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" 
FRONTISPIECE 

ALL IN ALL 

God 
To my astonishment 
Is shining my shoes. 
He has taken the form, 
In part, 
Of an Italian shoe blaok 
Who is eager to earn a dime. 

or, again, 
He is orating 
Conoerning some of His own qualities 
Or virtues 
From a most inartistio pulpit, 
In the guise of a minister 
Who, a little befuddled 
And dull, 
Does not entirely believe 
In himself 
Or his import. 

Again 
He is killing his wife, 
Having wearied of her, 
Or 
Is flirting with a girl-
Another phase of Himself-
With whom he would enjoy 
Carnal oontaot. 

Reading a newspaper, 
To learn of Himself, I assume; 
Driving a truok 
(The same Himself in another form); 
Getting drunk; 
Eating a ham sandwioh 
In order to maintain his strength. 

A most varied 
Restless, 
Changeful, and moody God, 

-ii-
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I perceive, 
Who does not seem to know 
Quite what he wants; 
Who has all power, 
Wisdom, 
Is all in all, 
And yet--
Kicks his heels at the street corner betimes; 
Idle 
And scarcely knowing 
Which way to turn 
Or how 
To get his next meal. l 

I Dreiser, Theodore, "What I Believe", The Forum, 
LXXXII, p. 279. 
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PREFACE 

The purpose of this paper is to examine three of 

Dreiser's major novels in order (1) to show that his philos

ophy of life is exemplified in his fiction and (2) to deter

mine whether or not his ideas undergo any change. The three 

novels chosen for this study are The "Geniu,.s", An American 

Tragedy, and The Bulwark, because they cover a span of Ameri

can life, as Dreiser saw it, from the time of his greatest 

productivity until his death--a period of thirty years. 

The first part of the thesis will contain: (1) a 

general background of the period of which Dreiser is a pro

duct and (2) Dreiser's particular background and his attitude 

toward life. 

The second part will comprise an analysis of the 

novels under study, which are to be considered under three 

major headings: (1) attitude toward religion, (2) attitude 

toward sex, and (3) attitude toward economic status. 

- iv-
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CHAPTER I 

SOCIAL AND INTELLECTUAL BACKGROUND OF DREISER'S TIME 

The first section of this paper is concerned with 

sketching a background for an analysis of three of Dreiser's 

novels, namely, The "Genius", An American Tragedy, and 

The Bulwark. It consists of two chapters: Social and 

Intellectual Background of Dreiser's time, and Dreiser's 

Particular Background and His Attitude Toward Life. 

The purpose of the first chapter is to give a general 

idea of the changes which were taking place in America from 

1860 to 1920, the period in which Dreiser was born and in 

which he played such a vital part for the first fifty years 

of his life. Necessarily the sources used for this chapter 

have been secondary. 

The America into which Dreiser was born in 1871 was 

changing rapidly both technologically and intellectually. 

It was an epoch in which " ••• another world of thought 

and experience was rising above the horizon--a world in 

which the divinities were science and the machine--that was 

to disintegrate the traditional society of the dispersion 

and reshape the plastic materials in new forms."1 

1 Parrington, Vernon Louis, Main Currents in American 
Thought, Harcourt, Brace and Compan~ew YorK, 1930, 
Vol. III, p. 189. 

) 
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The drift outward to neW land where the individual was 

free, and the anarchistic attitude which was the heritage of 

the American and French revolutions were ending. 

The industrial revolution, bringing in its wake large 

cities, drawing men from the farm to the factory, brought 

great intellectual change. The nature of t"his, intellectual 

transformation brought about by the growth of science and 

technology is summed up in Parrington's work: " ••• this 

revolutionary work of the machine was hastened by the new 

spirit of science that spread silently through the land, 

effecting a revolution in men's thinking as great as the 

machine was effecting in men's lives "2 • The newly • • 

discovered laws of science created a new philosophy. They 

disintegrated the old theological cosmos and brought into 

question all the traditional faiths--political, social, 

theological, and philosophical. 

Between 1870 and 1900 there were two contradictory 

phases in the movement of thought: " ••• the extension of 

the philosophy of the Enlightenment, and the final rejection 

of the Enlightenment in consequence of a more rigid applica

tion of the law of causality in the light of a more mechan-

2 .!lli., p. 190 
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istic universe."3 In the earlier part of the period, biology 

was interpreted in the light of eighteenth century philoso

phies. With the substitution of physics for chemistry, a 

more sombre mood resulted--a mood that substituted a 

mechanistic conception for the earlier romantic and teleo

logical ideas of progress. "The great changes came swiftly 

because the machine had prepared the way; • • • with the 

revolutions in economics and industry, with the rise of 

urban society, the mind of America was making ready for the 

reception of science and the realism that was eventually to 

spring from science."4 

In the light of this new evolution of thought, the 

old theological conception of a world of good and evil and 

a beneficent providence faded into insignificance. The 

emphasis was now brought to play upon the whole rather than 

the parts. "The individual, thus conceived of socially and 

politically, was no longer an isolated, self-determining 

entity, but a vehicle through which was carried the stream 

of life . .. • • He was a portion of the total scheme of 

things, tied by a thousand invincible threads to the encom-

4 
Ibid., p. 191. -
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passing whole. From the parts to the totality~ from freedom 

to determinism--such was the drift of thought that science 

laid upon us and from which there was no easy escape. n5 

Parrington aptly describes the American scene immedi

ately preceding the publication of Dreiser's first novel: 

So late as 1893 • • • American realism was still un
like in temper those somber etchings, burnt into dark 
patterns by the caustic acids of European experience, 
that came from the hands of the Russian~ French and 
German naturalists--sketches that in their bitter gloom 
seemed/tragically untrue to the homelier experiences 
of America. In appraising such a difference in temper 
Howells ascribed it to the gulf that separated America 
well-being from the poverty and injustice of European 
societies • • • • Whoever should strike a 'note so 
profoundly tragic in American fiction' as was struck in 
Dostoevsky's Crime and Punishment, he asserted in 1891/~ 
'would do a false and mistaken ttiing' • • • • But while 
Howells was thus summing up the achievements of American 
realism • • • he was in fact writing the history of a 
past phase • • • • Young men born in the early seventies~ 
when Mr. Howells was entering upon his new realistic 
studies~ were coming to intellectual maturity in a very 
different age; a new science and a consolidating econom
ics were creating a somber temper that was eventually 
to produce in An American TragedY, a story not greatly 
unlike that Russian tale whic Mr. Howells, a short 
generation before had pronounced impossible to American 
experience. Stephen Crane and Frank Norris and Theodore 
Dreiser were the intellectual children of the nineties~ 
and their art was a reflection of that sober period of 
American disillusion •••• 6 

The conclusions of physics ravaged the orderliness 

of biological evolution with its doctrine of organic growth 

5 Ibid., p. 192. -
6 Ibid.~ p. 316. -
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and continuity. "The universe that unfolded itself to chemistry 

and physics was vaster and colder than biological evolution, 

with its doctrine of the conservation of energy, had imagined-

a vibrating mechanism shot through with energy, that revealed 

itself in action and reaction, impersonal, amoral, dwarfing 

all the gods dreamed of hi t.herto; a universe in which gener-

at ions of men have shrunk to a pin point in limitless space and 

all teleological hopes and fears become the emptiest of futil

ities."7 The conception of determinism finally received wide 

acceptance; no longer hampered by teleological influences, 

it shaped the new intellectual attitudes toward life. "As 

this mechanistic conception found lodgement in minds pre-

pared by a mechanical economics, a benevolent egocentric 

universe became unthinkable • • • • The intellectual back-

grounds were thus preparing for a gloomier realism(than 

Howell's or Garland's, a realism that took its departure 

from two postulates: that men are physical beings who can 

do no other than obey the laws of a physical universe; and 

~} that in the vast}differentism of nature, they are incon-

sequential pawns in a game that, to human reason, has no 

meaning or rule • • • • Dreiser was the first spokesman of 

a later America once more fallen within the shadow of the 

7 
~., p. 317. 



pessimism that springs from every centralized society shut 

up within the portals of a static economicsj that dwarfs the 

individual and nullifies his will, reducing him from a child 

of God to a serf."8 

While this intellectual revolution was taking place, 

America was rapidly changing physically. The country was 

growing by leaps and bounds. "From 1850 to 1910, we built 

half as much railroad mileage as all the rest of the world. 

Population trebled. This fact stands alone in the data of 

vital statistics. Yet even more remarkable were the alter-

ations of human activity. The number of city dwellers 

increased 3i times faster than the population; the number 

of wage-earners, 2 times faster; clerks, salesmen and 

typists, 6i times faster; banks, 7 times fasterj corporations, 

6! times faster; miners, 3 times fasterj transportation 

workers, 20 times faster; and the number of independent 

farmers decreased."9 

Private capital was no longer forced to struggle 

along by itself reaping what benefits it could from its own 

power. Because of the creation of sales hitherto undreamed 

8 Ibid., p. 318. -
9 

Hartwick, Harry, The Fore~round of American Fiction, 
American Book Company, New-yQrk, 1 34, p.-g4. 
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of, our American banks saw fit to extend credit for enormous 

sums on the strength of future business ~ The day of the 

multi-millionaire was at hand. And thus we find Garret 

Garret saying: "Modern business derives from three passions, 

in this order, namely: the passion for things, the passion 

for personal grandeur, and the passion for power."lO 

It was this kind of a world into which Dreiser was 

born; it was in the midst of this period of tremendous ex

pansion that he lived and made his observations. Harlan 

Hatcher has said: "Had some farsighted person deliberately 

set out to fashion a man for the important job of novelist 

to America in transition from the post-Civil War into the 

modern age, he could hardly have brought more adequate 

experience into the confines of one man's life."11 

10 Rascoe, Burton, Theodore Dreiser, Robert M.McBride, 
New York, 1925, p. 5. 

11 
Hatcher, Harlan, Creating the Modern American 

Nove~, Farrar and Rinehart, New York;-P. 35. 
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CHAPTER II 

DREISER'S PARTICULAR BACKGROUND AND HIS ATTITUDE TOWARD LIFE 

Born in Indiana in 1871, Dreiser lived in various mid

western small towns and cities until his early twenties. His 

father was a religious fana.tic whose economic failure was in 

large part due to this fanaticism. Young Dreiser was taught 

the ordinary, rigid moral ethic which prevailed at that time. 

He says: 

Because my father was a Catholic and I was baptized 
in that faith, I was supposed to accept all the dogma, as 
well as the legends, of the church as true. In the life 
about me I saw flourishing the Methodist, the Baptist, 
the United Brethren, the Christian, the Congregationalist, 
the whatnot churches, each representing according to its 
adherents, the exact historic and truthful development 
and interpretation of life or the world. As a fourteen 
or fifteen year old boy I listened to sermons on hell, 
where it was, and what was the nature of its torments. 
As rewards for imaginary good behavior I have been given 
colored picture cards containing exact reproductions of 
heavenl Every newspaper that I have ever read, or still 
read, has had an exact code of morals by the light of 
which one can detect at once Mr. Good man or Mr. Bad man 
and so save oneself from the machinations of the latter. l 

Beoause their father demanded it, the ohildren were 

all sent to Catholio parochial schools where they were taught 

nothing conoerning the soienoes and the arts or conoerning 

1 Dreiser, Theodore, Hey-rub-a-dub-dub, Boni 
and Liveright, New York, 1920, p. 253. 
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life itself. Dreiser explains that as a boy he was oppressed 

and delayed in every way by the dogmatic and always threaten

ing dominanoe of the Catholic ohurch and sohool, and says that 

it was the seeds sown here that finally alienated him from the 

Church. Equipped with a naturally inquisitive and open mind 

whioh rebelled against the dogmas that would not permit the 

mind to operate freely, he later renounoed all religions. 

Dreiserts eduoation, as far as formal sohooling is 

oonoerned, was very limited. As previously stated, his 

experienoe in the Catholic parochial sohools was more religious 

than eduoational. He did, however, spend one year at the 

University of Indiana, but it availed him little. He was more 

interested at this time in women and beauty and the desires 

of the flesh. He craved the companionship of beautiful girls, 

the pleasures and revelries of college dances, all of which 

he was denied beoause of a lack of money, clothes, and social 

standing. These general impressions of college life he took 

away with him, but, as he says, little knowledge. In the 

last ohapter of .!?!:!!:!!, which he devotes to a discussion of 

education, he refers to books as aids to observation. He says, 

"Personal observation and deduction were far more valuable to 

me than any book. n2 

2 Dreiser, Theodore, ~, Horace Liverlght, New York 
1931, p. 589. 
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The extreme poverty whioh his family experienoed in 

Terre Haute and Evansville oreated in Dreiser a yearning for 

all he did not have and oaused him to wonder at a sooial soheme 

whioh exoluded so muoh of what one wanted in life. 

The immorality of his brother and sisters whioh brought 

the Dreiser family into sooial disgraoe "drove home to Dreiser 

quite definitely not only the physioal results of sex contact 

but more interesting still, the chill resentment, or at least 

evasive dread, whioh failure to oonform to socially accepted 
) 

arrangements invariably evokes in those who, willingly or not, 

bow to the convention which inwardly they may condemn."3 

Dreiser's early sexual urges were never satisfied 

because of his feeling of a laok of physioal attractiveness 

and an exaggerated idea of his own impotency. A fear of his 

own inadequaoy robbed him of the courage whioh other boys had 

in the presence of girls; and the natural, easy manner of 

these boys with the opposite sex was a source of constant envy 

to him. In Dawn he describes an adventure whioh oocurred 

while he was attending Indiana University. He was persuaded 

to accompany a boy and two girls to Louisville on a weekend 

party whiah resulted in a most embarrassing situation for him. 

Ibid., p. 264 • .......... 
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While the other couple enjoyed the intimacy of their bedroom, 

he sat with his girl in one of the "hotel parlors" and made a 

feeble attempt to "hold her arm or nibble feebly at her fingers~. 

This experience left Dreiser meditating over his defeat and 

shame and led him to resolve "never, never, never to accept 

another girl invitation from anyone, since obviously only led 

to such torturesome and self-belittling things as had but now 

occurred. "4 

Dreiser1s personal experience with marriage was 

short-lived. He met and fell in love with a school-teacher 

from the country regions of Missouri (Miss W-, five years his 

senior, as he refers to her in his autobiography) while he 

was working for St. Louis newspapers; but, unable at that time 

to marry, he put off his "perilous adventure until after the 

first flare of lOVe had thinned into the pale flame of duty." 

It was in New York many years later that they were finally 

married "and with what results you may eventually suspect."5 

This rather bitter personal experience combined with 

his observations of others thrown into the same institution 

led Dreiser to look upon marriage as something doomed to 

4 !!:?!£., p. 439. 

5 Dreiser, Theodore, A .Book About Myself, Boni and 
Liveright, New York, 1925, p.-5~ 
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inevitable failure except in those rare instances where two 

associated and compatible temperaments are brought together 

each without the trend of mind which leads to varietism. 

