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Sister Carrie, published in 1900, was written by Theodore Dreiser, not Henry Dreiser. The novel
follows Caroline “Carrie” Meeber, an eighteen-year-old woman who leaves rural Wisconsin for Chicago
and later moves to New York. The original essay correctly identifies Carrie, her sister Minnie, Charles
Drouet, and George Hurstwood as the principal characters, but it confuses relationships and
introduces unrelated material about Gettysburg and Abraham Lincoln. The novel’s central historical
significance lies elsewhere: it depicts urban migration, industrial labor, consumer desire, changing
gender roles, theatrical culture, and the instability of social status at the end of the nineteenth
century. Dreiser does not organize the plot around a conventional moral lesson in which wrongdoing
receives simple punishment. Instead, he presents people whose choices are shaped by desire,
environment, economic opportunity, chance, and unequal power (Dreiser, 1900; Pizer, 1976).

Carrie’s Journey to Chicago

The novel begins with Carrie leaving her family home and traveling by train to Chicago. Her
movement represents a broader historical pattern in which young people migrated toward expanding
cities in search of wages, independence, and modern life. On the train, she meets Charles Drouet, a
traveling salesman who is confident, well dressed, and familiar with the city. Drouet’s clothes,
manner, and spending power make him appear to Carrie as a representative of the prosperity she
hopes to find. Their encounter establishes one of the novel’s central dynamics: material appearance
becomes a language through which characters interpret success and desirability (Dreiser, 1900).

Carrie gives Drouet enough information to make later contact possible, but she initially goes to live
with her sister Minnie Hanson and Minnie’'s husband, Sven. The household offers shelter while
imposing strict economic expectations. Carrie is not welcomed as a guest who can explore the city
indefinitely. She is expected to find work and contribute to rent. This arrangement reveals how
working-class family life is governed by narrow financial margins.

The Hanson Household

Minnie’'s home is respectable but emotionally and materially limited. Sven values routine, thrift, and
obligation. The family’s life contrasts sharply with the restaurants, theaters, department stores, and
fashionable streets that attract Carrie. The original essay suggests that Minnie searches for a job to
support Carrie, but Carrie herself must seek employment. Her sister helps her enter the city while
making clear that the household cannot support leisure or ambition beyond immediate survival.

Dreiser does not present Minnie and Sven simply as cruel. Their caution reflects the insecurity of
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wage-earning households. Nevertheless, their home cannot satisfy Carrie’s developing desire for
beauty, recognition, comfort, and social movement. The gap between the home and the commercial
city pushes her toward alternatives that carry moral and personal risk.

Factory Labor and Economic Vulnerability

Carrie finds work in a shoe factory, where repetitive labor, low wages, fatigue, and workplace
discipline undermine the hopeful image of urban opportunity. Industrial employment offers income
but little dignity or security. When illness prevents her from working, she quickly loses the means to
contribute to the Hanson household. Her vulnerability shows that wage labor does not automatically
produce independence. A worker without savings, social protection, or bargaining power can be
displaced by a short interruption (Dreiser, 1900; Riggio, 1981).

The factory episode is essential to the novel’s naturalism. Carrie’s later decisions are not presented as
choices made in an environment of equal alternatives. Economic pressure narrows her options. This
does not remove moral agency, but it explains why Drouet’s offer of money, clothing, and comfort is
powerful. Dreiser asks readers to examine the social conditions surrounding behavior rather than
judging Carrie according to a standard that ignores poverty and gender inequality (Pizer, 1976).

Drouet’s Material Appeal

Drouet meets Carrie again after her illness and offers assistance. He persuades her to leave the
Hanson household and live with him. Their relationship gives Carrie access to better clothing, food,
entertainment, and a more comfortable apartment. Drouet is generous in a superficial way, but he
does not offer the secure marriage and social respectability that Carrie imagines. He enjoys
companionship and display while avoiding deep commitment.

The original draft says that Drouet “installed” Carrie and made her forget her sister. A more accurate
interpretation is that he creates a material environment that makes return to poverty increasingly
difficult. Carrie’s separation from Minnie is both emotional and economic. She feels guilt, but the city’s
rewards weaken family ties. Dreiser presents consumer goods as active forces in the plot: dresses,
rooms, restaurants, and theater tickets reshape what Carrie believes life can be.

