Hale, Carrie
becomes aware of even greater possibilities of wealth,
and she cventually becomes dissatisfied with her com-
fortable existence.

Drouet introduces Carrie to George Hurstwood, a suc-
cessful manager at Fitzgerald and Moy’s, an upscale
bar frequented by Chicago’s elite society. Hurstwood
maintains a comfortable life with his family, and while
he realizes that an indiscreet affair could jeopardize his
social standing, he is strongly attracted to Carrie and
begins visiting her when Drouet is away on business.
As the novel progresses Carrie’s relationship with
Hurstwood escalates. Unaware that Hurstwood is al-
ready married, Carrie believes that he will propose,
while Hurstwood fantasizes about experiencing pleasure
without responsibilities. Meanwhile, as a result of his
affair Hurstwood neglects his family, and his life at
home deteriorates. During this time Drouet convinces
Carrie to take part in an amateur theatrical production,
and she delivers a surprisingly impressive performance.

While Carrie and Hurstwood continue their affair, both
Drouet and Julia, Hurstwood’s wife, begin to suspect
their partners of infidelity. During an argument Drouet
informs Carrie that Hurstwood is married and then
moves out of the apartment they have shared. Carrie
writes Hurstwood a letter dissolving their relationship.
Julia, who has legal rights to their property, locks her
husband out of their house and threatens to ruin his
reputation. Resolving to win Carrie back, Hurstwood
steals ten thousand dollars from his employers and con-
vinces Carrie to travel with him to Montreal, where
they get married under the name Wheeler.

Carrie and Hurstwood move to New York, where Hurst-
wood invests in another, less lucrative, bar, and they are
forced to watch their household expenses. For the next
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two years they live in relative harmony, although Car-
rie’s domestic life becomes increasingly isolating. She
eventually befriends a wealthy neighbor, Mrs. Vance,
who introduces her to New York’s high life, once again
stimulating her desire for material wealth. Carrie also
meets Robert Ames, an intellectual who instructs her to
yearn for even greater levels of social standing and ar-
tistic success. In their third year together in New York,
Hurstwood’s business suffers, and as their finances de-
cline, their relationship also deteriorates.

When Hurstwood loses his position entirely, Carrie finds
work as a chorus girl in the theater. Her acting career
flourishes, and she is offered more lucrative roles in the
subsequent weeks. Eventually Carrie’s success enables
her to leave Hurstwood. She gains popularity with audi-
ences and finally pursues a full-time stage career. As
Carrie experiences rising success, Hurstwood declines
further into poverty and is reduced to begging in the
streets. He eventually commits suicide by gassing him-
self in a cheap hotel room. Carrie never leams of Hurst-
wood’s death, and her success grows. At the end of the
novel, she is a rich and celebrated actress, but she re-
mains insecure and unfulfilled and continues to suffer
from an unnamed desire.

MAJOR THEMES

The American Dream, or the pursuit of prosperity, is an
important theme in Sister Carrie. On one level, the
novel operates as a “rags-to-riches” narrative, insofar as
it follows Carrie’s rise to financial success and social
status through her pursuit of a career in the theater.
With Hurstwood’s decline from riches to rags, however,
Dreiser also demonstrates the fragility of material gain
and social status. While Sister Carrie resembles other
rags-to-riches narratives popular during the time, the
success of Dreiser’s protagonist differs significantly
from those depicted in other contemporary texts. For
instance, Carrie ignores Victorian conventions govern-
ing morality and sexuality, and is consequently able to
advance by taking advantage of every opportunity,
rather than earning success through virtue. Dreiser also
complicates the rags-to-riches narrative by suggesting
that Carrie’s success is superficial and offers her no real
or lasting fulfillment but leaves her still longing for
something that she cannot identify at the end of the
novel.

