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Theodore Dreiser's novel 的 an exernpla可 text of socia! identity's perforrnativity 

The crucial role of the cornmodity in constituting an individual's social identity c1early 

demonstrates how identity is discursively performed. Social i位entity is depicted as the 

value of commodified human subjec妞， which is not an innate value but a so日al product 

as commodities are according to Marx. This performativity of social identity is further 

reinforced by the novel' s strong interest in theatrical and social acting. The conunodity 

and acting in Sister Carrie, however、 do not represent two different worlds, with the 

former's rnateriality opposed to the latter's iHusoriness. They are both, instead, shown to 

be components of a social construct--that is, individuals' perfonnance of their social 

identity. 1n Sister Carrie , the characters' sense of self is both constantly enacted as a 

theatrical role and based on money and the other commodities they possess 

While identity is both performative and commodifi肘， the same social stmcture that 

enables pro吐ucts of1abor to perform as valuable comrnodities erases the line in sociallife 

between living and actin昌， reality and pe而orrnance. Since social identity is performed , 

shrewd performances in both the theater and the social wo r1d can constitute real>ty in the 

sense of e!evating one's social identity. From this perspective、 the line between illusion 

and reality in the novel 吐oes not eXl駝， and social identities are as much performed as 

theatrical roles on stage. By structurally juxtaposing Carrie and Hurstwood in a story 

about t!rising and fa l1ìng O! --symbolized by its recurrent image of the rocking chair, l the 
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novel directs its reader's attention to the efficacy of performances on and off stage. 1n 

the novel's pretentious and commodified socie旬， the differentiation between true and 

sham identities Îs no longer meaningful. In terms of social identi句， there is only the 

difference between effective and ineffective perfo口nances. Carrie's successful social

climbing and Hurstwood's downfall and suicide are、 therefore， results of the former's 

intuitive understanding of identity's performativity and the latter's ignoran臼 ofit

I 

Sister Carrie does not give Carrie much time in Chicago before she is made aware 

what so臼al position she is in. At age eighteen，如 11 of i1Iusions about 臼ty li缸， Carrie 

leaves her hometown to stay with her sÎster in Chicago. There she finds herse1f 

、.velcomed not by the merriment and amusement she comes [or, but the grimness ofwork 

and hardship her sister and brother-in-Iaw's life makes unmistakable. After only two days 

in the city、 she is compelled to seek a job in the vast wholesale and shopping district. ln 

the metropolitan landscape's "high and mighty air calculated to overawe and abash the 

common applicant 可 and to make the 學.11f between poverty and success seem both wide 

and deep" (1 2), Carrie discovers her social identity as an unemployed working woman-

!lAs she contemplated the wide windows and imposing signs, she became conscious of 

being gazed upon and understood for what she was--a wage-seeker" (1月 2 This ident吋

not only tells her who she was but also comdemns her rnorally. There Îs "a certain 

indetìnable shame" in her identity which she feels when looking for a job or comparing 

herselfto better dressed girls (13). It is to her immoral to be poor and have nothing 

In the tìrst few chapters of the novel, the novel vividly exemplifies the phenomenon 

ofwhat Marx calls the 品etishism ofthe commodity and its relation to identity. As Fredric 

Jameson has pointed out、 the first chapter in Part 1, Book 1 of Marx's Capital 旭、
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meditation on the mysteries of identity" (Late Marxism 2月 ln his analysis of 

commodity and money, Marx contends that commodities have a dual nature: a natural 

form and a value form. Whereas nature form is the physical form of commodities1 use

、 alues as material goc品， value-fonn is their exchange-value socially constructed to 

define the relation between two commodities. Exchange-value is therefore the abstract 

third tenn that makes the companson (identification) ofvalue between two incomparable 

objec臼 po品ible. Purely social and ultimately adopting the universal fonn of money, 

exchange-value, as Jameson observes, "constitutes the primordial form by which identity 

emer皂白 in human history" (2月

Although Jameson is discussing identity as a general philosophic notion with 

reference to Theodore Adomo, his association of identity with Ma間'5 definition of 

exchange-value remains pertinent to our contemplation of the human subject's socia! 