Hurstwood’s Position and Desire

George Hurstwood is not Drouet’s boss. He is the manager of Fitzgerald and Moy'’s, an upscale
Chicago saloon, and belongs to a more established social level than Drouet. He is married and has
children, but he becomes attracted to Carrie. His managerial role, clothing, manners, and apparent
refinement distinguish him from Drouet. Carrie sees in him a higher level of culture and seriousness,
while Hurstwood sees in Carrie an escape from a deteriorating marriage and the routines of middle-
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class respectability (Dreiser, 1900).

Their relationship is built on concealment. Carrie does not initially understand the full reality of
Hurstwood’s marriage, while Hurstwood misrepresents his freedom and intentions. Desire encourages
both characters to interpret incomplete information in favorable ways. Dreiser’s narrative repeatedly
shows that people do not merely lie to others; they construct stories that allow themselves to
continue wanting.

The Amateur Theater Performance

Carrie’s participation in an amateur theatrical performance is a turning point. Drouet encourages her
to perform, partly because he enjoys presenting her socially. On stage, Carrie discovers a form of
expression and recognition unavailable in factory work or domestic dependence. Her performance
attracts Hurstwood and reveals an ability that later becomes the foundation of her career.

The theater symbolizes both art and social performance. Characters continually act roles in ordinary
life: Drouet performs prosperity, Hurstwood performs respectability, and Carrie experiments with
identities offered by clothing and audience response. Stage acting makes this process visible. Carrie’s
success does not appear from nowhere; it grows from observation, desire, emotional sensitivity, and
the opportunity to be seen.

Hurstwood’s Theft and Flight

Hurstwood’s position collapses after his relationship with Carrie is discovered and his marriage
becomes openly hostile. While closing the saloon, he encounters an unlocked safe and takes a large
sum of money. Dreiser portrays the act through hesitation and circumstance rather than as a long-
planned crime. Hurstwood briefly intends to return the money, but the safe closes and events move
forward. He then deceives Carrie into leaving Chicago by claiming that Drouet has been injured.

This sequence is central to Dreiser’s naturalism. Chance, temptation, fear, and prior desire converge
in @ moment that changes several lives. Hurstwood remains responsible for theft and deception, yet
the narrative examines the psychological process instead of reducing him to a villain. His action gains
temporary freedom while destroying the legitimate social position on which his identity depends
(Pizer, 1976).

Montreal and New York

Hurstwood and Carrie travel through Canada, where he returns most of the stolen money after
negotiation, and then settle in New York under altered circumstances. They present themselves as
married, but the new city does not reproduce Hurstwood'’s Chicago status. His experience and

Copyright © 2026 Academic Master. | 3



@ ’ACADEMIC

contacts do not transfer easily. He invests in a saloon partnership, and for a time the household
remains stable. When the business ends, he struggles to find comparable work.

The move demonstrates that status depends on networks, location, reputation, and economic
conditions. Hurstwood had interpreted his success as part of his personal identity. Once separated
from the institution that recognized him, he cannot recreate it. Carrie, by contrast, begins to develop
skills that can generate new opportunity. Their paths reverse.

Carrie’'s Theatrical Career

As money becomes scarce, Carrie seeks stage work. She begins with a small role and gradually gains
attention. Her physical presence, emotional responsiveness, discipline, and understanding of
performance allow her to advance. The theater gives her wages, public recognition, and
independence unavailable in her earlier relationships. She eventually leaves Hurstwood because his
passivity and decline have turned their household into another form of confinement (Dreiser, 1900).

Carrie’s rise can be read as empowerment, but Dreiser refuses a simple success narrative. Her career
is tied to commercial entertainment, public taste, and appearance. She becomes famous and
materially comfortable, yet the novel repeatedly suggests that desire moves ahead of achievement.
What once seemed sufficient becomes ordinary after it is obtained.

Hurstwood’s Decline

Hurstwood’s decline is gradual and socially revealing. He loses confidence, withdraws from job
seeking, becomes increasingly dependent on Carrie, and eventually separates from her. During a
transit strike, he works as a replacement streetcar operator but cannot sustain the dangerous
position. He moves through cheap lodging and charitable assistance before dying by suicide in a
flophouse.

The original essay describes the novel as historical and cultural development, and Hurstwood’s story
provides the strongest basis for that claim. His collapse exposes the absence of reliable social
protection, the fragility of masculine identity based on occupation, and the city’s capacity to ignore
those who fall outside productive life. Dreiser does not romanticize Hurstwood, but he invites readers
to see how personal failure interacts with economic and psychological forces (Riggio, 1981).