Referring to his own marriage, he explains that it 

was one of those cases where two people temperamentally un. 

suited were "completely lost in the grip of a passion that 

subsequently proved detrimental." In view of her conventional 

ideas about marriage and his "variable tendencies" and his 

"naturally freedom-loving point of view" it was unfortunate 

that they ever met. After his unhappy venture in matrimony, 

he expresses the following opinions concerning this institution: 

• • • the monogamous standard to which the world has 
been tethered much too harshly for a thousand years or 
more now is entirely wrong • • • • It is a product, I 
suspect, of intellectual lethargy or dullness, a mental 
incapacity for individuality.6 

••• the trouble with marriage is that in its extreme 
interpretation it conflicts with the law of change, ••• 
and h~nce suffers a severe and seemingly destructive de
feat. 

Dreiserts early attempts to make a living opened up 

new avenues of observation and experience for him. In Chicago 

he worked as a laundry collector, laborer in a foundry, and 

6 ~., p. 326. 

7 
Dreiser, Theodore, Hey-rub-a-dub-dub., p. 217. 
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real estate salesman. These jobs brought him in contact with 

all kinds of people, from the poorest on Halstead Street to 

the wealthiest in fashionable homes on the west side of Chicago, 

the result of which produced periods of depression and longing 

for wealth and luxury and a recurring consoiousness of the wide 

gap between classes. 

He found himself constantly making comparisons, weigh

ing values. Mingled with his admiration for the strong and 

the successful was a profound pity for the poor and under~ 

privileged, who, as he saw.tt, had no chance to sucoeed. Yet 

he had no solution for them and was unwilling to "aocept any 

suspecting even then that man was the victim of forces over 

which he had no control." In! Hoosier Holidail, he says: 

Life was persistently demonstrating to me that 
self-interest and only self-interest rules--that strength 
dominated weakness • • •• I was taught in the schools 
••• that democracy is a great success and never to be 
upset by the cunning and self-interestedness of wily and 
unscrupulous men ••• and that Christian ideal was right 
and true, and that it really prevailed in life •••• 
Actually, I went into life • • • believing largely in all 
this, only to find by degrees that this theory has no 
relationship to the facts.8 

And so Dreiser, while he was still in his twenties, 

took on the quality of a disillusioned idealist. Life, to him, 

8 
Dreiser, Theodore, A Hoosier Holiday, John Lane 

Company, New York, 1916, pp. ~'/9-2BO. 
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was all wrong because it was not what he had been taught to 

believe it was. He began seeking for a solution to life which 

he termed a "desperately subtle and shifty thing~.g He got a 

job with a Chicago newspaper, and his favorite question to 

those whom he interviewed w~s "what did they think of life, 

its meaning."lO As he saw it, "the great business of life and 

mind was life. nll 

Later, when he wrote for St. Louis, Pittsburgh, and 

New York newspapers, Dreiser continued to study and observe 

life in each of these respective cities which "enclosed 

(in Browning's phrase) 'a world of men', men in streets and 

factories, courthouses and prisons, stock exchanges and 

hotels, in banks and brothels, lodges, 'private' offices and 

bars • • • • Each growing city in America as Dreiser saw it 

was a battle field, and the men within it, moved by economic 

and social forces greater than themselves, waged war side by 

9 Dreiser, Theodore, ! ~ About Myself, p. 42. 

10 Ibid., p. 150 ........... 

11 
Dreiser, Theodore, Life, Art and America, The 

Diamond Press, New York, 1917:-;7 7:--



15 

side and against each other. n12 Morals, he discovered, were 

very little connected with success or reputation in the modern 

world. Freedom of speech and of the press were myths. 

Then in New York and Philadelphia he began to read 

Spencer and Huxley and found, he says, " ••• that all I deemed 

substantial--man's place in nature, his importance in the uni

verse, this too, too solid earth, man's very identity save as 

an infinitesimal speck of energy or a 'suspended equation' 

drawn or blown here and there by larger forces in which he 

moved quite unconsciously as an atom--all questioned and 

dissolved into less understandable things • • • • Man was a 

mechanism, undevised and uncreated, and a badly and careless-

ly driven one at that • • • • With a gloomy eye I began to 

watch how the chemical--and their children, the mechanical-

forces operated through man and outside him, and this under 

my very eyes • • • • Suicides seemed sadder since there was 

no care for them; failures the same."13 

Dreiser continued to observe the actions of men and to 

ponder over his place in the universe until he fully developed 

a strong sense of the tragedy of life. Dreiser sets forth 

12 Gregory, Horace, In the Lyrg: Stream of American 
Tradition, Weekly Book Review,New or Herald Tribune, New 
York, March 24, 1946, pp. 1-2. 

13 
Dreiser, Theodore, Hey-rub-a-dub-dub, pp. 457-458. 
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But aside from this most e~fective illustration of the 
essential nothingness of man (the scienti~ic) is his plain 
individual weakness here and now as contrasted with his 
mass ideals and the huge vanity or tendency toward romance 
which causes him to wish to seem more than he really is or 
can ever hope to be. For plainly every life, in the last 
analysis • • • however successful ~rom a momentary analysis 
it may appear, is a ~ailure. We hear of that curious thing, 
ta successful life t • It is in the main a myth, a self-de
lusion. How could there possibly be success ~or a watery, 
bUlbous, highly limited and specially functioned creature, 
lacking (in the case of man ~or instance) many of the 
superior attributes o~ other animals--wings, a sense of 
direction, foreknowledge and the like--and manufactured 
every forty years by hundreds of millions • • • • To me 
the most astonishing thing in connection with man is this 
same vanity or power of romanticising everything related 
to himself, so that whereas in reality he is what he is, 
a structure of brief import and minute social or any other 
form of energy. • • still he has this astonishing power of 
viewing himself as a tremendous ~orce in· himself, a god, 
a hero, an enduring and undying figure of glory and beauty-
as significant almost as the creator himself, in whose 
image and likeness he is supposed to be made • • • • For 
individuals are never masters in any remarkable way. They ,
merely and at best borrow or direct the energies of many, 
and in the main to no important result to themselves. A 
Napoleon slaves and starves to the end that he may die on 
St. Helena and bring considerable profit to many who never 
heard o~ him and care not at all. A Caesar toils endless
ly at the organization and the development and preservation 
of Rome, only to be stabbed to death in his fifty-sixth 
year practically unrewarded. A Hannibal slaves for Car
thage, enduring endless hardships, only to die by his own 
hand. The category might be extended indefinitely. And 
yet the world is full of the laudations o~ the powers ot 
men, their satisfactions, their vast, vast rewards and 
glories; while so many decayed steles and temple doorways, 
~nd data unending, bear testimony to their utter material 
and subsequent spiritual ~utl1ity.14 

14 l£!2., pp. 242-244. 

." 
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This tragic sense of Dreiser's is, then, really a 

protest against the new order which he accepts because it has 

been forced on him both by scientific rationality and by his 

own observation that this is a dog-eat-dog world. He found, 

according to Parrington, that: 

(1) The world is without reason or meaning to us. Why 
we are here and to what end is unknowable. 
(2) Men are like chemical compounds existing in a world 
where they play about like water-flies, skipping rest
lessly and unintelligently as their legs drive them, whom 
the universe in its vast indifference suffers for a time. 
(3) Men divide into the strong and the weak; not the good 
and the bad. The will to power, the desire for pleasure, 
drive men on their courses. What restrains? Moral c.odes 
and social conventions, often useful, often harmful. 
(4) Hence the profound need of sympathy and mercy.15 

According to Hartwick: 

Dreiser's idea of tragedy is Shakesperian, not Greek. 
His Clyde Griffiths is a moral coward and weakling, in
stead of a hero in the Athenian sense; he is a victim of 
his environment. The criminal, as Dreiser emphasizes, 
cannot be held responsible for his misdeeds. He is the 
product of forces beyond his control, an Othello, not 
an Oedipus punished for the deliberate transgression of 
an ethical law; he is broken on the wheel not because he 
deserves it, but due to cosmic accidentia. Shakespeare's 
tragedies are 'fortuitous calamitie.'~ whose characters 
are often the innocent frauds of chance; whereas in the 
Greek, tragedy was a just dispensation of the gods for 
an infraction of their code. 'As flies to wanton boys,' 
said the Bard, 'are we to the gods; they kill us for 
sport.' But Dreiserts true complaint is not against the 
'gods'; it is aimed at human society that tries to polar
ize the natural currents of life. In common with 

15 Parrington, Vernon LOUis, ~. £!!., p. 355. 
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Nietzsche he believes that man is contaminated by regula
tions, that he is 'beyond good and evil,.16 

It is in his understanding of human fatality that 

Dreiser holds his place in the tradition of the great nine-
17 

teenth century novelists. T. K. Whipple berates Dreiser for 

his clumsy style of writing and gives him credit only as a 

social historian of his period.18 On the other hand, H. L. 

Mencken believes that it is Dreiser's conception of tragedy 

which makes him great, and he has this to say: 

The struggle of man as he [Dreiser J sees it, is more 
than impotent; it is gratuitous and purposeless. [His 
workJ ••• is not only brilliant on the surface, but 
mysterious and appealing in its depths. One swiftly for
gets his intolerable writing, his mirthless, sedulous, 
repellent manner, in the face of the Athenian tragedy he 
instills into his seduced and soulsick servant girls, 
his barbaric pirates of finances, his conquered and ham
-strung supermen, his wives who sit and wait • • •• Here 
precisely is Dreiser's departure from his fellows. He 
puts into his novels a touoh of 'the eternal Wel tschmerz. 
Tbey get belOW the drama that is of the moment and reveal 
the greater drama that is without end. Tbey arouse those 
deep and lasting emotions which grow out of the recogni
tion of elemental and universal tragedy. His aim is not 
merely telling a tale; his aim is to show the vast ebb 
and flow of forces which sway and condition human destiny;9 

16 HartWick, Harry, QE. £!!., p. 91. 

17 Gregory, Horace, ~. £!!., pp. 1-2. 

18 Whipple, T. K., Spokesmen, D. Appleton and Company, 
New York, 1928, pp. 70,71. 

19 Mencken, H. L., A Book £f Prefaces; New York, Alfred 
A. Knopf, 1917, pp. 89,97. 
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This sense of tragedy then, the inevitable frustra

tion of man, is what I intend to show in the three Dreiserian 

novels chosen for this study. In this chapter I have reviewed 

Dreiser's personal experiences as he related them in his auto

biographical accounts, and I have shown how his attitude toward 

life, which is essentially tragic, was colored by his partici

pation in the period in which he lived. Now it is my purpose, 

in the second part of this paper, to show that, no matter 

what the force of religion upon him, what the power of inner 

compulsion within him, which for Dreiser is mainly sexual, or 

what his economic status, the individual always loses in the 

end. I shall treat three diverse characters: a man of fierce 

drive and much talent; a man of ordinary drive and little 

talent; a man of serene temperament with little drive and con

siderable talent. These characters are the protagonists in 

~ "Genius~ An American Tragedy, and ~ Bulwark--the three 

of Dreiser's novels to be considered in chapters three, four, 

and five. 



PART TWO 



ATTITUDE TOWARD RELIGION 



PART II 

CHAPTER III 

ATTITUDE TOWARD RELIGION 

In this chapter, I am going to show that Dreiser 

uses religion in two different ways: (1) as an individual 

solace to satisfy a need which most people seem to feel, and 

(2) as the embodiment of social codes of conduct, usually 

dictated by the ruling classes, designed to keep the 'lower 

classes' in check and thereby serving as a major focal pOint 

in frustrating the drives of individuals. 

As evidence that Dreiser believes that morality has 

no bearing on man's career, I shall show that the degree of 

religion professed or actually felt by the individual has 

no effect on the inevitable crack-Up of the lives of the 

principal characters treated here. 

I showed, in Chapter II, how Dreiser's early religious 

experience caused him to renounce all religions. Now I shall 

give a more detailed account of these experiences in order to 

show their relation to Dreiser's treatment of his characters 

in regard to religion. Of the atmosphere which dominated 

his home, he has this to say: 

Catholicism, in our family, was the true religion; 
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some form of protestantism in the homes of all our neigh
bors. The darkness and intolerance in which they were 
heldl An atheist was a criminal. Anyone who doubted 
that Christ died on the cross to save all men or that men 
were truly saved thereby, or that there was a specific 
heaven, a definite hell, and so forth was a scoundrel, 
a reprobate, a lost soul. Just how people were to live 
and die had all been fixed long before. There were no 
crimes greater than adultery, atheism, and theft •••• 
I picture this atmosphere because some phases of it were 
at times so stern and destructive. l 

As previously stated, his father was a fanatic on the 

subject ot religion. His mother, although born a Mennonite, 

seems to have been quite passive and dominated by the ideas 

ot the father. Concerning his father, he says: 

I have described my father as a religious enthusiast. 
At that time he was a morose and dour figure • • • • 
One of his worst phases was the conviction that there 
was retuge in religion, more and more selt-humiliation 
before a creator who revealed himselt only through the 
forms apd ceremonies of the Catholic Church. He believed 
implicitly that the least neglect or intraction of such 
forms and ceremonies as were ordered by the Church was 
sutficient to evoke distavor or at least neglect on the 
part ot the universal ruler. This being true, the 
rather inditferent religious conduct ot his wife and 
children was sutticient to convince him that they were 
evil to a degree and in need of driving.2 

This attitude of his father pursued Dreiser through

out his early years. When the family moved to Evansville: 

1 Dreiser, Theodore, ~, p. 15. 

2 ~., p. 25. 
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For my father, the moment he appeared on the scene, 
and with his usual zeal for the welfare of our souls, 
sought out the nearest German Catholic church and forth
with enrolled the entire family as communicants.3 

And when they moved to Chicago: 

Nothing in Chicago, therefore, concerned him quite as 
much at this time as the whereabouts of a Roman Catholic 
church and school.4 

And again when they had moved to little Warsaw, Indiana: 

'Look at these schools,' he went on to me once, his 
face a study in impotent rage, bitterness and grief. 
'No Bible in them, or if there is one, a Protestant 
Bible, gotten up by that scoundrel and full of liesl 
No separation of the boys and girls as there should be 
in any well-regulated state of society! The shameless
ness of these American children. Boys and girls together. 
Terrible. No vow-bound, God-fearing nuns or priests to 
curb them, but silly girls, their heads full of beaux, 
to teach these innocent children. God will visit his 
wrath on such a country. Wait and seel Wait and seet,5 

Dreiser's reaction to this influence was rebellion. 

He came to view organized religion as the embodiment of a 

public morality designed to frustrate the primary urges of 

the individual and as a tool utilized by the powerful ruling 

class to hold the masses in check: 

3 ~., p. 127. 

4 ~., p. 166. 