In addition, Dreiser explores the related theme of mate-
rialism in Sister Carrie, highlighting the consequences
of the evolving economic structure on American culture
at the turn of the century. Set in Chicago during the
economic boom that followed the Civil War, the novel
depicts the growing emphasis on conspicuous consump-
tion, or the acquisition of goods and services as a means

of signaling wealth and attaining social status. Through-
out the novel Carrie demonstrates her insatiable ambi-
tion to acquire material possessions, as well as her un-
derstanding that such markers of wealth denote status
and prestige. As the novel progresses Carric becomes
aware of even greater levels of wealth and social pres-
tige with the help of such characters as Mrs. Hale, Mrs.
Vance, and Robert Ames, and subsequently becomes
dissatisfied with her own existence. Although Carrie be-
lieves that accruing wealth and success will enable her
to achieve happiness, Dreiser repeatedly demonstrates
that consumerism is a system that relies on the perpetu-
ation of desire and ultimately results in dissatisfaction.

The commodification of humanity is another important
theme in Sister Carrie. At various points in the novel
Dreiser shows the dehumanizing effects of the free mar-
ket system. For instance, during Carrie’s job search em-
ployers assess the protagonist’s value as they would
any other commodity. Likewise, Carrie is not invited to
live in her sister’s household out of familial love or ob-
ligation, but because she can improve her sister’s finan-
cial situation through her rent, thus underscoring her
status as a commodity rather than an individual. Later
in the novel Carrie’s sexuality also becomes a commod-
ity. As numerous scholars have noted, Carrie enters into
sexual relationships with both Drouet and Hurstwood,
not necessarily for love, but to advance her situation,
and then easily leaves them when better opportunities
arise.

The tension between determinism and free will is an
important and controversial theme in Sister Carrie.
While most Naturalist texts champion determinism, or
the idea that social conditions, heredity, and environ-
ment exert inescapable force on the trajectory of human
character and experience, Dreiser’s ambivalent treat-
ment of the subject has prompted numerous scholarly
debates in the years since his novel was first published.
For some scholars the author’s deterministic philosophy
is most evident in his depiction of the city, whose nu-
merous temptations overwhelm Carrie’s sense of right
and wrong, leading her to exploit her sexual status in
order to survive and even prosper with each new sitya-
tion, Likewise, Hurstwood’s decline, which demon-
strates the character’s inability to adapt and survive in a
new urban environment, expresses the negative mirror
image of Carrie’s experience, showing again how envi-
ronment and social conditions, more than individual
will, determine one’s fate. Other critics, however, sug-
gest that Dreiser did not fully commit to the determinis-
tic outlook in his novel. Many often point to the scene
in which Hurstwood steals money from his employers,
which suggests that the author also considered free will
a factor in human action. Although Hurstwood vacil-
lates between taking the money or not, once the safe
accidentally closes and locks, his actions have already
determined his fate. Whether he steals the money or re-
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turns it, his employers will distrust him, and his reputa-
tion will be ruined.

The variable nature of identity, primarily demonstrated
in the character of the heroine, is another theme present
in Sister Carrie. At various points Carrie suppresses her
own urges and adapts her personality to suit the expec-
tations and desires of others. She first complies with the
ideas of propriety issued by her sister and brother-in-
law, and later begins imitating the gestures and behav-
iors that Drouet admires in other women, reinforcing
the traditional attitude that women merely mitror the
needs of men. Carrie similarly adjusts to suit Hurst-
wood’s expectations, and even marries him under a dif-
ferent name. The idea that Carrie has no fixed identity
is also reinforced by her seemingly innate ability to per-
form onstage. A born actress, she easily adapts to vari-
ous roles, and she once again assumes an alternate name
for her theatrical persona.