identity. ln societies dominated by the capitalist mode of production, human relations 

inevitably become commodi日ed. Marx uses the term "fetish的m" to describe the 

phenomenon of commodities' assuming an autonomous life of their own-- !l[the 

commodity-form] is nothing but the definite social relation between men themselves 

which a阻umes the fantastic form of a relation between thin軒"(165). Though 

human labor.products, cornmodities are 油le to influence human life in much the same 

way as religion does. Lukács further stresses that the 自etishism of commodities is "the 

central, st凹ctural problem of capitalist society" which deeply penetrates human 

consclOusn自5 (History and Cl，削'S 83). Human beings become pa此 of the world of 

commodities they produce, completelyat their mercy rather than being their masters 

Social identity like c1ass in advanced capitalist society is per罰。ηned as the exchange

value of cornrnodified human subjects. Although identity describes the subject in verbal 

terms, its prirnary function is to mark his/her value in relation to other subjects. "A 

wage-seeker ll does not merely identi命 Carrie with a certain c1ass of people、 but it tells 

her their value in society. As commodities are fetishized 、 human beings also become 
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commodified , 5'ister Carrie vividly ìllustrates the commo出fied human relation Marx and 

Lukács sketch out through Carrie's understanding of her relationship with others--they 

ha、 e jobs, she does not; they are rich, she is poor. 1n other words, having no job and no 

money, Carrie finds herself a less valuable an吐 less sign泊cant person than those who do 

The relation between the commodities owned becomes her relation with others--that is, 

her identity 

A1though an individual's identity in this sense is judged purely by how much money 

one has to Carrie、 it is also understood by her as one's ìnnate quality , To her mind, 

unatta凹的le commodities such as rnagnificent buildings and wealthy people demonstrate 

"evidence of power and force which she does not understand" (1 2) , Attractive 

commodities within her purchasing ability, on the other hand, speak to her "tenderly an吐

J自uitically" (75) , Comrnodities in .')'ister Carrie are fetishized and mystified to such an 

extent that they threaten, shame、 and persuade as forcefully as do living beings 

While identìty in Sister Carrie is unmistakably defined by commodities，尬的 also

presented as role-playing , To live a sociallife for the characters in the novel is to act and 

watch others ac t. From daily routines such as dining and walking on the stree地 to

intimate love affairs, the novel details the theatricality of identity in almost all aspects of 

life, highlighting it by using the theater as its prima可 thematic element, its central 

rnetaphor、 and the "prime mover" ofthe plot (Gartìeld 223). Drouet seduces Carrie by 

first taking her to theaters , Hurstwood rnades up his rnind to have Carrie !!even if it 

[takes] his 叫1" in a theater (1 40), where his downfall begins. C盯r妃， on the other hand, 

obtains her sense of confidence both on and 0叮 stage through her per古ormance in [Jnder 

the Gαslight and later achieves her stardom on Broadway 

Identity's theatricality is revealed in the characters' public and private life, Drouet, 

for example、 always selected a table c1 0se by the window when he din凹， for he loves 

"the changing panorama ofthe street--to see and to be seen as he dine[s]" (44) , Similarly 

the afternoon walk on Broadway is a "showy parade" New Yorkers take "purposely to 
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see and to be seen" (227). Dresses become costumes on the big stage of sOclal1ife. If 

daily activities are CO t1吐 1Ct吋 as snows, personal experiences in private are live吐 as

plotted <iramas. Characters pretend and sham constantly, adopting diITεrent roles and 

often names according to diffcrent scripts of Efe , Hurstwood's triangulaγre1ationship 

with Carrìe is very much a carefu!!y scripted an正 performed melodrama. With "the 

elegance ofa Faust" (1 36) an吐 the eloquence of a Don Juan, Hurstwood plays d副iffe缸:re叩n

P抖ar此ts t臼O 吐ε血ce臼lV河e Dr叩oue仗t and wins Ca叮rn口ie'區s he臨益z抗t. Even a1 the mos試t mtimate mom帥t of 