5 Ibid., p. 203 • ........... 



The best interpretati.on of religion that I have ever 
heard is that found in St. James 1:27--"Pure religion 

23 

and undefiled before God and the Father is this: To visit 
the fa tberles.s and widows in their aff1iction"--not when 
they are prosperous mind youl--"and to keep himself un
spotted from the world." And the best method of worship
ping God--which is certainly an integral portion of re
ligion--is found in John 4:24--"God is a spirit, and 
they that worship Him must worship Him in spirit and 
truth." Or let us say sincerity. Now if these ••• 
things mean anything • • • forms and methods of procedure 
ought not to count for much. There is no precise ritual 
prescribed in the New Testament • • • the method, out
side of a certain generosity of soul ••• has usually 
been left to the individual. And it is only because 
powerful and wholly practical and political organizations 
have usurped the religious business, gone, wholesale into 
the business of electing officers, or heads, building 
churches, collecting money and using the same not merely 
as a means of bare subsistence but to erect and enjoy 
power and the panoply of the same, and to direct the 
masses as they will, that they have won to the pOint, in 
pride and strengtn where they have become able to harry 
and destroy lesser organizations or individuals trying 
to address God or nature direct.6 

In thinking about an instance of sexual irregularity 

which happened in an office where he was working, Dreiser 

identified the code of an organized religion with a social 

code. He said in regard to the fact .that a man had been 

unfaithful to his wife: 

My father and the Catholic Church would emphatically 
say wrong • • • • Personally after due thought I could 
not see it that way. I found myself siding with the 
individual and the passions which nature had cre.ated as 
opposed to the hard and fast rules of society.7 . 

6 
~., pp. 473,474. 

7 ~., p. 551. 
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As for the effect of actual religious feeling on the individ-

ual,. Dreiser says: 

I would say that it is a bandage that man has invented 
to protect a soul made bloody by circumstance; an envel
ope to pocket him from the unescapable and unstable il- . 
limitable. We seek to think of things as permanent and 
see them so. Religion gives life a habitation and a 
name apparently--though it is an illusion • • • • Yet 
the need for religion is impermanent, like all else in 
life. As the soul regains its strength it becomes 
prone to the old illusions.8 

These two ideas of religion, that is, as a solace to 

the individual in time of need and as an embodiment of the 

morals or ethic of society permeate Dreiser's novels. His 

characters seek that solace, but they get it only in vary-

ing amounts according to their own personalities. At the 

same time they are always running head on into the social 

embodiment as it counters their own inner urges. 

The "Genius" 

The first novel to be considered is The "Genius" be-

cause it was written first. Here the treatment of religion 

is subordinated to the treatment of sex, which will be dis-

cussed in the following chapter. Dreiser's preoccupation 

with religion is, however, apparent in this early novel. 

8 Dreiser, Theodore, The "Genius", New York, Boni 
and Llverlght, 1923, p. 734.---
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The principal character, Eugene Witla, since he was 

an artist and a man of thought, devoted some time to abstract 

thinking, in which he questioned rather seriously the current 

religious thought and feeling. In contrast to Witla, his 

wife accepted without question the conventional ideas of her 

time. When Witla met a crisis, he attempted to turn to re-

ligion for solace. He was persuaded to consult an unprepos-

sessing practitioner of the Christian Science faith. 

Since he came from a lower middle-class family of the 

mid-west, Witla had encountered no questioning of the accept

ed theories of conduct which he heard and saw getting at 

least lip-service from those about him. However, when he 

left home and became a practicing artist, his ideas changed, 

or rather, it should be said, they crystallized. This is 

best shown by his relationship with his wife, Angela Blue, 

an~ her family. "With Eugene convention meant nothing at 

all, and his sense of evil and good was something which the 

ordinary person would not have comprehended."9 On the other 

hand, "Angela ••• had a distinct preference for those who 

conducted themselves according to given standards of propri

ety • • • who conformed to the ordinary notions of right and 

wrong." lO 

9 ~., p. 65. 

10 Ibid. p. 65. -' 



Unfortunately for Witla, he was a man who had some 

insight into the problem. I say unfortunately because he 

understood the motivations of those with whom he came into 
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inevitable conflict. He came to understand the "extraordi-

nary demands of some phases of dogma in the matter o~ religion; 

the depths of human perversity in the matter of morality; 

the fact that there were worlds within worlds of our social 

organism; that really basically and actually there was no 

fixed and definite understanding of anything by anybody."ll 

And when he visited Angela's family he could see that any 

"form or order of society which hoped to endure must have 

individuals like Mrs. Blue, who would conform to the highest 

standards and theories of that society, and when found, they 

were admirable; but they meant nothing in the shifting, sub-

tle forces of nature. They were just accidental harmonies 

blossoming out of something which meant everything here in 

this order, nothing to the universe at large."12 The Blue 

family "obeyed the ten commandments in so far as possible 

and lived within the limits of what people considered sane 

and decent."13 

11 ~., p. 93. 

12 Ibid., p. 118 • ........... 
13 ~., p. 122. 
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After several years of marriage Witla was greeted by 

his first crisis. He was unable to produce any work. He 

met this by a process of self-examination. "Always of a 

philosophic and introspective turn, this peculiar faculty 

of reasoning deeply and feeling emotionally were now turned 

upon himself and his own condition, and as in all such cases 

where we peer too closely into the subleties of creation, 

confusion was the result. Previously he had been satisfied 

the world knew nothing. Neither in religion, philosophy, 

nor science was there any answer to the riddle of existence. 

• • • • He figured life as a grim, dark mystery, a sad, 

semi-conscious turning aimlessly in the dark • • • • God 

knew nothing • • • • Malevolence, life living on death, 

plain violence--these were the chief characteristics of 

existence. If one failed of strength in any way, if life 

were not kind in its bestowal of gitts, if one were not born 

to fortunets pampering care--the rest was misery. In the 

days of his strength • • • the spectacle of existence had 

been sad enough: in the hours of threatened delay and de

feat it seemed terrible • • • • He did not immediately 

give up hope • • • for months and months he fancied each 

day that this was a temporary condition."14 Finally, howeve~ 

14 ~., p. 251. 
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he suffered a complete nervous breakdown. 

After a few years of floundering around he began to 

recover. He got a job as an outdoor railroad worker. While 

this was helping him regain his strength, he met a woman who 

was attracted to him. His wife was living with her parents 

because he was so poor. His relationship with Carlotta troub

led him. She gave him the following advice: "'I don't think 

it's so bad. It depends on how you were raised.' There was 

a system apparently in society, but also apparently it did 

not work very well. Only fools were held by religion, which 

in the main was an imposition, a graft and a lie. The honest 

man might be very fine but he wasn't very successful. There 

was a great to-do about morals, but most people were immoral 

or unmoral. Why worry? Look to your health. Don't let a 

morbid conscience get the better of you. Thus she counselled, 

and he agreed with her."15 

Many years later, after a phenomenal success in the 

business world, Witla was again faced with a serious crisis. 

He wanted a young woman and was prevented from getting her 

by the conventions which he abhorred. His family life was torn 

up by the roots; his wife died giving birth to a belated child. 

In this crisis Witla turned to Christian Science. He turned 

15 Ibid., p. 361 • ........... 
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to this particular creed because his sister had become enamor-

ed of it and insisted that it would help him. He began read

ing some of the scientist's literature. "It irritated and, 

from a critical point of view, amused him. The author talked 

of the evidences of the five physical senses as worthless, 

and yet was constantly referring to and using similes based 

upon those evidences to illustrate her spiritual meanings. 

Be threw the book down a number of times, for the Biblical 

references irritated him. He did not believe in the Bible. 

The very word Christianity was a sickening jest."16 However, 

there was something about its spirituality that held him. 

"It seemed to him to be a wild claim, and yet at the time, be

cause of his natural metaphysical turn, it accorded with his 

sense of the mystery of life."17 

He read at this time a great many "odd philosophic 

and religious volumes" in which he learned that "the old pro

phets were little more than whirling dervishes"~ and he was 

finally able to bring himself to believe that God might be a 

principle, a sort of mathematical principle "like two times 

two is four. ft19 

16 ~., p. 693. 

17 .!£!2., p. 694. 
18 Ibid. -' p. 695. 
19 ~., p. 699. 
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Later he was persuaded by his sister to visit a praoti

tioner. While he was waiting to see her he notioed that the 

"room was not artistio but rather nondescript, the furniture 

cheap or rather tasteless in design. Didn't Divine Mind know 

any better than to present its representatives in such a guise 

as this? Could a person called to assist in representing the 

majesty of God on earth be left so unintelligent artistically 

as to live in a house like this? Surely this was a poor man-

ifestation of Divinity."20 Then he met the lady who reminded 

him of "an old print of Mrs. Micawber that he had seen some-

where • • • • So this was Mrs. Johns, he thought •••• 

Her hands were wrinkled, her faoe old. Why didn't she make 

herself young if she could perform these wonderful cures? 

Why was this room so mussy? People were such hacks when it 

came to the art of living. How oould they pretend to a sense 

of divinity who knew nothing of life." After some conversa. 

tion she asked him to pray. He "sat there trying to think 

of the Lord's Prayer but in reality thinking of the room, the 

cheap prints, the homely furniture, her ugliness, the curious

ness of his being there."21 

20 ~., p. 703. 

21 ~., p. 707. 
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A little later when his wife lay dying and he was 

really feeling sorrow, he thought: "There was God somewhere. 

He was on his throne. These large dark, immutable forces, 

they were not for nothing. If only she would not die, he 

would try--he would behave. He wouldl He wouldl n22 

After his wife died "during a period of nearly three 

years all the vagaries and alterations which can possibly af

flict a groping and morbid mind were his. He went from what 

might be described as almost a belief in Christian Science 

to almost a belief that a devil ruled the world, a Gargantuan, 

Brobingnagian Mountebank who plotted tragedy for all ideals 

and rejoiced in swine and dullards and a grunting, sweaty, 

beefy immorality • • • • He then reached a state not o~ 

self-abnegation, but of philosophic openmindedness or agnos

ticism. He came to know that he did not know what to believe. 

All apparently was permitted."23 

And Dreiser sums the problem up himself. "It is 

strange, but life is constantly presenting these pathetic 

paradoxes--the astounding blunders which temperament and 

blood moods bring about, and reason and circumstance and con

vention condemn. The dreams of man are one thing, his capa-

22 ~., p. 722. 

23 Ibid., p. 726. 
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city to realize them another. At either pole are the acci-

dents of supreme failure and supreme success--the supreme 

failure of an Abelard for instance, the supreme success of a 

Napoleon enthroned at Paris. But, oh, the endless failures 

for one success."24 

Dreiser's pity for the general situation of man is 

manifest here. But he exhibits nothing friendly toward re

ligion. At best he is giving a dispassionate description of 

what he sees. The ridiculous light in which he casts and 

describes the only professional religious person is enough 

to show that. The utter inability of religion to offer more 

than the most temporary aid even in the most trying crises 

proves his opinion of its ineffectiveness. 

An American Tragedy 

In An American Tragedy the hero is an ordinary young 

man (ordinary in the sense that he has no particular gifts 

or talents) with a peculiar religious background. His par-

ents are presented as kinds of freaks. Dreiser may pity 

them, yet he depicts them as rather ridiculous characters. 

At the beginning of the book, the father is described as "a 

most unimportant looking person"25leading a forlorn little 

24 Ibid., p. 730. 
25 Dreiser, Theodore, An American Tragedy, New York, 

Horace Liveright, 1929, p. 3.--
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group of street religionists. These people attracted public 

attention in that "various homeward-bound individuals of di-

verse grades and walks of life, noticing the small group dis

posing itself in this fashion, hesitated for a moment to eye 

them askance or paused to ascertain the character of their 

work."26 Already at this time twelve years old, Clyde 

Griffiths, "seemed to resent and even suffer from the posi-

tion in which he found himself. Plainly pagan rather than 

religious, life interested him."27 

The ineffectiveness and the attitude of Clyde',s par

ents are epitomized in the following passage: 

As for the parents, they were determined upon spiritu
alizing the world as much as possible, and once the hymn 
was concluded, the father launched into one of those' 
hackneyed descriptions of the delights of a release, via 
the self realization of the mercy of God and the love of 
Christ and the will of God towards sinners, from the bur
densome cares of an evil conscience.28 

The boy was constantly disturbed by t~e position of 

his parents in the world in which they lived. "The principal 

thing that troubled Clyde up to his fifteenth year, and for 

a long time after in retrospect, was that the calling of his 

26 ~., p. 4. 

27 ~., p. 5. 

28 ~., p. 7 
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parents was the shabby thing that it appeared to be in the 

eyes of others • • • it had been obvious that people • • • 

looked down upon him and his brothers and sisters for being 

the children of such parents."29 

Clyde at this time had no thoughts on religion. He 

had a job as bell hop in a hotel in Kansas City; he was proud 

to be making his own way in the world. Then the automobile 

acctdent occurred in which the girl was killed, and he was 

involved. He had no thoughts of remorse or any feelings of 

religious guilt. He merely thought of running away. After

ward when he had established himself in another city and the 

affair had blown over, he started to communicate with his 

mother. She wrote him to "stop and listen to the voice of 

our Lord" and admonished him to "hold fast to your early 

teachings."30 Later in the letter she mentioned a rich uncle 

who might be able to help him, and Clyde immediately began to 

plan a means of contact with his wealthy relative. 

Later he met this rich uncle who gave him a job in his 

collar factory. There he met a factory girl, who was a "re

flection of the religious and moral notions then and there 

29 Ibid., p. 10. -
30 Ibid., p. 169. 
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prevailing, --the views of the local ministers and the laity 

in general. n31 They began a relationship which led to intima-

CYi she became pregnant and, since he did not wish to marry 

her, he persuaded her to go to a doctor to try to get an abo~

tion performed. Dreiser's description of the doctor and his 

reaction to the problem presented typified his idea of the 

social attitudes prevailing at the time. The doctor was 

••• the typical and fairly conservative physician of 
the countryside--solemn, cautious, moral, semi-religious 
to a degree, holding some views which he considered liber
al and others which a fairly liberal person would have 
considered narrow and stubborn into the bargain • • • • 
In constant touch with all phases of ignorance and dere
liction as well as sobriety, energy, conservatism, success. 
and the like, he was more inclined, where fact appeared 
to nullify his early conclusions in regard to many things, 
to suspend judgment between the alleged claims of heaven 
and hell and leave it there suspended and undisturbed. 
[His attitude toward this problem was that} for various 
reasons connected with his own temperament ••• as well 
as the nature of this local social world, he disliked and 
hesitated even to trifle with it • • • • And so, although 
in several cases in the past ten years where family and 
other neighborhood and religious considerations had made 
it seem advisable, he had assisted in extricating from 
the consequences of their folly several young girls of 
good family who had fallen from grace and could not other
wise be rescued, still he was opposed to aiding, either 
by his own countenance or Skill, any lapses or tangles 
not heavily sponsored by others.32 

31 Ibid. p. 250. -' 
32 ~., pp. 410-412. 
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This passage shows Dre1ser t s perception of the relationship 

of religious thought to the local mores of the community-

the banding together under the guise of religion of local 

attitudes of opprobium towards those who have violated the 

social ethic. I shall show in another chapter the causes of 

these various violations. 

Later after Clyde has been driven to bring about this 

girl's death, the following description is offered to prove 

that she is a good girl: "Her devotion to her parents, her 

simple ways of living, her modesty, morality, religious de

votion--how once the pastor of the local church had said she 

was the brightest, merriest, and kindest girl he had ever 

known."33 Always the church and religion are brought in to 

depict the feeling concerning local customs. 