CRITICAL RECEPTION

The events surrounding the initial publication of Sister
Carrie in 1900 have become legendary in American lit-
erary history. After the manuscript elicited an enthusias-
tic endorsement from Naturalist author Frank Norris,
who worked as an editor for Doubleday, Page and Com-
pany, Dreiser was offered a contract by the firm to pub-
lish the novel. The agreement was formed with the jun-
ior partner, William H. Page, while Frank Doubleday
was out of the country. Dreiser maintained that when
Doubleday rcturned, he took the manuscript home,
where Mrs. Doubleday read it and found it offensive,
after which Doubleday attempted to dissolve the con-
tract. When Dreiser refused to withdraw the book,
Doubleday honored their contract but failed to promote
the work. As a result of this “suppression” of the novel,
less than five hundred copies of the book sold in the
first sixteen months after its publication. In the years
that followed the author and his supporters found it use-
ful to characterize Mrs. Doubleday as a Victorian prude,
while Dreiser was portrayed as a martyr to American
Puritanism. Although Mrs. Doubleday’s involvement
has never been authenticated, Dreiser repeated the story
often throughout his career, and his version of events
was widely accepted.

What critical reaction Dreiser received for Sister Carrie
upon its initial release was mixed. While some com-
mentators praised the work for its detailed and uncom-
promising realism, others found the novel “unpleasant”
and questioned the author’s treatment of morality. A
number of critics also found fault with Dreiser’s style
and language, which veered between didacticism and
sentimentality on the one hand, and stark realism on the
other. The novel’s reputation fared much better after

William Heinemann published it for British readers in
1901. A second American edition of the work, pub-
lished by B. W. Dodge in 1907, also proved to be suc-
cessful. Reviewers of these later editions particularly
noted Dreiser’s insightful depiction of Chicago and
New York and admired the author’s portrayal of Hurst-
wood’s social and physical decline. Writing in 1951
F. O. Matthiessen asserted that with the figure of Hurst-
wood “Dreiser began his chief contribution to American
literature.” While some early commentators argued that
Hurstwood provides an important counterpoint to Car-
rie’s arc in the narrative, others contended that the novel
suffers aesthetically when the character replaces Carrie
as the central focus of the work. In the decades that fol-
lowed, Sister Carrie played a central role in discussions
of early twentieth-century American life and culture
and came to be regarded as a representative text within
the Naturalist mode. In 1981 the University of Pennsyl-
vania Press published a restored edition of the novel,
which included material Dreiser deleted prior to 1900,
as well as three alternate endings to the book.

In the latter half of the twentieth century scholars con-
tinued to discuss the thematic preoccupations explored
in Sister Carrie. In the early 1960s William A. Freed-
man identified circularity as an important motif within
the work, describing Carrie’s social ascent as a “circu-
lar quest for happiness.” Rejecting claims that Hurst-
wood’s decline detracts from the novel, Philip Fisher
emphasized the thematic importance of the cycle of hu-
man life, as depicted in the young protagonist’s rise and
the aging Hurstwood’s descent, arguing that various im-
ages employed in the work, including the recurring ap-
pearance of the rocking chair, reinforce this theme.
Other commentators, including Irene Gammel and Flo-
rence Dore, probed Dreiser’s treatment of sexuality in
Sister Carrie. Gammel, writing in 1994, remarked that
“the sexualization of power in a modern consumer cul-
ture” is the central theme of the work, while Dore linked
the representation of Carrie’s sexuality to questions of
identity, asserting that Sister Carrie remains “a
chronicle of American misogyny—a novelistic account
of the failure to achieve a feminine sexual identity out-
side of a demand for feminine innocence.” The link be-
tween personal identity, feminine sexuality, and modern
capitalistic culture in Dreiser’s work was also exam-
ined, in varying degrees, by Dean McWilliams, Tim
Armstrong,; Kiyohiko Murayama, and Babak Elahi.