1he剖ir love-makαJn耳 1凹n a r間en叫tε缸:d car叮rn刊la莒e句 as EUen 孔10ers points out, both he an吐 Carrie

experience scnsations through t Ì1e medium of出e theater 

Cmrie appcars to be acting a rclc_ Hllrstwood's "silcnce con!rols" the situatìon、 shc feels a "ctimax 

pending" , he spcaks 、呵th 叭 cloqucllcc" ,md "palhos" 、Nhcn Huτ叭叭。od's c10qllcncc rcachcs its 

climax Drαser does more than compare it to tJ:巳 swd! of a co\'cnng orchcstra; Hurst的尬。d'，、。'"

actuaHy bccomes tll目ler mllsic. 11 "trembles" \vith a "pecllliar vibration"; it goes "ringing horne"; 

it "drops to a soft minor"; it "strikes a 凶ord" 10 which Camc musÎ respond. (106-07) 

The novel reinforces this theatricaíity of idcl1tηY by using expressions such as "air刊，

"show(y)" , "act九九cene" ， "play" , an這 'theater" in ref(叮叮口區 to life_ City lights are als。

叩nstantly con:pared to theatcr lig社5_ It的， howcver, in the character of Hurstwood that 

identity is most vividly portf叮ed as social pcrformance , A saloon manager, Hurs1wood 

則elds con<;ide~8ble 50鬥 al in f"lu f; nce in Chicago Though a "great Amerîcan upper cìass' 

(34)、 hìs social stat闊的 not achieved by his wea]出了 sm品 he has no fmancial control over 

the saloon and aι1 his property is undcr J-:i s wife's Damε It is rather by his “ solid、

substantial air" composcd of "l-1is hne cioth帥， his cìean 日nen， his jewels, and above all, 

his own scnsc of his impo前ance" (33). ln cther words, he "look[sJ the pa仕" of someone 

who owns "aηline of i:1f1uence and solid 5nancial property" (1 29) and is respected as 

sucn 
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The pivotal importance to understand sociaJ identity as performative in Sister Carrie 

can be highlighted by showing why it is impossible to meaningfully distinguish rnoney's 

realîty from the theater's i1lusion in tenns of the construction of socîal 活entîty in the 

noveL Critical comments on Dreiser's juxtaposition of the two notions of identity have 

been predominantly concerned with the contrast between illusion and reality. The 

theater, especiaHy melo且rarna， is traditionaHy considered to be illuso旬， while money and 

other commodities bear the cold reality of life. The difference between the melodramatic 

representation of life and the τeality of it is surely enorrnous. Melodrama, as one critic 

puts it，的 essentially "a simpli日cation and idealization of human experience" and provides 

its audience with "an escape from real life and a dramatization of it as it ought to be; 

uncornplicated, easy to understand, sufficiently exciting to sweep away petty c叮叮"

(Booth 9). The wo r1d of money, on the other hand，的 the world of work and worries to 

make both ends rneet. It is the world in which human relatlons are understood in 

monetary terms--the life actually lived by the great m句ority of people absent in 

meìodrama 

This contrast between melodrama as illusion and the real world of toil and money is 

best exemplified fOf many critics in Carrie1s infatuation with the theater and her 

conception of the theater as without illusion. Carrie is not only depicted as devoted t。

the theater but r叩eatedly po叮叮吋 as obsessed with 帥 "wo吋rous r聞l舟" (280) 

Be品。re her perforrnance in [!nder the Gaslight, Carrie is astonished by the splendid 

display of 0吋ects for makeup in the theate內 dressing-room. Their richness seerns 50 

accessible that the "paraphernalia of disguise" becomes the mast wonderful reality she 

had ever felt 

Since her arrival in the city many things had influenc吋 her、 but always in a far-rcmm 吋白山lIler

This ncw atmosphere was rnore friendly. Shc had wondered at the gr，αltness of the names upon 

the bill-boards, the marvel of the long Iloliccs in the papers, the beauty of the dr叫 upon the stage, 

the atmosphere of囚rriages ， flowe呵， refinement. Here was no ilIusion. (1 28-29; myemphasis) 
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Carrie's memor悶。f her shame at needi時 a job and the "grimness of shift and t011" (8) 

的 a shoe factory laborer were 5till v的 id. They are now, however, unreal and false 

compared to the t\paraphernalia of dìsguise. H Similar1y, when Carrie goes to 5ee A Gold 