After Clyde was arrested and charged with murdering 

the girl, his lawyer gave him the following advice: "I .don't 

know whether you are at all religious, but whether you are or 

not, they hold services here in the jail on Sundays, and I 

want you to attend them regularly, that is, if they ask you 

to. For this is a religious community and I want you to make 

as good an impression as you can."34 Thus Dreiser cynically 

33 Ibid. p. 168. -' 
34 ~., p. 188. 
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expresses the necessity for conforming to the local mores if 

one is to survive. 

Clyde's mother, when she was informed of his difficulty, 

immediately turned to her religion. She said, "'Let me have 

the Bible' • • • • It was as if in spite of all this, she had 

been able to retreat into some still, silent place, where for 

the time being at least, no evil, human ill could reach her."~ 

This sympathetic treatment of a religious attitude in the mother 

is sharply contrasted with the description of the freaks who vi~ 

ited Clyde in jail: "He was constantly being visited by every 

type of doctor, merchant, yokel evangelist or minister • • • 

asking such questions as: 'Do you pray, brother? Do you get 

right down on your knees and pray?' ••• Had he made his 

peace with God?"36 

His jury for the trial is described as " ••• with but 

one exception all religious if not moral and all convinced of 

Clyde's guilt before they sat down."3? 

During the trial, Clyde's lawyer, when questioning him 

about his relationship with the dead girl, asked, "'Didn't you 

know that all men, and all women also, view it as wrong, 

and outside of marriage unforgivable--a statutory crime?' 

35 ~., p. 215. 

36 ~., p. 219. 

3? Ibid.,. p. 231. 



'" 

38 

The boldness and ironic sting of this was sufficient to cause 

at first a hush, later a slight nervous tremor on the part 

of the audience which Justice Oberwaltzer noting, frowned ap-

prehensively. Why this brazen young cynicl How dared he, 

via innuendo and in the guise of serious questioning, intrude 

such a thought as this, which by implication at least picked 

at the very foundations of society--religious and moral."38 

Dreiser here is taking a side-swipe at the moralists who re-

fuse to recognize that actions are not governed by the social 

code which is given pseudo-sanction by society. 

Clyde was declared guilty by the jury and at this time 

his mother came to his aid. She was " • • • middle-aged, 

homely, religious, determined, sincere and earnest and with 

a moving faith in the innocence of her boy • • • • A crude 

and unlettered and yet a convinced figure. The wide flat 

shoes. The queer hat. The old brown coat. Yet somehow af-

ter a few moments arresting in her earnestness and faith and 

love for her son, and her fixed, inquiring, and humanly clean 

and pure blue eyes in which dwelt immaterial conviction and 

sacrifice with no shadow of turning."39 It was necessary for 

Mrs. Griffiths to raise money to appeal Clyde's case, so she 

decided to lecture in various churches, appeal for funds in the 

38 Ibid., p. 270. -
39 ~., pp. 343, 344. 
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Christian cause of mercy. 

"However after three weeks of more or less regional and 
purely sectarian trying, she was compelled to report the 
Christians at least were very indifferent--notas Chris
tian as they should be." She was regarded as " ••• an 
exhorter--a secret preacher--one who in defiance of all 
the tenets and processes of organized and historic, as 
well as hieratic, religious powers and forms (theological 
seminaries, organized churches and their affiliations and 
products--all carefully and advisedly and legitimately 
because historically and dogmatically interpreting the 
word of God) choosing to walk forth and without ordina
tion after any fashion conduct and unauthorized and hence 
nondescript mission • • • • And not only that--but ac
cording to Clyde's own testimony in this trial, had he 
not been guilty of adultery with this girl--whether he 
had slain her or not. A sin almost equal to murder in 
many minds. Had he not confessed it? And was an appeal 
for a convicted adulterer--if not a murderer ••• to be 
made in a church. No, -no Christian church was the 
place for such debate • • •• It was not morally advis
able. It might even tend to implant in the minds of the 
young some of the details of the crime. Besides ••• it 
was assumed by most ministers that she was one of those 
erratic persons, not a constituent of any definite sect, 
or schooled theology, who tended by her very appearance 
to cast contempt on true and pure religion." She did 
not appeal to the Catholics because she knew that ••• 
"The mercies of Christ as interpreted by the holder of 
the sacred keys of St. Peter ••• were not for those 
who failed to acknowledge the authority of the Vicar of 
Christ • • • • She was at last compelled ••• to appeal 
to a Jew who controlled the principal moving picture 
theatre of Utica--a sinful theatre. And from him, this 
she secured free for a morning address."40 

This is the most drastic indictment which Dreiser makes on 

organized religion. The absolute repudiation of all professed 

principles of charity and mercy by their professional advo

cates is typical of his personal attitude. 

40 ~., pp. 358,359. 
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Meanwhile, Clyde, now facing death. has turned toward 

religion, seeking an explanation for his plight. His mother 

had persuaded a young non-sectarian minister, Duncan McMillan, 

to try to help Clyde. To Clyde, he was "another religionist, 

of course • • • but arresting and attractive."41 Clyde con-

fessed to him that • • • "if only he could win to spiritual 

peace through prayer he would be glad to do it."42 McMillan 

talked to him, urged him to ask "the Creator of it all to 

tell you how and what to do. Don't doubt. Just ask. He 

will not fail you." Then Clyde" ••• leaning against his 

cell door, began to wonder. The Creator, his creator • • • • 

Ask and see • • • • And yet--there was still lingering here 

in him that old contempt of his for religion and its fruits,

the constant and yet fruitless prayers and exhortations of 

his father and mother. Was he going to turn to religion now, 

solely because he was in difficulties and frightened like these 

others. He hoped not. Not like that, anyway."43 

"What followed then was what invariably followed in 

the wake of every tortured consciousness. From what it dreads 

or hates, yet knows or feels to be unescapable, it takes re-

41 ~., p. 373. 

42 ~.,.p. 375. 

43 Ibid., p. 376 • .......... 
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fuge in that which may be hoped for--or at least imagined • • 

• • What did it all mean? Was there a God? Did he inter-

fere in the affairs of men, as Mr. McMillan was now contend-

ing? • • • • Would this mysterious power be likely to grant 

aid? • • • was he seriously moved to assume that in religion 

of any kind he was likely to find surcease from his present 

miseries."4After much thought along the above lines, Clyde 

was moved to tell McMillan that he had meant to kill the 

girl, but had not actually murdered her, since she died ac

cidentally, although in circumstances which he had brought 

about. 

Finally there came a chance for one last appeal to 

the Governor to save Clyde's life. McMillan went with Mrs. 

Griffiths and after they had spoken to the Goverpor, he asked 

McMillan direct if there were some circumstance which could 

be cited as mitigating the crime. And MCMillan" ••• pale 

and dumb, now gazed at him in return. For now upon his word-

upon his shoulders apparently was being placed the burden of 

deciding as to Clyde's guilt or innocence. But could he do 

that? Had he not decided, after due meditation on Clyde's 

confession, that he was guilty before God and the law? And 

44 Ibid., pp. 377,379. - . 
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could he now for mercyts sake--and in the face of his deepest 

spiritual conviction, alter his report of his conviction? 

Would that be true, white, valuable before the Lord? No."45 

Just before his execution Clyde wrote a letter stat

ing that he had found Christ and exhorting other young men 

to Christian ways. And in his last interview with his mother 

he said, "Mama, you must believe that I die resigned and con

tent. It won't be hard. God has heard my prayers. He has 

given me strength and peace. 'But adding to himself. 'Had 

he. tn46with that doubt Clyde died. 

As an epilogue Dreiser again shows the Griffiths fam

ily, learning nothing, going about with their street preach

ing and bringing up another boy as they brought up Clyde. 

In this book we find Dreiser making a severe indict

ment of organized religion and the morality for which it 

stands. Even so sympathetic a character as McMillan lacks 

that mercy which he is constantly preaching. The profession-

ally religious characters are presented generally as ridicu-

lous or hypocritical or both. Only the mother is given truly 

sympathetic treatment. Religion has certainly not buoyed 

Clyde up to his fate. We are left in doubt as to whether it 

45 ~., p. 398. 

46 Ibid., p. 404 • ........... 



was valuable to him or not. He said it was, and yet in the 

same sentence, doubted it. There is no evidence that reli-

gion really helped Clyde to accept his fate. He gave lip

-service to it to make his mother feel better, but this is 

for love and not religion. 

The Bulwark -----
Religion and some of its adherents, for the first 

time, in ~ Bulwark receive sympathetic treatment. The 

whole character and background of Solon Barnes is presented 

in a kindly though pi tying manner., Solon's tragedy comes 

from his attempt to rear his children in the rigid disci

pIing of his church. 

Solon himself was brought up in a strict religious 

atmosphere. His father was • • • "Well thought of by his 
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fellow Friends of that region and was personally, as well as 

religiously acceptable to others • • •• In the Barnes t home 

••• the fire of faith was ever alight • • • • Solon and 

Cynthia, the children, never ate a meal which did not begin 

with a hush of thanksgiving, and apart from that, no day was 

ever begun without a family gathering at which Mrs. Barnes 

read a chapter of the Bible which was followed by a weighty 

silence • • • • The social and religious atmosphere as a 

whole at that time permanently imbued Solon and Cynthia so 
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that neither, to the end of their days, ever doubted the 

truth of the Divine Creative presence in everyone, by reason 

of which all things lived and moved and had their being--the 

guiding Inner Light or Divine Presence to which everyone 

could turn in an hour of doubt, or stress, of human confusion 

and find, ever present there, help and comfort."47 

Rufus Barnes, Solon's father appreciated beauty as 

" something which, because of his early religious in-• • • 

struction and subsequent reading of the Bible and listening 

to the spiritual reactions of many Friends, was inherent and 

inescapable in all the handiwork of the Lord."48 Solon's 

mother was the sort of person who "found herself not a little 

religiously and intellectually troubled by the fact that so 

much ill could come about accidentally when plainly no cruel

ty or evil was intended."49 

Despite these excellent parents there were some de

fects to Solon's upbringing. • • • "The Friends' Book of 

Discipline taught him that romances or novels were pernicious, 

and as such not rightfully printed, sold, or loaned; they 

were evil."50 In the course of a difficulty which arose be-

47 Dreiser, Theodore, The Bulwark, Doubleday & Company, 
14 West 49th Street, Rockefeller Center, New York, 1945, pp.1-3. 

48 Ibid., p. 11 • ........... 

49 Ibid., p. 18 • ........... 
50 ~., p. 30. 
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tween some workers and townspeople ower the workers' actions 

which were considered immoral, Solon, "having heard so much 

of good and evil as words, and having personally seen so 

little of evil in the form here displayed, could not possibly 

look back of the surface appearance to the less obvious forces 

of ignorance, poverty, and the lack of such restraining and 

elevating influences as had encompassed his own life. He had 

no least conception of what from childhood has surrounded 

these ignorant people. He did not know life. Rather to 

him all those who had sinned were thoroughly bad, their souls 

irredeemable."5l 

Solon's father-in-law was a wealthy banker and also a 

Quaker. He, "in thinking of his increasing wealth, had final

ly hit upon the--to him--logically acceptable truth that bus-

iness or trade was a creation of the Lord and intended by 

Him for the maintenance, education, general welfare, and 

enlightenment of all of His people on earth ••• that he, 

like all others in life who did anything at all worth While, 

was a steward or servant under the direction of his Creator~52.· 

By following this belief he was, by the time Solon "encounter-

ed him, rich, conservative, religious, and fairly considerate 

51 ~., p. 35. 

52 Ibid., p. 40 • .......... 
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of the welfare of humanity in general."53 

When Solon was a young man just starting in business, 

"life, to him--he could not have reasoned it out exactly--

was a series of law-governed details, each one of which had 

the import of being directly connected with the divine will. 

Honesty was a thing commanded by God. Virtue in women was 

something which expressed the best will and order of the uni-

verse. He did not know or understand, of course, any woman 

who lacked virtue. While he knew there was sin in the world, 

he was convinced from what he had been taught, that those 

who were caught in the nets of evil paid dearly in this world 

'or the next, or both. He saw no value in the creeds or sacra-

ments of other religious faiths, though he had a sympathetic 

regard for all churches as opposed to heathenism. To him the 

religion of George Fox and John Woolman was the solution of 

all earthly ills."54 

Solon married and began to have children. "During 

these years he exhibited more and more the sobering influence 

of parenthood, which caused him always to wish and seek to be 

a light and a guide to them on their uncertain way. Plainly 

they could all be raised to useful, noble ends, or so he 

53 Ibid., p. 83 • ............ 
54 ~., p. 90. 
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hoped. And so he loved that paragraph in the Book of Dis

cipline which began: fIn much love to the rising generation', 

and continuing, 'bear in mind, dear young people, that the 

fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.' He had no life 

or gaiety to offer them. in the future--his own having been so 

earnest and simple--but he felt convinced that they should 

and would be content with what he chose to provide."55 

Despite his kindness of heart, Solon began to run into 

difficulties with his children. They "were becoming, as they 

grew older, more and more of a problem, for each one in turn 

could not help being confronted by the marked contrast between 

~ the spirit of the Barnes' home and that of the world at large. 

They were to keep .their clothes and their rooms neat, to 

attend to their religious duties, observing a time of silence, 

morning and evening, in which they were supposed to pray or 

wait for the voice of God to speak in their hearts--in short, 

they were to follow the rules ••• consonant ••• with the 

peculiar and deep sense of religious significance of life 

which their Quaker faith inculcated."56 However the children 

observed that they were missing much of the life about them 

55 ~., p. 109. 

56 ~., p. 138. 
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in which their friends were participating. They became rest-

less. Some of them were observant and enquiring and could not 

understand their father, thinking him repressive: 

To the minds of each of his five children, each with a 
different point of view, Solon Barnes was somewhat of an 
enigma. +sobel and Etta loved and admired him as a stern, 
good man, although Etta, particularly as she grew, felt 
that there was a difference between her father and her~ 
self which could never be bridged. Dorothea alone, be
cause of her superficial viewpoint, felt that her father 
was fairly companionable and a 'dear' because she could 
get around him. Orville had built up an apocryphal notion 
of his father as a powerful, inaccessible citizen of the 
world who was to be admired and respected but not really 
loved except in a filial and perfunctory way. Stewart 
on the other hand felt something tender in his father 
which did not concern his strength at all, but which 
nevertheless, was hidden away deep, like a jewel in a mine, 
and was scarcely to be reached because of the hard rocks 
of duty and morality which covered it."57 

Solon did not realize that while he might be able to control 

their outward conduct he could not control their thinking. 

So it happened that he came to his first crisis with 

his family. He caught his daughter Etta reading books which 

he considered immoral. He questioned her: "'Etta who , is to 

guide thee if thee turns away from the Inner Light? Thee 

knows my only wish is for thy spiritual growth and thy future 

happiness. It is my responsibility to show thee the dangers 

that lie before thee.,n58 He then forbade her to read any more 

57 ~., p. 168. 

58 Ibid. p. '200. -' 



such books or to associate with a girl who he considered was 

leading her astray. Also he refused to allow her to attend 

the University of Wisconsin, which she had set her heart on. 

