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Abbreviations

When parenthetically citing Theodore Dreiser’s works, I have used the

following abbreviations:

AT
D

JG
sC
T

An American Tragedy (1925)
Dawn (1931)

Jennie Gerhardt (1911)
Sister Carrie (1900)

The Titan (1914)
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Introduction

From the last decade of the nineteenth century to the years following the
First World War, working women remained a topic of heated cultural debate
and a subject of popular literary representation in America. As industrialization
and urbanization swept over the whole nation with great speed and intensity,
a greater workforce was needed to keep up with the pace of industrial
development. Women, formerly the occupants of mainly domestic spheres,
began to join male workers and assume an important role in American industrial
production. The entry of women into the nation’s workplace enhanced
economic growth. At the same time, it also indicated significant changes in
the sex ratio of the working class and in the pattern of gender expectations,
which created fear and anxiety among people who held fast to conventional
ideals and values. The widespread debate over women’s working outside the
realm of house and hearth also extended to the literary domain. Narratives of
working women rose around the 1880s and prevailed in the following decades.
Working women, often termed as working girls because of their lower social
status and usually young age, figured as major characters in many literary works
produced in that era. Belonging to both the social constellation of the working
class and the category of “the second sex” in a patriarchal tradition, working girls

were positioned at the most unprivileged intersection of class and gender and

1
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were quite literally subject to social prejudices and repressive cultural forces
based on both class hierarchy and gender differentiation. Theodore Dreiser’s
2 peculiar stance towards the issue of working women is of particular interest
for revealing the complex historical situation of working girls in turn-of-
the-century American society. Dreiser was depicted by most biographers as a
“womanizer” who became emotionally entangled with numerous women.
However, in his fiction, Dreiser depicted the lives of women, especially
those from the underclass, with more sympathy and understanding than most
of his contemporaries. The apparent incongruity between life experience and
novel writing points to the tension between reality and fiction and invites critical
attention. The present undertaking takes up three novels by Dreiser that feature
working girl characters, namely, Sister Carrie (1900), Jennie Gerhardt (1911), and
An American Tragedy (1925), and investigates Dreiser’s representation of working
girls in the cultural milieu of turn-of-the-century American society, attempting
both to unveil the shaping forces constitutive to working girls identity-
construction within the frameworks of gender and class as well as to decipher
Dreiser’s cultural stance towards the rising issue of working women.

Women’s entrance into the workforce was a by-product of American
economic growth. In the second half of the nineteenth century, America was
in the heyday of industrial development owing to the impact of the industrial
revolution. In 1851, when Great Britain held the first World’s Fair at the
Crystal Palace in London, American products stood out above the rest and
represented the newest developments in science and technology (Porter).
From 1870 to 1900 the United States became the world’s foremost industrial
nation and American society “ranked as a mature industrial society” after 1893
(Gutman 13). This industrial growth entailed a larger demand for laborers
and resulted in a continual movement of the country population into the city,
a great portion of which consisted of young girls seeking opportunities in the
city. Due to their lack of training and education, most working girls secured
jobs in factories and made a hand-to-mouth living by doing piecework. Their

working conditions reflected the hardships common to most sweatshops of



the time. Despite the low pay and harsh working conditions, many women,
especially women from poor families, saw factory jobs as a means to secure
better lives and eagerly seized whatever opportunities offered. Statistics show
that by 1900, female workers made up 20 percent of the American labor force
and most of them worked in sweatshops (Kava and Bodin 144). In May 1897,
Susan B. Anthony claimed that “The close of this nineteenth century finds
every trade, vocation, and profession open to women, and every opportunity at
their command for preparing themselves to follow these occupations” (137).
Although the optimism in Anthony’s statement borders on exaggeration, it
also bears witness to the increasing visibility of women in the public spheres of
work and business under the influence of expanding industrial production.
Working women made substantial contributions to industrial development
and accelerated the speed of national economic growth. However, controversies
sprouted concerning the legitimacy of women’s work outside the domestic
domain. In the nineteenth century, Victorian ideology about gender roles
dominated social mentality. Women were perceived as a “softer” sex with
a pious, pure, gentle, nurturing, benevolent and sacrificing nature whose
legitimate sphere was at home (Woloch 125). The world outside the home
remained mainly a male domain from which virtuous women refrained. The
Victorian perception of womanhood also found expression in literature as
evidenced by the fiction, poems, and plays that instructed women on proper
behavior and promoted the internalization of ideals about Victorian femininity.

Popular culture also adopted “home and mother” as central themes.?