Mine in New Yo吭， 5he "[i5] soon 105t in the wo r1 d it 問presented" (229). Watching the 

overdressed actors and actresses engage in the melodrarna's sentimental love an吐

jealousy in gilded settings, Carrie takas it to be the best life there can be. She "Iong[s] to 

be of it . . . or faiEng that, at least to simulate them under 5uch charming condition5 upon 

the stage!1 (228). One would indeed have no other word to describe such an 

understanding of life if not ilJuso可

Carrie's abnormal attitude to the theater ilIustrates the negative inf1uence of the 

theate內iIIusion ， Hugh Witemeyer argues that the theater helps D間的軒 "characterize the 

mental processes" of Arnerican dreamers and illuminate "the ironic discrepancy between 

such dreams and unaccommodating realîties" (236). Deborah Garfield likewise contends 

that the futility of Carriets pilgrimage in social life "rests in her inability to distinguish 

between symbol and reali旬， between the 'repr，的entation' of the theater and true 

fulfillment" (235). For both of them, the theater belongs to the cate直。可 of

“representation," "symbo!可" and "dream." 

Witemeyerts and Garfie!dts 仙ews are two expressions of a long tradition of mistrust 

of the mimetic fonn as devìation from Truth or acting as representing what one is not 

Sandy Petrey, on the other hand, emphasizes the incompatibility between the sentirnental 

iIlusions and the reality of life as embodie且 in the two irreconcilable narrative styles of 

Sister Carrie--the language of realism and the !anguage of false consciousne回

Sentimental language an且 moral passages are juxtaposed with the plain language an且

unpretentious descriptions of the real world of mor:ey and c1ass-struggle. This 

juxtaposl“on shows moral declamations and melo益ramatic emotion in the novel to be 

false consciousness. Their sentimental language--alluding to meJodrama、 the novels oî 
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Hurstwood's final words, "What's the us吼叫 reveal correctly the alienation in capita1ist 

soc!ety、 while the narrator's sentirnental soliloquy is embarrassingly out of context 

However可 the simple contrast between i1lusion and reality as embodied in the 

dichotomy between the melodramatic world of sentimentality and the real world of 

money that Petrey and A1thusser foreground is exactJy what is absent from Dreiser's 

novel. Unlike El Nost Milan, in which the dichotomy i5 absolute, Sister Carrie presents 

a wo r1d in which acting and living are ínseparabk Appearance an吐 reality merge in the 

novel; the worJd of rnoney and commodities is sentirnentalized while the world of the 

theater is commodified. The narrator's sentimentallanguage such as IIOh, Carrie, Carriel 

Oh、 blind strivings of the human heart!" (369) may be rendered verbiage and false 

consciousness in comparison to his concise descriptions. However, Carrie's sentimental 

longing for money~-"曲、 money， money, money! What a thing it w扭扭 have." (51)--i5 

nevertheless a correct understanding of the absolute desirability of money. As Amy 

Kaplan correctly points out , Carrie translates her desire for change and r恥。lt into "the 

sentimental Janguage of acqu凹tion" (148). Her s阻e叩nt伽t

preve創nt her 自岳f01巾n seeing c\early her soci悶al si刊tuatJon

Sentimentality is pa前 of the characters' Iives in Sister Carrie. The issue of reality 

and false consciousness is an important Qne, but their di品erence Îs not a simple 

distinction between the theater and the moneta可 world or between sentimentality and 

straight reaJism in thought or Janguage. By ending with Carrie's blind longing in her 

rocking chair in her comfO!table hotel apartment instead ofHurstwoodls bleak death, the 

nO、eI dissociates itself仕om the standard plot ofthe nineteenth-centmγRealistic novel, in 

which the young protagonist from the provinces is defeated by the reality of society. The 

intertextuallink to Balzacls Father Goriot, which Arnes recommends to Canie, provides 

a good comparison Unlike Rastignac, whose idealistic notions of life are shaked by 

what he experiences in Paris可 Carrie rises to stardom and becornes a celebrity in New 

York. Her illusions are in a sense confìrmed 
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the \\Sentimental Love Tradition," and the maudlin songs his brother Paul Dresser was 

known for--is labeled false by 叮he conti目LlOUS standard of language which responsibly 

and 叫e1ligently expresses 廿1e nature of exlstence in concrete h叫orical moment" (111) 