This sterness on Solon's part caused the girl to steal some 
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of her mother's jewelry and run off to Wisconsin. He was sore

ly upset, "but at this point remembered the Inner Light, his 

refuge amid the ills of this world, and bowing his head, he 

began a silent but impassioned plea to God to return his child 

unharmed."59 He went to Wisconsin after her, but was forced 

to return without her when she absolutely refused to obey him. 

A few years later he began to have trouble with his 

youngest boy, Stewart. The boy was away at school and his 

father was notified that he was inclined to be wild. Solon was 

upset again, "for here was another one of his children, in 

spite of his watchfulness, his reasoning, his prayers, behaving 

so reprehensibly." This boy however, kept on with his wild

ness until through unfortunate circumstances he was involved 

in the death and apparent rape of a girl. Solon was almost 

crushed by the publicity which so shamed his family. "What 

was he to do now? Where to find the strength to confront all 

this and save something from the. ruins? And again and again, 

he returned to the Inner Light, with prayer for aid and faith 

59 Ibid., p. 205. 
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that was all but shaken to its roots. In his darkest misery 

there came to him this line from the Gospel of Mark: 'Lord, 

I believe. Help thou mine unbelief,' spoken by the father 

who came to ask Jesus to heal his son."60 

At the same time, Stewart, in jail, was so overcome by 

thought of the trouble into which he had become involved that 

he concluded "he could never escape the jury of his own mind, 

of his father's mind: the judgment of the Inner Light. n61 He 

committed suicide. This blow on top of the others shook 

Solon to his depths. "His boy, his favority son--and dead by 

his own hand. And the sorrowl The shamel Almost, like 

Jesus on the cross, he was ready to cry, 'My God, my God, why 

hast thou forsaken me?,n.62 

These trip-hammer blows were too much for Solon's wife 

and she died not long after Stewart's suicide. Solon had 

quit his work after Stewart's death, and with the death of 

his wife he lost his mind. His daughters did all they could 

for him, trying to interest him again in the beauty of the 

country around their home which he had loved so much. He 

seemed to have reached some sort of inner peace which they 

60 ~., p. 292. 

61 ~., p. 294. 

62 Ibid. p. 292. -' 
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could n05 touch. He began to observe the world of nature 

about him and regained his faith. His daughter read to him 

from Woolman's Journal. "The words she read, Etta noticed, 

seemed to affect her father as might some familiar and be

loved melody. But to her they brought a dawning revelation 

of the meaning of ~aith. Here was no narrow morality, no 

religion limited by society or creed, but rather in the words 

of Woolman, fa principle placed in the human mind, which in 

different places and ages hath had different names; it is 

however, pure and proceeds from God. It is deep and inward, 

confined to no forms of religion nor excluded from any, when 

the heart stands in perfect sincerity. In whomsoever this 

takes root and grows, they become brethren~"63 

Solon soon developed cancer and died, but he died 

peacefully and with his faith unshattered by all that he had 

been through. 

This book, published some twenty years after his last 

novel is certainly an ab6ut face in Dreiser's attitude to

ward religion. Solon definitely got solace from his religion. 

The Quaker faith is never ridiculed nor its practitioners 

commented on unfavorably. The religion is tied in with love 
-

and the book ends on this note for the sensitive character, 

Etta: 

63~., p. 328. 
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In this love and unity with all nature, as she now 
sensed, there was nothing fitful or changing or dis
appointing--nothing that glowed one minute and was gone 
the next. This love was rather as constant as nature 
itself, everywhere the same, in sunshine or in darkness, 
the filtered splendor of the dawn, the seeded beauty of 
the ~ight. It was an intimate relation to the very 
heart of being."64 

In The "Genius" Dreiser is contemptuous of religion 

as" a solace for the individual. In ~ ~merican Tragedy he 

satirizes organized religion and leaves the solace to the 

individual a moot point~ As for religion in The Bulwark, 

Dreiser is very sympathetic to its individual value and not 

unfriendly to the Quaker organization. He is still contemp-

tuous of the ordinary insensitive man as we shall see later, 

but this does not detract from the theme which is definitely 

kind toward religious feeling. However, despite this friend

ly attitude, religion did not bring a truly happy life. Even 

though Barnes retained his faith, he died a broken man. He 

was forced to withdraw from the 'world, his name shamed, his 

wife dead of a broken heart. 

In summarizing Chapter III, I have shown that Dreiser 

treats religion first as the fulfillment of an individual 

need in time of stress. In The "Genius" he is contemptuous 

of the solace which religion offered Witla. Clyde in ~ 

64 Ibid., p. 331. -
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American Tragedy seeks frantically for peace of mind through 

religion, but the reader is left with the feeling that he 

did not get it. On the other hand, in The Bulwark, Solon ......... 
Barnes undoubtedly is comforted by his religion. This about 

face on Dreiser's part may mean that he mellowed toward re-

ligion in old age, or since he has never made any statements 

to the contrary, he may always have had a soft spot in his 

heart for the Quakers, whom he pictures as a tolerant, kind-

ly group of people. However, it is clearly evident that none 

of these diverse characters--one who did not want religion, 

one who sought religious solace but failed to get it, and 

one who reached a high degree of religious feeling--altered 

the course of his life by any degree of religious feeling he 

possessed. I have also shown how Dreiser treats organized 

religion as the embodiment of community morals, how he shows 

contempt for this aspect of religion and makes its advocates 

either ridiculous or hypocritical. 

The following chapter will treat with Dreiser's atti-

tude toward sex and its relation to his characters. 
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CHAPTER IV 

ATTITUDE TOWARD SEX 

I shall show in this chapter that Dreiser considers 

the sexual drive as the basic human motivation. To him, it 

is a force over which man has no control. He believes that 

mants attempts to satisfy this unreasoning impulse are the 

bases for most human motivation, that in this urge for satis-

faction lies the 'essential tragedy of life. Back of all his 

characters t actions is a sexual drive, and in each case an 

attempt to satisfy this impulse leads to a tragic ending. 

As I have stated above Dreiser believes that sex is 

the basic human motivation. The following statements from 

Hey-rub-a-dub-dub. in which he sets forth his philosophy of 

life, are proof of his opinion on this subject: 

While it is true that some of the minor professors of 
psychoanalysis are offering what they are pleased to term 
the "sublimation of the holophilic (of sex) impulse~ into 
more "useful", of, at any rate, more agreeable fields of 
effort via suppression or restraint, this in my judgment 
is little more than a sop, and an obvious one, to the 
moralists. What is actually true is that via sex gratif
ication--or perhaps better, its ardent and often defeated 
pursuit--comes most of all that is most distinguished in 
art, letters and our social economy and progress gener
ally. It mal be and usually is "displaced", "referred", 
"transferred, "substituted by", "identified with" de
sires for wealth, preferment, distinction and what not, 
but underneath each and every one of such successes must 
primarily be written a deep and abiding craving for women, 
or some one woman, in whom the sex desires of anyone 
person for the time being is centered. "Love" or "lust" 
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(and the one is but an intellectual sublimation of the 
other) moves the seeker in every field of effort. It is 
the desire to enthrone and enhance, by every possible de
tail of ornamentation, comfort and cOlor--live, sensual 
gratification--that man in the main moves, and by that 
alone. Protean as this impulse may be, and it takes 
many forms, it stands revealed as the underlying reality 
of a thousand astounding impulses or disguises--pathetic, 
lying, simulatin& denying, but the same old impulse every
where and under all circumstances. Refracted as it is by 
opposition, misunderstanding, failure into a million glis
tening and lovely or pathetic things, it may seem to be 
what is is not; but hold fast, trace it back, and there 
at bottom, sex appears, a craving for love, and its ac
companying sensual gratification, and there is no other. l 

Again in Dawn, in speaking of how he felt in his yout~ -
of how he experienced the true joy of living, Dreiser empha-

sizes sex as the basis of life: 

And by love I do not mean that poetic abstraction 
celebrated by the religionists--devoid of sex--nor yet 
the guttural sensuality understood of the materialist. 
My dreams were a blend of each: the diaphanous radiance 
of the morning, plus a suggestion of the dark, harsh 
sensuality of the lecher and the libertine--a suggestion 
merely, none the less a potent one which gave to all 
beauty and all reality a meaning. This, this, this con
tact joy between two was its meaningS And this was its 
rewardS This and no otherS Architecture, trade, com
merce, law, the political and social rules and activi
ties of life~ servants, servants merely, the under-pinning 
and surface-decorating of the great world altar on which 
the creative love or sex impulse made its bedl2 

This sexual urge is, however, blind, and the seeking of its 

fulfillment is at the back of human frustration which I shall 

show in Dreiserfs treatment of his novels under study here. 

1 Hey-rub-a-dub-dub~ pp. 134-135. 

2 Dreiser, Theodore) ~, p. 210. 
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The "Genius" 

In accord with his theory that sex is the prime motiv

ating influence among man's blind urges is Dreiser's handling 

of the sex drive in Eugene Witla. Witla is an artist, and 

the sublimation of his drive is never very far below the sur

face; this Dreiser also believes true in men with other tal

ents and lesser drives as will be pointed out later in this 

chapter. Witla is closely entangled with many women; he has 

none of that faculty for sexual gratification within a mona

gamous relationship which allows him thereafter the free ex

pression of his other drives in other outlets, for example, 

his art. He is particularly obsessed with the pursuit and 

conquest of beauty as symbolized by young, attractive women; 

because of this, his marriage was a mistake and a complete 

failure. 

Witla's whole pattern of life is foreshadowed in his 

first relations with a girl--a dull little girl who worked in 

a laundry with him. "Before this he had never physically 

known a girl. Now of a sudden he was plunged into something 

which awakened a new, and if not evil, at least disrupting and 

disorganizing propensity of his character. He loved women, 

the beauty of the curve of their bodies. He loved beauty of 

feature and after a while was to love beauty of mind,-he did 
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now, in a vague, unformed way • • • • But, growing by what 

it fed on, his sex appetite became powerful. In a few weeks 

it almost mastered him. It burned fiercely for three months~3 

Then Witla began seeing the defects in this girl and quarrel

ed with her and left her, as he was to leave so many more 

liaisons all through his life, with little regret. 

About this time hemet the woman who was eventually to 

become his wife. She was an attractive woman, a few years 

older than he, a fact of which he was unaware for many years. 

Her family were conventional, middle-class, small-town, middle 

western farmers. She would have been shocked by any extra

-marital relations, and the very fact that he could not pos

sess her was in itself a challenge to Witla. He courted her 

for several years, during which time he had several short 

romances with different types of women. At this time "he 

worshipped beauty as beauty, and he never missed finding a 

certain quality of mind and heart for which he longed. He 

sought in women, besides beauty, good nature and sympathy; 

he shunned criticism and coldness, and was never apt to se

lect for a sweetheart anyone who could outshine him either 

in emotion or rapidity and distinction of ideas."4 

3 Dreiser, Theodore, The "Genius", p. 44. 

4 ~., p. 75. 
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At the same time he was ardently courting Angela, whom 

he had determined to marry, he was having an intense affair 

with a model from the art school he attended. Although he 

had some affection for the girl, yet he did not consider her 

feelings when he decided to break off with her, and left Chica

go for New York without even telling her goodbye. In New York 

he met three women who had strong influences over him--two of 

them intellectually and the other both intellectually and emo

tionally. Here, for the first time, he came in contact with 

women who were his intellectual equals. One of them--a weal

thy woman, many years his senior, who understood his creative 

impulses and his art--was much taken with him, but since he 

could not outshine her, their meeting resulted in only a pla

tonic friendship. A second platonic friendship developed from 

his acquaintance with a woman who held an excellent position 

as editor of a large magazine. The third and most interesting 

woman, from Witla's viewpoint, was an opera singer, who was 

much younger and more attractive than the first two, and who, 

if it had not interfered with her career, could probably have 

married him, since he recognized her intellectual superiority 

to Angela. Her problem was the satisfaction of her sexual 

urges without burdening too seriously her future as a singer; 

so she approached the problem on a rational basis, decided to 

have an affair with Witla, and then sever their relationship 
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when she chose to do so. Since she was a resolute person 

and Witla did not insist on the continuance of their relations, 

the situation worked itself out as she had planned. 

After these women,'Angela paled for Witla; still she was 

the only woman he had wanted who had not succumbed to him, and 

this finally brought him back to her. Wben he revisited her 

this time, she allowed him to sleep with her, an act which, 

when it was once committed, brought feelings of remorse be

cause of her moral convictions. She continually pressed him 

to marry her, and he gave her his promise to do so immediately-

a promise which he fulfilled a few weeks later, making Angela 

very happy, but filling himself with many misgivings. 

Not long after this marriage, he made his first ex

hibit as an artist--an exhibit which created an excellent im-

pression for a new-comer and caused him to feel that he was 

going to be a successful artist. Angela, however, who saw 

that sbe was not holding Eugene as she thought she should, 

entered a period of sexual over-indulgence--

Beginning with their life in the studio on Washington 
Square, and continuing with even greater fervor now in 
Paris, there was what might be described as a prolonged 
riot of indulgence between them, bearing no relation to 
any necessity in their natures, and certainly none to 
the demands which Eugene's intellectual and artistic 
tasks laid upon him • • • • Angela was in a sense ele
mental, but Eugene was not: he was the artist in this as 
other things, rousing himself to a pitch of appreciation 
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which no strength so undermined by intellectual subtle
ties could sustain. The excitement of adventure of in
trigue in a sense, of discovering the secrets of feminine 
personality--these were what constituted the charm, if 
not the compelling urge of his romances. To conquer was 
beautiful: but it was in its essence an intellectual en
terprise • • • • Still, he rejoiced in this magnificent 
creature-joy which Angela supplied; it was, so far as it 
was concerned, what he thought he wanted • • • • He did 
not realize that he was, aside from his art, living a 
life which might rob talent of its finest flavor, dis
color the aspect of the world for himself, take scope 
from imagination and hamper effort with nervous irrita
tion, and make accomplishment impossible. He had no 
knowledge of the effect of onets sexual life upon one's 
work, nor what such a life when badly arranged can do 
to a perfect art--how it can distort the sense of color, 
weaken that balanced judgment of character so essential 
to a normal interpretation of life, make all striving 
hopeless, take from art its most joyous conception, make 
life itself seem unimportant and death a relief."5 

So Angela in her innocence took from Witla his talent. He 

was unable to paint. He lost out on all that he had built 

up for himself, and in addition to thiS, suffered a nervous 

breakdown. They spent years living around the country in 

poverty, sometimes with his family and sometimes with hers. 

This period ended when he left her with her family 

and secured a job as a laborer in New York. Away from 

Angela, he began to recuperate and his desire to paint re

turned. Then followed an affair with another woman who was 

attracted to him--a married woman who was living with her 

mother at the time. Angela insisted on coming back East and 

5 ~., pp. 245,246. 
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this complicated his affair and irritated him by curtailing 

the freedom which he had been enjoying. He, however, contin-

ued to carryon this illicit relation until Angela found out 

about it and forced him to break it off. Bitterness resulted. 