@ In the historical context of the nineteenth century, the promotion of women’s role
as wife and mother was an action initiated by a number of early nineteenth-century
avant-garde campaigners for women’s rights such as Sarah Hale and Catharine
Beecher. The latent significance of such a strategy was that, by assigning more value
to the domestic sphere in which women presided, the struggle for women'’s rights
was better justified and more solidly grounded. However, such a tactic soon showed
its adverse effects as later feminists were to discover. The notion of domesticity as
essential to women’s identity in the social structure resulted in more restriction than
advantages for women and became target of criticism for women’s right promoters.

uonoNpoONUY
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The end of the century saw the gradual waning of the Victorian age, but

the old values still functioned as major guidance for conventional-minded
4 people. Since the world of business and labor was traditionally perceived
as a public sphere that sanctioned an exclusively male presence, women’s
“invasion” into this sphere caused question and censure. Their presence in
the workplace was viewed as improper behavior that violated the social gender
norms delineated by conventional ideology. Social commentators maintained
that young women in the workplace were exposed to potentially dangerous
conditions such as walking alone at night, living in lodging houses, dealing
with male employers, and possible sexual harassment, and they regarded
these conditions as contributive to women’s immorality (Wright 31 —31;
Fuchs 64; Kessler-Harris 135). In particular, they cited the more revealing
dress of girls who worked in the tormenting and usually sweltering factory
rooms as evidence of their loose morality and predicated that they were
liable to have illicit sexual dealings with the men with whom they came in
contact during their work time. The exaggerated picture of working girls as
potential prostitutes gained considerable prominence and resulted in low
esteem for working girls in general. Contempt and fear were consequently
the most commonly held public opinions concerning the growing number of
working girls.

In response to the great changes in the social and economic realms,
literary works featuring working girl characters sprang up and played an
important role in the formation of cultural climate in that era. Many writers
showed their concern over the issue of women’s work. For instance, Henry
James once depicted a shop-girl character in The Princess Casamassima
(1886), and Edith Wharton produced short stories such as “Bunner
Sisters” which described struggling working women. The working-girl
group was also a favorite topic for popular writers like James W. Sullivan

and Julia Ralph, who published many tenement tales depicting their



lives.? Laura Hapke has summed up the boom of working girl novels:

From the 1890s onward, staid publishing houses with a wide middle-class
readership brought out numerous tenement tales with sweatshop and box-factory
workers, shop girls and cloak models, genteel daughters of failed businessmen
reduced to department store work, even former dance hall girls who manage

saloons and female stevedores who take men’s names. (Tales of the Working Girl 4)

The proliferation of working girl narratives exemplified the pervasive
presence of working girls in American society at that time. Hapke further

explores the cultural connotation embodied in the thriving of this genre:

Mainstream working girl fiction, produced largely by and for middle-class
consumption, gave voice to the late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century
controversy about women and work, whether presenting the protagonist’s
struggle to make ends meet as pathetic or heroic, whether excoriating or
defending her removal from the domestic sphere, denying or trumpeting her right
to a living wage through solidarity with a striking labor sisterhood, or deploring
or applauding her newly won upward mobility. Reflecting the gender, class, and
political orientation of their creators, these works comprised a diverse cultural
response to woman’s movement away from the “separate” sphere in which she
had dwelled. (ibid. 6)

@ James W. Sullivan was a journalist and writer who produced stories and novellas
about working women in the end-of-the century metropolis of New York. His
writings on women’s work include such stories as “Cohen’s Figure,” “Minnie
Kelsey’s Wedding,” “Not Yet: The Day Dreams of Ivan Grigorovitch,” and a
collection titled Ténement Tales of New York. Julia Ralph was a reporter for the New
York Sun who wrote many stories about German and Irish shop girls based on
materials from her reporting work. Among Ralph’s working girl tales are “Dutch
Kitty’s White Slippers,” “Love in the Big Barracks,” and the collection People We
Pass: Stories of Life among the Masses of New York City.
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As an outcome of American cultural tranformation around the turn of

the century, working girl fiction captures the contemporary concerns and
6 debates over women’s cultural legitimacy in the workplace and reproduces
it in literary forms. Since “storytelling is never an innocent occupation”
(Hughes-Hallett, qtd. in Hapke, Tales of the Working Girl iii), a story
incorporates the “gender, class, and political orientation” of its narrator into the
text and communicates as much message about the historical context as the
state of mind of the author. The literary text, viewed in this light, presents an
interesting site that grants the interplay between authorial creative energies and
influential cultural forces. Working girl tales document the historical situation
of working women as well as the cultural stances and attitudes of their authors.

Theodore Dreiser (1871 — 1945) came onto the American literary
stage at the turn of the twentieth century, and working girl characters form
an important category in the gallery of his characters. Dreiser’s enthusiasm
for working girls as a subject of representation derived from his personal
life experience as well as from the cultural influences of his time. Dreiser
grew up in a large immigrant family. Headed by an emotional mother and
an economically incompetent father, the family moved from one place to
another for the sole purpose of keeping everyone “fed, clothed and alive”
(Frohock 8). Since the family struggled constantly to make both ends
meet, most of the children seized upon whatever opportunity available
to survive. Two of Dreiser’s elder sisters, Emma and Mame, entered into
illicit relationships with much older men. Their experiences made a visible
impact upon Dreiser’s writing in that they provided the inspiration for his
first two novels. Equally inspiring was Dreiser’s own working experience,
which actually began in his teens. Starting as an errand boy, Dreiser held
various odd jobs before he entered the newspaper business. He had
worked among the lower stratum of society and had been in constant
contact with girls and boys from the working class. During his career in
journalism, Dreiser had the chance to profile the most spectacular life
of the “tycoons” and document the bleakest scenes of city slums. The