Petrey's inte中retation is Înformed by one Marxist approach to the issue of reality 

and false consciousness represented by Louis Althusser in his "The 'Piccolo Teatro' 

Bertolazzi an吐 Brecht: Notes on a Materialist Theatre." 1n his redemptive reading of the 

Milan "Piccolo Teatro" production ofBertolazzi's EI Nost Milan, A1thusser argues that 

the play is not a "mélodrame misérable" as some Parisian critics accused it of being 

Although it does contain melodramatic elements、 the play simply criticizes them by 

confronting thern with the rea! conditions of world. Althusser reads the play as 

juxtaposing two unrelated worlds to ∞ntrast "the real world without illusions with the 

wretched illusions of the 'heartγthat 的， the real world of money (C呵Jital) and the 

melodramatic wo r1d (1 34). Its asymmetrical and decentered structure may serve as a 

good model for any theatrical effort of a materialist character since its "internal balances 

an注 imbalances of forces" are "the basis for a t叫e critique of the illusÎons of 

consciousness" (142-43) 

Althusse內 analysis of Bertolazzi's play provides a good paradigm for Petrey who 

points out the stark contrast between the false consciousness in the narrator's 

philosophizing verbìage, poetic lamentation、 and the sentimental love on stage on one 

side, a~ we!l as the correct 叩derstanding cfthe materialistic nature of society, the pcwer 

of money and the reality of work可 pove口y， and misery for the lower c1ass on the other 

Me10dramas such as Under the C;，的li[<hl an吐 A Gold Mine indeed say nothin且 about the 

grim life of the working dass like Minnie an位 Hanson， the unbearable workìn且 conditìons

in the shoe factory where Carrie works, the oppression of the street car workers strike、

or the sufferings the homeless Hurstwood experiences. Minnie, for instance、 IS correct 

about the stupidity of Carrie、 when Carrie uses up her meager wages to buy a pretty 

umbrel1a, for she now would have no means to provide for her rent and food , Similarly, 
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Merging theatricality and reali旬， Sister Carrie gives a commanding illustration of 

identity's perform副ivity by associating it with both the commodity an丘 acting ， A q山ck

review of some characteristics of modern consumer society will reveal how commodities 

a1so enact their value in order to seiL In her book、 Just Looking: Consumer Culture in 

DreiseY, Gissing and Zola、 Rachel Bowlby describes how the image and display of 

commo昌的es assume great importance as modem commerce shi丘 s to consumer 

capitalism , The birth of the department store and grand scale exhibition in Europe in the 

mid nineteen由 century、 together with the institutionalization of advert!sing, brings forth 

the new era of so~called nouveau commerce. Under the principle of open ent旬，

commo吐ities are 立的her fetish日ed as they are put on show în large display windo執 s and 

under a theatrical form of lighting. New d血ires to buy more of the attractive 

comrnod自由 are invented as more goods in rnore types are produceò and offered for 

sale. The new type of commerce, Bowlby observes, transfonns Hselling into industri! on 

the one hand、 while making "industry into a shop window" on the other (6) , Shopping 

becomes a new bourgeois leisure activity in which peop胎， with no predetermined objects 

in mind, let themselves be lured into buying by the attractive appearance of commodities 

As the image of a commodity becomes its sole 、 alue， the image of a human subject, 

predominantly created by commodities worn or owned、 becomes the quality or 

individuality of his or her self. Like commodities on display and with commodities 00 

them、 individuals perform their social identity. Following Jean Baudrillard's definition of 

"αtizen of consumer society, "3 Bowlby contends that the citizen's identity 
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depends OIl the aα}uisition of appr，叩riate objccts: appropriate fOf the time (the s閏son of fashioll) 

and for the image which sfhe is to projecl via the nuances of cod由 in dr的;s and pos這essions..all the 

appurtenances of a 'life~ 句/le' that can be recognized by other members of the society , (28) 

Individuals' identity Îs bestowed as images and lifestyles by the appropriate 

appearance of the commodities owned. Identity is c1 0sely linked to both the commod前y

and acting since it has to be put on, "enacted as an extemal appendage, owned as a 

prope前y nominally apa前 from the bodily self' (Bowlby 28). For Bowlby, "the shopping 

window smashes the traditional iIIusion that there is a meaningful distinction in modem 

society between illusion and reali旬， fact an吐 fantasy， fake and ge凹nu叫me Ima睹且e凹s of s扭el廿f'+ 