Although his fascination for the other woman had run its 

course, he resented Angela's interference in his personal 

life. "He suffered with her keenly, but not enough to offset 

his own keen desire for what he considered his spiritual right 

to enjoy beauty."6 Although he continued to live with her out 

of a sense of responsibility, yet she now knew she could no 

longer force him or hold him by her sexual powers. 

From a material point of view Witla now came to know 

the most successful phase of his life. He became associated 

with the advertising business as an artist and achieved tre-

mendous success, finally becoming publisher of a great chain 

of magazines. Still he was only a salaried man, not the own

er of the publishing house. The owner was very wealthy and 

admired Eugene for his talent but would and could break him 

at a moment's notice. In arriving at this successful point, 

he and Angela has gotten on very well because his business 

interests had not permitted time for feminine contacts; but 

after he had his job well in hand, he became quite a social 

6 Ibid., p. 386. -
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lion. While his job did not exactly pall for him, still the 

nature of his work made no demands on his artistic ability, and 

as a result his interests turned from the business to other 

things. He met and fell in love with a girl twenty years young

er than he and she, in turn, was fascinated with him. They 

were faced with the problem of what to do about it since he did 

not at this time feel that he should undertake a stealthy 

liaison. The girl's family naturally objected to any extra-mar

ital relationship, and he was torn between giving up his splen

did position and the life of ease which he had made for himself 

or giving up the girl. He was willing to give up everything 

he had if it were necessary to have her, but he preferred to 

have her and still keep his good position. Witla was no true 

hero sweeping all before him. When he finally got to the girl 

again, after her mother had spirited her away and had placed 

all kinds of difficulties in his way, instead of gathering her 

up and running away with her, he was inclined to listen to the 
. 

promises of her mother that she would aid in his divorce if he 

would agree to wait and not to ruin the girl's reputation. In 

the end he waited and lost everything--girl, position, and wife. 

The entire life of Eugene Witla is presented as a series 

of sexual relationships. All else is subordinate to this. Hs 

was an artist and his sexual drive was probably more pronounced 

than that of other men. From his initial affair with the 
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laundry girl until he finally ruined his life and that of his 

. wife to gratify a sexual urge, his life is a shifting picture 

of more or less serious relationships with women. ~erything 

else in life was extraneous. "The more Eugene had looked at 

life through the medium of his experiences the more it had 

dawned on him that somehow all effort was pointless. To 

where and what did one attain when one attained success? Was 

it fo~·houses and lands and fine furnishings and friends that 

one was really striving? Was there any such thing as real 

friendship in life, and what were its f'ruits--intense satis-

faction? • • • Only by the measure of his personal power 

and strength could he measure his friends--no more."7 Witla 

had also a rather strong creative urge plus a certain will to 

power, but both went down before his sexual impulses. 

The life ,of Witla is an excellent demonstration of 

Dreiserts theory of the blind impulse running head-on into 

social convention, thus ruining the life and happiness of 

man. The same is true of Angela. Her love for Witla is 

blind and long-suffering. She allowed him to wreck her life, 

long after she saw that her love was not reciprocated but 

actually cast aside. She swallowed her pride and stayed with 

him to the bitter end, even giving up her life to hold him 
.,1> 

7 ~., p. 535. 
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when she must have known that nothing she could do would in

fluence him to change. 

An American Tragedy 

In An American Tragedx, the sexual drive of Clyde 

Griffiths is manifested strongly in two ways: first, directly 

as a physical sexual satisfaction and second, as the basis 

for his need for social betterment. When Clyde is only six

teen we see that " • • • by that time the sex lure of appeal 

had begun to manifest itself and he was already intensely 

interested and troubled by the beauty of the opposite sex, 

its attractions for him and his attractions for it. And 

naturally and coincidentally, the matter of his clothes and 

physical appearance had begun to trouble him not a little-

how he looked and how other boys looked. It was painful to 

him now to think that his clothes were not right; that he was 

not as handsome as he might be, not as interesting. What a 

wretched thing it was to be born poor and not to have anyone 

to do anything for you and not to be able to do so very much 

for yourself."8 

The real story of Clyde Griffiths is in his involvement 

with three girls and the subsequent frustration which his re-

8 An American Tragedy, Vol. 1, p. 15. 
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lationships caused. The first girl was a chea~, flashy little 

gold-digger hemet through his friends who worked with him as 

hotel bell-hops. She bled him shamelessly for all kinds of 

small presents and then spurned any efforts on his part toward 

sexual·gratification. "But so keen was her attraction for him 

that be could not long remain away, but must be going about to 

where most likely he would encounter ber."9 A little later in 

her greed to get a fur coat she promised to yield to him if 

he bought it for her, and such was his infatuation that be a

greed to do this even though he knew that his family could not 

function without his financial aid. He allowed his family to 

worry out of their difficulty as best they could while he 

strained every resource for this girl, whom he felt that he 

must have, no matter What the cost. As usual with Dreiser's 

characters, after making this sacrifice, he did not get what 

he was looking for. Instead, he became involved in a hit and 

run accident during a return from a party with the girl, after 

which she ran off without giving Clyde that which he had pur

chased from her. 

This is a typical Dreiserian setup, in which the vari

ous characters follow courses into which they are driven by 

blind forces, against their so-called better judgment, into 

9 ~., p. 15. 
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some unhappy ending. They never learn from past experiences, 

since volition plays such a small part in their motivation, 

and they invariably come back for more punishment, usually 

in analogous situations. 

Clyde's second important sexual adventure was with a 

factory girl who worked for him in his uncle's mill. By the 

time he met this girl things had changed for him considerably. 

He was still poor, but his rich uncle had taken him on in his 

business and seemed to be interested in seeing him get ahead. 

This placed Clyde in a kind of social nomansland where, be-

cause of his connection with a wealthy family, he could not 

associate with the poor people, and, because of his own pover-

ty, he could not associate with the rich people. In the fac

tory there was a rule which prohibited the worker from having 

any social relations with even the petty officials such as 

he. Nevertheless, in spite of this, Clyde and the girl, 

Roberta, were attracted to each other. "Day after day and 

because so much alone, and furthermore because of so strong 

a chemic or temperamental pull that was so definitely assert-

ing itself, he could no longer keep his eyes off her--or she 

hers from him."IO 

10 Ibid., p. 261 • ........... 
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One day they met, accidentally, outside the factory, 

and in the course of a few weeks were meeting each other fre-

quently. Clyde had learned one lesson from his past. When 

this girl refused to sleep with him, he angrily left her. 

"To have understood it correctly, the full measure and ob

stinacy and sullen contentiousness that had suddenly gener

ated, one would have had to return to Kansas City and the 

period in which he had so futilely danced a~tendance on 

Hortense Briggs. For, although the present conditions and 

situation were different, and he had no moral authority 

wherewith to charge Roberta with any such unfair treatment as 

Hortense had meted out to him, still there was this other 

fact that girls--all of them--were obviously stubborn and 

self-preservative, always setting themselves apart from and 

even above the average man and so wishing to compel him to 

do a lot of things for them without their wishing to do any

thing in return."ll 

So Clyde put the lesson he had learned to use and was 

able to force the girl to give in to his will. The lesson 

proved of little value, however, since it led to an even 

worse downfall than the previous one. In the midst of his 

affair with Roberta, be met and became very much taken up 

11 Ibid., p. 303 • ............ 
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with a rich society girl. "Ah, to know this perfect girl more 

intimatelyl To be looked upon by her with favor, -made by 

reason of that favor, a part of the fine world to which she 

belonged."12 This girl to whom Clyde now aspired had actually 

taken up with him, not for himself, but to make his cousin 

angry. Clyde, not aware that he was a kind of social footbal~ 

began to forsake Roberta immediately. Much to Roberta's dis

tress, he became more and more entangled in the upner social 

whirl, and her distress became panic when she discovered that 

she was pregnant. She reminded Clyde that he had promised to 

take care of her if that situation arose, and he might have 

married her had he not been so infatuated with Sondra and her 

wealth. All he could think of was some way to get rid of 

Roberta. When Sondra returned Clyde's infatuation and told 

him that she would find some way to marry him in spite of the 

opposition of her family, she sealed Roberta's fate. The time 

had come when he was forced to act; he must either marry 

Roberta or she was going to expose him. And here Dreiser 

gives the reader a glimpse into Clyde's thoughts as he plans 

a way out: 

12 ~., p. 317. 
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But she will not let you go or go her way unless you 
accompany her. And if you go yours, it will be without 
Sondra and all that she represents, as well as this 
pleasant life here--your standing with your uncle, his 
friends, their cars, the dances, visits to the lodges 
on the lakes. And what then? A small jobl Small payl 
Another such period of Wandering as followed that ac
cident in Kansas City. Never another chance like this 
anywhere. Do you prefer that? ••• But a little 
blow--any little blow under such circumstances would be 
sufficient to confuse and complete her undoing. Sad, 
yes, but she has had an opportunity to go her own way, 
has she not? And she will not, nor let you go yours. 
Well, then, is this so terribly unfair? And do not 
forget that afterwards there is Sondra, the beautiful, 
a home with her in Lycurgus, wealth, a high position 
such as elsewhere you may never obtain again--never-
never. Love and happiness--the equal of anyone bere-
superior even to your cousin Gilbert."13 

So with this vision of sexual gratification and advanced 

social standing, Clyde determined to murder the girl who 

stood in his way. She was in his way because he had used 

her to satisfy an earlier sexual drive which he had been 

unable to control. Dreiser is very clear on the point that 

Clyde is not a villain, but only a victim of forces beyond 

his control. "He had been swayed by his obsession for Miss X, 

tbe supermotivating force in connection with all of this."14 

Then, too, the lawyer's description of Clyde to his partner-

"This fellow is by no means as hard as you think, or as cold-

quite a Simple, affectionate chap, in a way, as you'll see for 

13 ~ American Tragedy, Vol. 11, pp. 50-51. 

14 ~., p. 388. 
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yourself-~his manner, I mean."15_-bears out the fact that 

Clyde was not guided by a malevolent destiny as though he 

were a chess man, but that he was a being moving as blindly 

as a bug or a dog with no rational control over his actions. 

This situation fits perfectly into Dreiser's philoso-

phy of the world as an uncontrolled and uncontrollable series 

of actions which has nothing in common with the wants and 

fears of any man. A man is tossed into the scene and blind-

ly plays his part. It matters not at all that he is a simpl~ 

affectionate fellow; when he follows his impulses, he is go-

ing to be acclaimed a scoundrel and a villain. 

Dreiser presents Clyde's prosecutor and defender as 

symbols for avenging society and tolerating society. The 

prosecutor was the son of a poor family who, at the age of 

• • • "fourteen, while skating had fallen and broken his nose 

in such a way as to forever disfigure his face. Thereafter, 

feeling himself handicapped in the youthful sorting contests 

which gave to other boys the female companions he most craved, 

he had grown exceedingly sensitive to this fact of his facial 

handicap. And this had eventually resulted in what the 

Freudians are accustomed to describe as a psychic sex scar. "16 

15 ~., p. 191. 

16 ~., p. 92. 
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This man could see Clyde only in the blackest light possible, 

while, on the other hand, Clyde's defender ••• "was one who 

would naturally approach a case such as Clyde's with less ve

hemence and fever than did Mason. For, once, in his twen

tieth year, he himself had been trapped between two girls, 

with one of whom he was merely playing while being seriously 

in love with the other. And having seduced the first and 

being confronted with an engagement or flight, he had chosen 

flight."l? Here Dreiser lines up the forces of society in 

these two men as they fight over the helpless victim. Al

tho~gh both are agreed that sex was the cause of the tragedy, 

yet one claims that it is a heinous crime and the other an 

unfortunate accident. Dreiser sides with the boy against soci

ety; but he realizes that the dice are loaded against him, and 

Clyde is convicted and dies for a crime for which he is no 

more responsible than the prosecutor for his broken nose. 

This, then, is the story of Clyde Griffiths who was 

caught between the hammer of his uncontrollable sexual desires 

and the anvil of social conformity which prescribes only cer

tain circumscribed outlets for those desires. He was crushed 

by a fate which had no understanding of, or interest in his 

problem. As Dreiser sees it, this is the inevitable fate of 

17 ~., p. 183. 
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man. Driven by forces beyond his control to seek that which 

he cannot have without destroying himself, he has no choice 

but to seek and be destroyed. 

The Bulwark 

Solon Barnes, in ~ Bulwark, is quite different from 

the other characters in this study in that his sexual drive 

was easily satisfied through the family relationship approved 

by society. For him, sex was something to be frowned on and 

suppressed as far as possible: " ••• there had come to him, 

between his tenth and eleventh years, along with the entire 

citizenry of Seegookit, an experience which was destined to 

live permanently in his mind and which, while clarifying the 

import of sex as a force, served to darken his view of it 

as something which unless properly directed was preferably 

to be avoided entirely."lS This event was the closing of a 

house of ill-repute which had been set up for the factory 

workers of the town, and the move was made by a group of re-

ligious people which included his father. Thus, at an early 

age, Solon had come to realize that sex was disruptive 

social force which must be repressed for the good of society. 

18 Dreiser, Theodore, The Bulwark, New York; Doubleday 
and CompanYI 1945, p. 33. 



It cannot be said that Solon was immune to the at-

tractions of sex; he was early drawn to Benecia, whom he 

later married, and "The chemically radiated charm of her, 
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temperamentally and physically was sufficient to keep him in 

a strained and nervous state, like one who suffers from a 

high fever."19 However, when he had won her consent to marry 

him, he did not burn to possess her immediately as Witla 

or Clyde Griffiths would, but was content to wait until her 

father thought him able to support her in a proper manner 

before the marriage was consummated. 

The story of the sexual drive in The Bulwark is the 

contrast between Solon and his children. He lived an even 

life filled with spiritual peace and calm, while his children 

were torn by the more common desires of ordinary people. His 

oldest son was a dull uninteresting clod whose only desire 

was to be a respected and respectable citizen without doing 

anything to earn such a position. For example, "Orville's 

thoughts began to dwell longingly on the prestige attaching 

to marriage into the wealthy Stoddard family. Altha was not 

a Friend at heart; to her as to Orville, the precepts of re

ligion were more socially than religiously significant. But 

with such a marriage he would be rich, secure, comfortable, 

19 Ibid., p. 37 • ............ 
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Solon's daughters were quite different. The eldest 

was an unattractive girl who pined for sexual companionship-

a companionship which she never achieved except for a platon

ic friendship with a college professor to whom she later be

came assistant. The second daughter, a pretty girl, rebel

led slightly against her father's stern religious precepts, 

and, with the aid of an aunt who was not of such a religious 

bent, met a socially accepted young man and was also respect

ably married. The actual rebellion came from the youngest 

daughter and son. Etta's "temperament was reserved and yet 

yearning, but unlike her mother's, who had yearned, but al

ways with repression and unquestioning meekness. She knew 

her parents loved her, but somehow they could not understand 

or respond to her inner needs."2l As a consequence, she ran 

away from home to escape the repressions of her family, 

wound up in Greenwich Village as an artist's model, and final

ly became mistress of the artist who understood her so much 

better than her family. 