By far the most dominant issue in critical discussions
of Sister Carrie is the question of the novel’s status as
a representative Naturalistic work. Related to this point
is its unusual mixture of different, even conflicting, lit-
erary styles, such as Realism and Romanticism. Reject-
ing the novel’s connections to the Naturalist tradition,
Charles Child Walcutt argued that Sister Carrie is better
characterized as “a perfect novel of manners,” while
Yoshinobu Hakutani described the work as closer to
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Romanticism than Naturalism in its sympathetic treat-
ment of its characters. Likewise, John J. McAleer and
James Lundquist stated that Dreiser took deliberate
pains to mitigate, in McAleer’s words, “a strict mecha-
nist” ideology in his novel, mainly by suggesting the
possibility of free will in human action. Other scholars,
however, including Richard Lehan, David E. E. Sloan,
Philip Gerber, and Donald Pizer, put forth the opposite
claim, contending that Sister Carrie, despite its sugges-
tions otherwise, is indeed a Naturalist work. In his 1999
essay, Pizer maintained that while Dreiser’s narrative
defies the category in some respects, it “does not mean
that the term naturalism cannot offer a productive ap-
proach to the novel, both for what occurs in the novel
itself and for the relationship of the novel to other works
of its literary movement.” Yet a third group of critics
have offered a more nuanced reading of the issue.
McWilliams blamed the conflict “between materialism
and an insatiable idealism” in the novel on Dreiser’s in-
ability to adhere to his Naturalist message, and Bruce
E. Fleming averred that Dreiser actually synthesizes the
two worldviews, determinism and free will, through his
detailed depictions of the “mental states” of his leading
characters, and by showing that through “passivity”
they become the external world that shapes them.

. While the formal strategies and thematic concerns de-
picted in Sister Carrie have prompted numerous critical
debates, scholars generally agree that the novel remains
a seminal work within the American literary canon. For
most present-day critics, Sister Carrie is significant, not
because of Dreiser’s language or even his subject mat-
ter, but because it is among the first American novels to
overturn Victorian morality and, in Lehan’s words, de-
pict “an amoral world where there was no relationship
between the virtuous life and earthly reward.” As Lund-
quist noted, “Unlikely as it may have seemed, even to
Dreiser himself in 1900, it is with Sister Carrie that the
now dominant liberal attitudes toward morality in the
American novel began.”
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CRITICISM

Claude M. Simpson, Jr. (essay date winter 1959)

SOURCE: Simpson, Claude M., Jr. “Sister Carrie Re-
considered.” Southwest Review 44, no. 1 (winter 1959):
44-53.

[In the following essay, Simpson offers a reappraisal of
Sister Carrie in the context of American literature, con-
tending that its “amoral” vision is not consistently de-
veloped by Dreiser in the work—in fact, at key points, it
is morally ambiguous. Simpson praises the novel none-
theless as a “classic” ‘text, whose treatment of human
ambition remains highly relevant and moving.]
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As one reads Sister Carrie today he may well wonder
why its publication in 1900 should have been consid-
ered a scandal. The central plot of the novel concerns a
country girl who comes to the city and achieves suc-
cess—a female version of the ever popular “rags to
riches” Horatio Alger story which has come to symbol-
ize a basic American experience. On the surface, in-
deed, the theme would seem almost too commonplace
to excite fresh interest, and if the novelist questioned
the stereotyped formula by suggesting at the close that
success and happiness are not identical, this bit of
preachment was neither daring nor subversive. The book
contained no obscenity, little profanity, only one faintly
erotic scene; its vulgarity was limited to matters of
taste, in which the nineties generally were deficient.
None the less, this first novel of Dreiser’s met with an
opposition amounting almost to suppression, a fate he
was to experience later with The “Genius” and An
American Tragedy.