Urbanization and the Modern City

Chicago and New York are more than settings. They organize desire through shop windows, crowds,
theaters, restaurants, transportation, advertisements, and visible class difference. Carrie learns what
to want by observing other people. The city produces comparison: one room appears inadequate
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because a better room is visible; one dress loses value beside another; one social circle suggests a
higher one.

Urban anonymity also enables reinvention. Carrie can leave Minnie, live with Drouet, move with
Hurstwood, and enter theater because the city does not fix her identity as completely as a small
community might. The same anonymity makes abandonment and poverty easier to overlook. Modern
freedom and modern isolation develop together.

Consumer Culture

Goods in Sister Carrie do not simply meet needs. They promise identity, acceptance, and emotional
fulfillment. Drouet’s clothing signals confidence; Carrie’s dresses affect how she sees herself and how
others respond; elegant interiors imply belonging. Department stores display abundance while
Carrie’s factory wage reveals how inaccessible much of that abundance is to workers who help
produce the commercial city.

Dreiser’s critique is not that desire for comfort is inherently immoral. Carrie’s wish to escape
exhausting labor is understandable. The problem is that consumer culture continually converts
fulfillment into another image just beyond reach. The rocking chair at the end of the novel captures
this movement: Carrie possesses wealth and fame but continues imagining happiness elsewhere.

Gender and Respectability

Carrie’s relationships with Drouet and Hurstwood violate the sexual conventions of the period,
contributing to the novel’s controversial reception. Yet Dreiser does not punish her according to the
expected moral formula. She succeeds while Hurstwood declines. This reversal challenged readers
who believed fiction should clearly reward virtue and punish transgression.

The novel also reveals unequal standards. Men move through urban sexual and commercial life with
greater freedom, while women’s economic dependence makes intimate relationships a route to
survival and status. Carrie exercises agency, but her early choices occur within unequal opportunity.
Theater eventually allows her to earn independently, though success remains connected to
appearance and audience approval.

Naturalism and Human Agency

The Library of Congress describes Dreiser as an important voice in American realism and naturalism
and notes his emphasis on outside forces directing human affairs. Naturalism examines how
environment, heredity, economics, chance, and instinct shape behavior. In Sister Carrie, characters
are neither fully controlled machines nor completely free individuals. Carrie adapts to opportunity;

Copyright © 2026 Academic Master. | 5



@ ’ACADEMIC

Hurstwood fails to adapt after losing status; Drouet continues his familiar habits. Their decisions
matter, but the available choices are structured by forces larger than personal intention (Library of
Congress; Pizer, 1976).

This approach explains why the narrator often observes characters with distance. Dreiser is interested
in patterns of desire and social movement rather than assigning simple moral labels. The novel's
ethical power lies in making readers understand conduct they may not approve.

The American Dream

Carrie appears to achieve an American dream of movement from poverty to fame. Hurstwood
experiences the reverse movement from prestige to destitution. Together, their stories challenge the
belief that social position reliably reflects merit. Carrie’s talent and persistence matter, but chance
and personal connections open the path. Hurstwood makes destructive choices, but structural change
and psychological decline intensify the result.

The novel therefore treats success and failure as unstable. The city offers mobility without security
and abundance without guaranteed satisfaction. Achievement can alter external conditions while
leaving desire unresolved.

The Meaning of the Ending

At the end, Carrie sits in a rocking chair in a luxurious room and imagines experiences that might
finally satisfy her. Hurstwood has died, Drouet remains largely unchanged, and Carrie possesses the
recognition she once desired. The rocking motion suggests movement without arrival. She advances
socially while remaining emotionally restless (Dreiser, 1900; Riggio, 1981).

Dreiser does not conclude that ambition is pointless. Carrie’s escape from factory labor and
dependence is real. The ending instead distinguishes improvement from fulfillment. Material security
can remove suffering without answering every question of purpose, intimacy, or identity.

Conclusion

Sister Carrie follows Carrie Meeber from rural Wisconsin to Chicago and New York, tracing her
movement through factory labor, dependence on Drouet and Hurstwood, theatrical discovery, and
public success. The novel also traces Hurstwood’'s movement in the opposite direction from
managerial respectability to isolation and death. Its historical and cultural value lies in its treatment of
urbanization, industrial labor, consumer culture, gender inequality, theater, class mobility, and the
instability of the American dream. Dreiser’s naturalism does not erase responsibility, but it refuses to
judge characters without examining the environment that shapes their choices. Carrie’s final success
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remains incomplete because desire continues beyond possession. The novel’s modern power comes
from this refusal of easy moral closure (Dreiser, 1900; Pizer, 1976).
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