In contrast to Dreiser's portrayal of restlessness in 

20 Ibid., pp. 148,149. 

21 Ibid., p. 160. 
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the Barnes' children, is his description of the Barnes' par

ents after twenty-five years of married life: 

Benecia, in her simple gray dress, with a white ker
chief round her neck, studied her earthly mate with the 
same living interest that she had bestowed upon him 
twenty-five years before, when she had promised to take 
him for her wedded husband. When they were alone to
gether, they were not lonely. He was so kind to her, so 
considerate at all times, so honest, so careful of his 
word, so thoughtful of all that he was called upon to 
do, avoiding all that did not legitimately or charitably 
concern him. Yet to-night as they sat opposite each 
other, the cleanly, buxom Christina, in blue-striped 
gingham and crisp, white apron, attending to their needs, 
the. atmosphere around them seemed too fixed, too still. 
It was all too well-ordered~ too perfect for frail, rest
less, hungry, human need."2~ 

This life which Solon had been able to build for himself and 

in which he reared his children was ideal,but it was so 

perfect that he was not able to make his children fit into 

it. His oldest son conformed to the pattern because he was 

dull, the oldest daughter, because she lacked the fire of the 

younger children. The second daughter rebelled but was for

tunate enough to find her outlet in a socially accepted pat-

tern, although it was outside her father's stern rules. 

Then the younger children broke out in open rebellion because 

they had more drive and perhaps, because they were influenced 

by the partial breaking-away of the older children whioh 

caused them to go even further. 

22 Ibid., pp. 184,185. -
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Stewart 6 the younger son, reacted exactly opposite to 

his father, who had been brought up in the same kind of home 

which he had set up for his children, and in which he had ac-

cepted the precepts of his parents without question. Stewart, 

on the other hand, could not see his father's way at all, as 

is shown in the following quotation: 

Stewart bowed his head humbly. He felt there was 
something in what his father was saying, and yet it ir
ritated him. Why should he cite Orvi~le? And why should 
he insist that he would have to make his own way when he 
had plenty of money? And why was he never allowed to 
have a good time? He was sick and tired of hearing about 
the Inner Light. Its impact as far as he was concerned, 
was purely imaginary. And as tor George Fox, and John 
Woolman's Journal, quoted to him so often, he wasn't in
terested in them. They had nothing to do with real life. 
'Real life,' to Stewart's way of thinking, was depicted 
in all its glorious details in the pages of certain pub
lications which his father would have considered detest
able had he even surmised their existence. Stewart de
voured them with eager eyes down at Rodenheaver's book
store: the Standard and the Police Gazette, with their 
pictures of showy, half-dressed chorus girls, and the 
'Johnnies1 or 'gilded youths' or 'young bloods' or 'men 
about town' as they were variously titled and referred 
to, whose sole business in life it was to entertain such 
maidens. He even dreamed of them, these night flowers 
of the big city.23 

Stewart was obsessed with thoughts and desires such as his 

father had never known. Something of this same sex longing 

had been evident in his eldest Sister, Isobel, but in Stewart 

it was "many times strengthened and without the conservatism 

23 Ibid., p. 195 • ............ 
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of soul that regulated and controlled Isobel • • •• In faot 

he was cursed with an overwhelming hunger for physical sex 

gratification."24 

Solon, understanding none of this, did all in his 

power to curb the boy, but, if anything, succeeded only in 

making matters worse. Stewart began to go out with his schoo~ 

mates to clandestine meetings with girls of easy virtue. 

Finally, on one of these expeditions, a friend of his gave a 

girl, who was withholding her charms, a drug which caused her 

to yield to both himself and Stewart. Because she had a weak 

heart, the drug killed her, and the boys were involved in a 

murder and rape charge. Enough of the Quaker teachings of the 

boy's youth so overwhelmed him that he committed suicide be

cause of the disgrace he had brought on himself and his family. 

Here D~eiser a~ain emphasizes the inability of man to 

control his destiny. The blind forces of life break through 

any bounds which he may try to set up for himself or his fam-

ily. Solon was able, however, to solace himself with his re-

ligion. At his death, his other errant child, Etta, was the 

only one who was able to understand her father and the forces 

with which he struggled. Dreiser says of her: 

24 Ibid., p. 244. -
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" ••• Etta, of all the others, and despite the con
stant and loving services she had rendered her father 
since her return from New York and her defeated love, 
continued to feel her compulsive share in this tragedy. 
Her fatherl Her motherl Her own erratic, impulsive ca· 
reerl .Now she realized the strain under which they had 
lived, ever since the time she had deserted their homel 
Her love-seeking youthl Her complete lack or understand
ing of her father's spiritual idealsl And this even be
fore the driving thirst of Stewart for material show and 
sensual pleasure had ended in his self-extinction--death 
by his own handl She remembered her own sensual, selfish 
dreams--what had all this meant and what did it mean 
now?"25 

When she cried at this time, her brother, Orville, whose only 

feeling in the matter was one of shame because of the notor-

iety of his brother's death and his injured social standing, 

rebuked her, saying that she had caused her father's death. 

To this, Etta replied, "Oh, I am not crying for myself, or 

for father--I am crying for life."26 

She is the understanding character for Dreiser, one 

who is weeping for the tragedy which must be--the inevitable 

frustration of man's plans and desires. Solon Barnes had a 

much better chance for a happy life than either Witla or 

Griffiths because his temperament did not cause him to run 

counter to society; but, when he tried to force the same 

rigorous pattern on his children, he failed and brought about 

25 ~., p. 336. 

26 ~., p. 337. 
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his own destruction. The life forces which had been so kind 

to him by remaining quiescent came back in full force in his 

children, and he was unable to control these forces any mora 

than if they had been inherent with him. His very attempt 

to conform by living a' 'normal' life and rearing a family in 

the accustomed way brought about his down-fall. Without a 

family, he would doubtless have been unhappy because he had 

been brought up to believe that a family was one of the pre

requisites for happiness, yet it scarcely seems possible that 

he could have been as unhappy as he was in the tragic cir

cumstances into which his family forced him. 

To sum up all of the evidence presented in this chap

ter, I find that: To Dreiser, sex is the motivating force 

behind individual action, and he shows how this drive will 

sooner or later cause the individual to conflict with society 

and bring about his undoing. 
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CHAPTER V 

ATTITUDE TOWARD ECONOMIC STATUS 

In Dreiser's opinion, economic and social status have 

little influence in the molding of ments lives. In spite of 

the fact that they are of utmost importance in the eyes of 

men, economic and social power are as nothing compared to the 

larger forces which control their lives. 

Dreiser has, I think, an American attitude toward 

social status. His characters have that Horatio Algerish 

characteristic of believing implicitly that they will get a-

head in the world; they are not conscious of class as a lim-

itation on themselves. Not one of his principal characters 

is a person born with a silver spoon in his mouth, neither is 

he a worker's child. His characters come from backgrounds 

which are always petit bourgeois, and with the exception of 

Clyde Griffiths, they all attain some measure of economic 

success at some time in their lives. 

The "Genius" ........ 

In The "Genius~ Dreiser begins with this description 

of Eugene Witla's family: 
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In one part of this city there lived a family which 
in its character and composition might well have been 
considered typically American and middle western. It was 
not by any means poor--or, at least, did not consider it
self so; it was in no sense rich. Thomas Jefferson Witla, 
the father, was a sewing machine agent with the general 
agency in that county of one of the best known and best 
selling machines made. From each twenty, thirty-five, or 
sixty dollar machine sold, he took a profit of thirty-five 
per cent. The sale of machines was not great, but it was 
enough to yield him nearly two thousand dollars a year; 
and on that he had managed to buy a house and lot, to 
furnish it comfortably, to send his children to school, 
and to maintain a local store on the public square where 
the latest styles of "machines were displayed •••• He 
also repaired machines, -and with that peculiar energy 
of the American mind, he tried to do a little insurance 
business on the side. l 

Out of this environment Eugene Witla, destined to 

become a great artist and, for a time, a power in the pub-

lishing world, was born. What could be more typically Ameri-

can? There is nothing exotic here, no contrast of coming out 

of the depths of some economic or psychological conflicts as 

the European or proletarian writers would have us believe. 

Anything is possible to an American; he can emerge from such a 

background and still aspire to be a business tycoon, a pres

ident, or a great artist--how he exploits his talents depends 

on himself. This is the American attitude, the American ideal; 

however, Dreiser differs from the 'slick' writers, who exploit 

this idea to a happy ending, with his conception of the es-

1 The "Genius", pp. 9,10. 
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sentially tragic nature of the whole procedure. This man, 

Witla, goes ahead, becomes a great artist, has, for a period, 

great financial success, but in the end he is frustrated. 

Man is set in a society, which, in America, is quite fluid. 

Theoretically, it appears that he has a large measure of con

trol over his destiny, but, in reality he is only part of 

forces over which he has no control and does not in the least 

understand. These forces take no cognizance of the values man 

has set up for himself and push him into circumstances where 

he has to repudiate those things which he had thought he 

valued most highly. 

Witla, at first, aspired to be a great artist and af

ter several years of study and work achieved a rather high de

gree of success only to be battered down and all but forgotten 

because of a nervous breakdown brought on by sexual excesses. 

After a period, he made a meteoric comeback as a commercial 

artist, advertising expert, and at last achieved complete suc

cess as managing publisher of the greatest. firm of its kind in 

the nation. But to what effect all of this? He became a res

pected member of the elite social set of his day; to all out

ward appearances he had all that a man could wish--power, 

wealth, prestige; but it was a house of cards, blown down in 

a moment. 

This success was reached through a series of fortui-
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tous circumstances which gave Witla the impression that his 

standing was much more solid than it actually was (not that 

the solidity is really important, as we shall see in The 

Bulwark). His talents were extremely useful to three men who 

were in the process of expanding their businesses at the time 

he came into their notice; and when they bid against each other 

for his services, the final bid, which he accepted, was very 

high. As a result he received the impression that he was in

dispensable, and came to think of himself as a permanent mem-

ber of the social realm in which he moved by virtue of the 

prestige of his new position. However, he had risen only so 

high in order that he might fall farther when his inevitable 

debacle came about. 

When those uncontrollable forces within him pushed 
• 

him into a relationship with a girl, which the society in 

which he moved would not countenance, his world fell apart. 

He lost his economic position, his social standing, and final-

ly, the girl for whom he had been willing to sacrifice all. 

Then his wife died, robbing him of whatever family and emotion

al security he had in his home. His friends fell away faster 

than the leaves in autumn; no wonder he vented that bitter 

soliloquy quoted in the previous chapter.2 

2 Supra., pp. 61,62. 
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Dreiser's treatment of Eugene Witla's life leaves no 

doubt but that he believes economic status has little effect 

on the ultimate outcome of life. Economic position means 

nothing to those forces which control man's destiny; it gives 

him no security whatever in the battle for control of his 

life. 

An American Tragedy 

In his characterization of Clyde Griffiths, Dreiser 

again shows the typically American attitude. Clyde had very 

little formal education and no special training for any par

ticular occupation. He quit school early to go to work. When 

he was looking in the papers, which being too worldly, had 

never been admitted to his home, he found that mostly skilled 

help was wanted, or boys to learn trades in which at the mo. 

ment he was not very much interested. For, true to the stan

dard of the American youth, or the general American attitude 

toward life, he felt himself above the type of labor which was 

purely manual. 3 It made no difference that he was uneducated; 

he felt that he was destined to get on in the world. He had 

no understanding of the importance of some training, some 

talent, or perhaps some luck which it takes to attain success. 

3 An American Tragedy, Vol. 1, p. 14. 
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Dreiser exemplifies that peculiarly American idea that every 

man will get ahead if he puts his shoulder to the wheel--the 

attitude which excludes the millions of examples of those who 

fail and looks to the exceptions of those who succeed. 

That Clyde was oblivious to his ineptness is well dem-

onstrated by a little byplay which took place at a party of the 

young social set into which he had wormed his way by being the 

nephew of a wealthy manufacturer. He was at this time a sort 

of straw boss over a small department in his uncle's factory 

and was for the first time coming into social contact with that 

world of which he had been dreaming. All of the young men in 

that clique were graduates of eastern colleges. One of them 

to whom Clyde was introduced--a young man "of a commercial as 

well as technical turn"--remarked: 

You know ••• I've always wondered just what, outside 
of money, there is to the collar business. Gil and I 
used to argue about that when we were down at college. He 
used to try to tell me that there was some social importance 
to making and distributing collars, giving polish and man
ners to people who otherwise wouldn't have them if it 
weren't for cheap collars. I think he must have read that 
in a book somewhere. I always laughed at him. 

Dreiser shows Clyde's utter inability to cope with the situation 

in the following quotation: 

Clyde was about to attempt an answer, although already 
beyond his depth in regard to this. 'Bocial importance.' 
Just what did he mean by that--some deep scientific infor
mation that he had acquired at college. He was saved a 
non-committal or totally uninformed answer by Sondra who 



without knowledge of his difficulty exclaimed: 'No argu
ments, Freddy.' 4 
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This did not perturb Clyde in the least. He neither made any 

effort later to find out what the young man was talking about 

nor gave up his idea that he was quite capable of coping with 

such people if given toe chance by marriage into their circle. 

This blind belief that he could hold any position of power or 

trust is, I am sure, purely American, and Dreiser seems to 

have captured the attitude perfectly. 

In neither of the three novels is there much discus-

sion of the American economic system, but there is a long 

exposition of the workings of American justice in Clyde 

Griffiths' trial for murder. I have already referred to the 

psychological attitudes of the opposing lawyers in this trial 

in chapter three and will now discuss the political and legal 

aspects of it. 

As previously mentioned, Clyde became a political foot-

ball because Roberta's death occurred in the late summer of 

an election year. The possibility of favorable publicity, 

connected with convicting Clyde of murder, was so strong that 

the party in power, represented by the prosecuting attorney, 

called for a special court in order to have the trial before 

election time instead of holding it at the regular later ses-

4 ~., p. 330. 
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sion. One over-zealous member of the prosecutor's staff went 

so far as to falsify the evidence by taking some of the hairs 

from Roberta's head and placing them in Clyde's camera so that 

the prosecution would have proof that he struck her. In a 

set-up of this kind, it was only natural that Clyde's defend

ers would come from the opposition party. Justice was not the 

issue, but political prestige. If Clyde were convicted, the 

prosecutor's political future would be assured; he would be 

elected judge and would carry his entire ticket with him. If 

Clyde were freed, the opposition would sweep the incumbents 

out of office. This was the main issue with the lawyers, not 

the question of whether the boy were guilty or not. The whole 

countryside was stirred by the prosecutor's assertions con

cerning Clyde's guilt. Opinion was swayed by the idea that 

be, apparently a member of the socially elite group, had led 

an innocent young girl astray and that, whether he murdered 

her or not, he should be convicted. The pitiful letters which 

Roberta had written Clyde were the most damning evidence a

gainst him. These letters were copied from the prosecutor's 

files and circulated throughout the community with the result 

that, when the trial came, the members of the jury "were all 

convinced of Clyde's guilt before they ever sat down."5 

5 An American Tragedy, Vol. 11, p. 231. 
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Dreiser's treatment of this trial is an indictment of 

the American judicial system. The trial is a mockery of jus

tice as professed under our system of government. It really 

mattered not whether he had committed the murder, he had viola

ted social custom and must be made to pay for his transgression. 