The trouble with Sister Carrie was that it ignored or
defied conventional views of morality. The criminal
conduct of Hurstwood was followed by his disintegra-
tion and suicide, but Dreiser did not attribute his down-
fall to “sin.” The traveling salesman Drouet was an al-
most professional seducer, but he rose to become a
branch manager; Dreiser treated the moral taint as irrel-
evant to his career. Worst of all, Carrie surrendered her
virtue and became a “kept woman,” yet the novel
showed no useful lesson relating to the wages of sin;
instead, the closing chapter pictured her as a successful
actress with an apartment in the Waldorf. There could
be serious reservations about the propriety of asking for
sympathy with and interest in a saloonkeeper, a sales-
man, and a weakwilled woman, but these reservations
were unimportant in comparison with the challenge to
generally accepted canons of fictional behavior.

For Dreiser’s world is basically amoral. He is as con-
scious of the disparity between society’s professed stan-
dards and the actualities of life as was Mark Twain in
The Mysterious Stranger; he is as aware of the sources
and attractions of power as was Norris or Zola, as sen-
sitive as Balzac to the aggressive role perforce played
by money, as convinced as Freud that sex is a profound
conditioner of behavior. For a strictly conceived Chris-
tian ethic of right and wrong, Dreiser substitutes not a
systematic theory of behavior such as Zola deduced
from scientific observation, but rather a sense of won-
der at the nature of life. In Sister Carrie one sees the
individual neither master of his fate nor in the grip of
implacable forces. Instead,

he is even as a wisp in the wind, moved by every breath
of passion, acting now by his will and now by his in-
stincts, erring with one, only to retrieve by the other,
falling by one, only to rise by the other—a creature of
incalcuiable variability.

Dreiser was later to evolve his theory of “chemisms”
and assume a far more deterministic view. But in this
first novel he gives considerable play to the struggle be-
tween instinct and will, and if he seldom allows chance
an overmastering role neither does he force his charac-
ters into arbitrary patterns of action merely for the sake
of consistency.

Dreiser’s views were not original. They reflect the
movements of thought which had been gathering force
for half a century, particularly in Europe. But it would
be a mistake to suggest that the decisive influences on
him were literary. He knew some of Hardy and Balzac,
but he had not read Zola, and he came upon Norris’
McTeague only after he had completed Sister Carrie.
Although he confessed that reading Tyndall, Huxley,
and Herbert Spencer in the 1890’s was an explosive ex-
perience, it is probable that the ideas of social Darwin-
ism, natural selection, and the survival of the fittest
made their great impact on him because they confirmed
what experience had taught him but had not led him to
frame into general propositions. Child of a narrow, pi-
etistic German Catholic father and a tolerant, under-
standing mother, he was one of a large family steadily
dogged by poverty and never permanently settled in the
succession of Indiana towns they called home. One of
Dreiser’s strongest youthful impressions was that his
father’s religious orthodoxy did not keep the family sol-
vent, that a paternal dogmatic theology was powerless
to prevent one of the sons from becoming an alcoholic
and two of the daughters from losing their virtue pre-
maturely. Dreiser’s formal education culminated in one
year at Indiana University; by that time the most indel-
ible impressions had been made upon his dreamy nature
by the pains and longings, the furtive experiments with
sex and masculine adventure that marked him as an
outsider. Before he was twenty he had worked at any
number of jobs, he had been on his own in Chicago, he
had measured the chasm between a gaudy romantic vi-
sion of opulent success and the miserable lot of an im-
migrant’s son.

During the next decade of his life his newspaper experi-
ence in Chicago, St. Louis, Toledo, Pittsburgh, and New
York brought him in close contact with politics, pov-
erty, business chicanery, and elastic ethics. The age that
Parrington characterized as “the great barbecue” was
perhaps viewed more cynically by Henry Adams than
by Dreiser. Certainly Dreiser did not share Mark
Twain’s strong sense of moral indignation or the reform
spirit of Henry George and Edward Bellamy. His two
autobiographical volumes, Dawn and A Book About
Myself, in covering the first twenty-five years of his life
emphasize the steady undermining of family teachings,
ethical idealism, religious orthodoxy; in opposition to
such strict precepts was the world of experience from
which he derived, at least by middle age, a mechanistic
outlook which colored his view of his youth. But at the