In addition to the social opprobrium which he had to face, he 

was the victim of a political ambition, both of a party and a 

man. The prosecutor, instead of looking at the facts and pre

senting them to the court without bias, was determined to obtain 

a conviction, regardless of the question of guilt, in order to 

further his own ambitions. Dreiser is not indicting the man, 

however, but the entire system which makes such a mockery pos

sible. There is nothing to indicate that, had another party 

been in power and had another man been in the prosecutor's posi-

tion, the results would have been different. According to 

Dreiser, it is the system and not the man which is at fault. 

To return to the question of whether or not economic 

status affects the inevitable frustration of man's life, appar

ently, it does not. Economically and socially speaking, it 

would be difficult to get two men further apart than Witla and 

Griffiths, yet both suffer defeat. Clyde is a mere nothing on 

the economic scale, while outwardly Witla is a power, yet their 

positions did not alter their downfall in any manner. Both are 

victims of forces beyond their control. Both violated the mores 
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which dominated their society and both had to pay the penalty. 

Frustration was as tragic to one as it was to the other. 

Incidentally, it is interesting to note that there is 

one reference which tends to show that economic power is in

strumental in smoothing over some difficulties. It is the in-

cident where Clyde's lawyer gets into a scrape with a girl re-

ferred to in chapter four and is able to escape from it be-

cause his father could afford to pay the girl a sum of money 

after which the young man hid out away from home for a year 

until the scandal blew over. 6 Possibly if Clyde had been 

the son of a wealthy father instead of the nephew of a wealthy 

uncle he could have bought Roberta off. To that extent, 

Clyde's economic status' trapped him. However, in the light 

of Stewart Barnes' experience, it cannot be said that econom

ic security played any part in saving the victim. 

The Bulwark 

Dreiser places his character, Solon Barnes, in an en

tirely different economic set-up from that of either Eugene 

Witla or Clyde Griffiths. His entire life bespeaks solidity. 

Solon, however, is like the others in that he is a poor boy 

believing that he will "make good". He had no meteoric caree~ 

6 Supra., p. 69. 
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but experienced a steady rise to solid, respected position. 

His father was a busy man and he, in turn, began to learn the 

ways of business at an early age. That Rufus Barnes realized 

the need of practical business training for his son is evident 

in these lines: 

Plainly he [Rufus] had many places to visit, and 
Solon soon began to learn something of them for himself, 
for his father, still anxious to further Solon's practical 
understanding of life, quite frequently invited him to go 
with him on Saturday as he made his last commercial round 
of the week. Also, in midweek, on occasion after school 
he would have Solon meet some of his new customers • • • • 
Besides, Rufus proceeded to explain to Solon the details 
of mortgage transactions.7 

As a result of this experience with his father, Solon obtained 

a position in his future father-in-law's bank from which he 

worked himself up to a position of power and trust. He ac-

quired a wholly justified reputation for honesty and integ

rity which made him highly respected in the financial circles 

in which he moved. 

Here, for the first time in the books under discus-

sion, Dreiser gives a picture of American business. After 

many years Solon became a high officer in the bank, and, "If 

he had been of a slightly different order of mind at this 

time, he could have advantaged himself greatly, for he was 

7 The Bulwark, p. 28. 
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now well within the gates of a highway leading straight to a 

large, and even immense fortune. The men with whom he was now 

connected were exactly of the temperament which organizes, 

suborns, controls. They had no morals as to matters of fi

nance, though in other respects they were normal and conven

tional, and all of them were inclined to like Solon."8 These 

men were engaged in some very unsavory transactions between 

the bank and certain c·ompanies in which they were also inter

ested. When they manipulated the bank's funds in such a man

ner that the bank was placed in a precarious situation, Solon, 

not wishing to injure either the bank or its depositors, hit 

upon the idea of informing the treasury department. This he 

did in such a way that the bank officers were warned without 

publicity to straighten out their affairs. This move forced 

them to set the bank aright w~thout injury to the bank's de

positors, but it did not endear Solon to the officers. 

Here is a character as economically solid and secure 

as a man can be. He is not subject to the whims of a boss; 

only the overthrow of the entire system in which he lives can 

injure his economic status. He has not only the appearance 

but also the substance of economic security, yet his life 

ends as tragically as that of the other men under discussion. 

8 ~., p. 221. 
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Plainly the forces which control men have no respect for human 

standards. I have already pointed out what a good man Solon 

was according to other social standards--he had all of the 

virtues which men admire and none of the vices which they con

demn, yet he is frustrated in his search for a happy life. 

Actually, Solon's understanding that mere economic 

security based on the possession of ample funds is not enough 

to assure happiness in this world, was a strong factor in his 

own undoing. It came about because he sought to prove this 

thesis to his son by his own assertion of it. The boy could 

not understand what his father was trying to do for him. He 

saw only his father's ample means which were withheld from 

him, while his friends I parents furnished them with much more 

liberal allowances. This further estranged him from his 

father's precepts. A sort of vicious circle developed where 

the boy sought and received money from wealthy relatives who 

did not understand Solon's motives in withholding money from 

his son; then the boy went into more deceits necessitating 

more money and more deception until he finally became involved 

in a murder-rape charge and brought the entire family into 

disgrace. 

We cannot draw from this illustration, however, that 

the possession of money is the root of evil, since just the 

opposite is the case with Clyde Griffiths. Clyde, in contrast 
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to Stewart Barnes, was never profligate. Both boys possessed 

an overpowering sex drive. One had access to relatively ample 

funds and the other had to earn whatever he spent, yet both 

wound up in the same predicament. Neither was able to escape 

his drive which held him up for social contempt, and both were 

run down and destroyed by that social force which they encount

ered. 

I would like to note here that Dreiser, who is contin

ually concerned with the elemental and seemingly eternal drives 

and conflicts of man, never mentions war. He must have been 

conscious of war and its effects on society--of its power to 

accelerate social change and increase human passions, or at 

least their outward manifestations such as the marriage and 

divorce rate; yet in neither of the last two books I have dis

cussed, which were written after the first World War, is war 

mentioned at all. An American Tragedl takes place before the 

war and can easily be ignored, but The Bulwark carries through 

the last war period without so much as a mention of it. It 

seems logical that it would have had some bearing on Solon 

with his Quaker training and perhaps caused some contention 

between him and the people of his community. It is possible 

that Dreiser feels that wars are only incidental disturbances 

and that they really do not affect the drives and conflicts 

which he considers much more important and basic in influencing 
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man's actions; or it may be explained by the fact that Dreiser's 

age was such that he was never vitally affected by the war and 

thus ignores it on the basis of his own experience. 

To return to the topic under discussion in this chap

ter, I find that Dreiser con~iders economic security no safe

guard against the larger forces of which man is a toy. In 

some minor, man-made difficulty, wealtb may smooth the way for 

the offender; but when he comes in conflict with the larger, 

impersonal forces which dominate life, man's wealth avails 

him nothing. Both rich and poor are victims of an amoral 

force which they can no more control than they can control the 

movement of the earth around the sun. 
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CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSIONS 

Dreiser sees man as an essentially tragic individual 

and portrays him as such in the three novels under study in 

this paper. He is the spokesman for the spirit of his age. 

There were other realists of his time, but Dreiser was the 

first to break out forcefully and fearlessly with the plain 

unvarnished truth. He was the first to reflect the darker 

aspects Qf an otherwise prosperous, outwardly placid American 

landscape. His philosophy shows the effect of ~he impact of 

the new science on manls opinion of himself. No longer was 

man the important center of the universe or the apex of a 

vast evolutionary ediface; he was only one small part of a 

great heaving mass, which had no director and no direction. 

In view of this attitude of the nature which underlay man and 

his actions, manls aspirations and desires became puny, un

marked scars on the fact of nature. Dreiser's world ceased 

to be a great becoming for all men, but came to be, instead, 

a snare wherein all were trapped. 

It mattered not whether a man were great or small ac

cording to the standards of man, according to nature, he was 

merely another speck of energy to be smashed if he stepped in 

the path of the juggernaut in its thrashing about. Dreiser 



'. 

96 

uses specifically the sexual drive of the individual to bring 

him in conflict with the necessities of society, embodied in 

religion, which in turn brings about his frustration and the 

collapse of his aspirations. This sexual drive is some in

herent part of man's nature, his chemical make-up; he cannot 

escape or control it, and in trying to sate it, he runs head

long into the needs of the group, or society, which has set 

up certain standards of conduct for its own preservation. 

Dreiser uses this method in all three of his books-

The "Genius", An American Tragedy, and ~ Bulwark. Witla 

loses wealth, position, wife, sweetheart, even his ability 

to paint, in his pursuit of sexual gratification. He runs 

straight into social sanctions which beat him down into sub

mission. Clyde Griffiths loses pOSition, sweethearts, and 

finally life" itself, in his drive to gratify this blind, 

powerful urge. He, too, heads into the wall of social op

probrium and is beaten down. Then Solon Barnes is led along 

the same paths by his son, who possesses the same drives and 

needs as Witla and Griffiths, and who also loses his position 

and his sweethearts, and eventually takes his own life. Solon, 

in the long run, is no better off than if he had done the same 

things himself; he, too, loses his wife, pOSition, health, and 

happiness through these same urges in his boy. 
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In these novels Dreiser pOints out that nature is no 

respecter of wealth. Witlals sexual drive was no more or less 

powerful whether his fortune was up or down. He needed women 

and their approbation both as a poor student and as a wealthy, 

successful business executive. Clyde Griffiths, to be sure, 

was never wealthy, but he had what appeared to be security by 

obeying his unclels precepts on conduct; however, he complete

ly disregarded the rules in his desire for Roberta and the 

satisfaction of.his chemic urges. The characterization of 

Stewart Barnes is perhaps the best evidence that wealth has 

no bearing on the workings of nature. Stewart had money, se-' 

cure position, and love from an excellent family, but all of 

this was no help to him when his natural urges came forth; he 

had to gratify these urges, and they brought about his down

fall' just as surely as they brought about the downfall of 

Clyde Griffiths. 

Man is the victim of his desires. Dreiser does not 

like this, but he sets it down as he sees it. It is a tragic 

happening, and he is protesting against it as he writes about 

it. If Dreiser had not taken the matter so seriously, he 

could have treated it with humor as some of his contemporaries 

chose to do; but to him the plight of those who fail is pathet

ic--pathetic enough to cause him to spend endless hours of 

melancholy, troubled brooding over their fate. 
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In Dreiser's opinion, all men are not equal. Some 

are more sensitive than others, and it is the sensitive ones 

who have the epic struggles. They are the men who strive to 

change things, who seek and are broken in the search. The 

world is composed mostly of men who submit to the rules and 

who then seek submission in others. These are the people who 

keep the society together and against whom the sensitive men 

are broken in their striving. 

The only mellowing detectable in Dreiser is at the 

end of his life when he permits Solon Barnes, a major charac

ter, to achieve religious solace in his great crisis. He had, 

however, previously allowed Griffiths' mother to achieve the 

same thing. I think, in doing this, that he is recognizing 

a well-known fact, namely, that religious experience is quite 

real to some people; and he would be foolish to deny that to 

some of his characters if they are to be truly representative 

of the whole people which he is trying to portray. 

I cannot see any change in his attitude, as a whole, 

throughout the thirty years spanned by these novels. The 

characters have the same motivations, the same tragic endings 

to their lives in all three of the novels. Dreiser ended as 

he began, with a belief that man is a product of natural 

forces which are impersonal and non-teleological--forces which 
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will crush a sensitive man who is f0rced to act from the im-

pulses of an inner nature over which he has no control. 

Dreiser's great contribution was his fearlessness in 

plodding ahead in the face of opposition of the nice people. 

His greatest critical detractor was Stuart P. Sherman, who 

condemned him for confining "himself to representation of 

animal behavior."l This was the gist of the criticism of his 
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attackers, namely, that he ignored all that was good and 

beautiful in American life. These critics were movi~g in a 

dream world of high society where the stench of American life 

could not reach them. In answer to Sherman's criticism of 

Dreiser, Parrington wrote: "Shall these impulses be eliminated 

from literature or from life itself."2 

For a conclusion of this paper, I know of no more 

moving or more excellent evaluation of Dreiser than the 

tribute paid him by Sherwood Anderson in dedicating Horses 

1 Sherman, Stuart P., ~ Contempora9I Literature, 
New York, Henry Holt and Company, 1917, p. 4. 

2 Parrington, Vernon Louis, ~ Curr~nts 1E American 
Thought, p. 359. 
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DREISER 

Heavy, heavy, hangs over thy head, 
Fine, or superfine? 

Theodore Dreiser is old--he is very, very old. 
I do not know how many years he has lived, perhaps 
forty, perhaps fifty, but he is very old. Some
thing grey and bleak and hurtful, that has been in 
the world perhaps forever, is personified in him. 

When Dreiser is gone men shall write books, 
many of them, and in the books they shall write 
there will be so many of the qualities Dreiser 
lacks. The new, the younger men shall have a sense 
of humor, and everyone knows Dreiser has no sense 
of humor. More than that, American prose writers 
shall have grace, lightness of touch, a dream of 
beauty breaking through the husks of life. 

0, those who follow him shall nave many things 
that Dreiser does not have. That is a part of the 
wonder and beauty of Theodore Dreiser, the things 
that others shall have, because of him. 

Long ago, when he was editor of the Delineator, 
Dreiser went one day, with a woman friend, to visit 
an orphan asylum. The woman once told me the story 
of that afternoon in the big, ugly grey building, 
with Dreiser, looking heavy and lumpy and old, sit
ting on a platform, folding and refolding his 
pocket-handkerchief and watching the children--all 
in their little uniforms, trooping in. 

'The tears ran down his cheeks and he shook 
his head,' the woman said, and that is a real 
picture of Theodore Dreiser. He is old in spirit 
and he does not know what to do with life, so he 
tells about it as he sees it, simply and honestly. 
The tears run down his cheeks and he folds and re
folds the pocket-handkerchief and shakes his head. 

Heavy, heavy, the feet of Theodore. How easy 
to pick some of his books to pieces, to laugh at 
him for so much of his heavy prose. 

The feet of Theodore are making a path, the 
heavy brutal feet. They are tramping through 
the wilderness of lies, making a path. Presently 
the path will be a street, with great arches 
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overhead and delicately carved spires piercing 
the sky. Along the street will run children, 
shouting, 'Look at me. See what I and my fellows 
of the new day have done' -forgetting the heavy 
feet of Dreiser. 

The fellows of the ink-pots, the prose 
writers in America who follow Dreiser, will have 
much to do that he has never done. Their road is 
long but because of him, those who follow will never 
have to face the road through the wilderness of 
Puritan denial, the road that Dreiser faced alone. 

Heavy, heavy, hangs over thy head, 
Fine, or superfine?3 

3 Anderson, Sherwood, Horses and Men, New York, 
B. W. Huebsch, Inc., 1923, pp. xi;i!i:--
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