(34吋). Car叮rn拇e'旭su叩n吋lde軒rs泣ta叩n吋d副1呵r

s阻am耐e a阻sH恥ur叫s“tw附。∞。吋d's vie帥wofh協1悠ss叩oc口耐1旭划a訓1 s啦t旭an咄d副m苟ga臼s an (im紅m叫n吋l)p伊。s釗sm臼m略3璋g rna叩na且研e叮r. The fonner 

is no more genuine a notlon ofselfthan the latter , One hinges on money, the other on 

actmg可 but both are real. Both rely on the subject's image constructed by commodities, 

gestures, and other appearances. Social identìty and commodity alìke a問 visual signs at 

play in the semiotics of modern life. What mat出凹的 their signifìcation instead of any 

essentìal truth they represent 

There is indeed no meaningful distinction between fake and genuine images of self, 

as Bowlby correctJy points out. But the notion of identity as performative emphas凹的

that there is an enormous di叮erence between effective and ineffective identities. It is one 

thing to maintain that life itself Îs dominated by ìmages and signs; it is another to assert 

that in all circumstances these signs will be equally effective and real. Hurstwoo位 IS an 

irnposing rnanager in Chicago. When he comes to New York, the first thing the narrator 

poînts out about him is that he has become "nothinι" despîte the same appearance and 

confidence in h的 same identity (214) 

Al though Dreiser stresses the absence of the line between the theater 凹凸 !ife in the 

society where appearance and real:ty me:-ge、 he neverthe!ess mak: es it unrnistakable that 
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society alone determines which appearances are real and effective. Dreiser's association 

of performance and the commodity in the construction of identity therefore is generate甚

less by an observation on the power of images than an insight into the social force th剖

wields this power. The commodity and acting in Sister Carrie therefore do not represent 

two incompatible worlds in terms of social identity. In fact they share the same social 

process in their constitution of an individual's identity 

Commodities are material things; however, it is their abstract value prc 主 uced by 

human beings' social relation rather than their material qualities that rnakes them the 

commodities they are , The importance ofthis social aspect of commodities is repeatedly 

emphasized in Marx's analysis of the commodity's exchange-value in Capital. He wntes 

可et us remember that 叩mmoditi目 poss目5 an objective character as values only in 50 far 

as they are alì expre目的ns of an identical social substance, human labour可出at their 

objective character as values is therefore purely social" {l 38-3月 Marx furtheτfinds 

language a good metaphor and analogy to describe the fetishized commodity 

Valuc. thCfcforc. docs 1l0t ha、 e its descrìptioll branded 011 its forehead; it ralher transforms 品'ery

prodl叫 of labour into a social hicroglyphic , Later on, mcn try to dcciphcr the hieroglyphic, to get 

bchind thc sccrcl of tllcir own sodal product: fOf the characteristic which objects of utility have of 

being values is as much men's sodal producl as is their languagc. (167; my cmphasis) 

By describin且 the commodity as a "socia! hieroglyphi丸 11 Marx points to its ex叫ence as 

lan直uage. It is a sign and functions semiotical旬， just like language or any other 50臼al

sign system. The va\ue a commodity signifies as a sign is produced through social 

processes and is theτefore a social product as language is 

The social proce且es that give commodities value are the same processes that 

bestow on Hurstwood's name and acting the socia! power they c肛門 in Chicago 

Hurstwood's social identity is unquestionably an influential one as demonstrated by his 

capacity to literally transform a company lodge's 扣nd-raising Înto a formal social 
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gathering for the local upper classes. Through Drouet's encouragement, Carrie has her 

theatrical debut in the Elksl arnateur production of Daly1s Under the Gα's/ight. lt would 

definitely have been an obscure event for the company to get some fumiture for its 

lodge, had Hurstwood not determined to turn it into "a dress-suit a叮àir" for his new 

love , On the night of the production、 the novel skillfully juxtaposes Carrie's stage 

performance and Hurstwood's perrormance among rus peers in the reception hall of the 

theater, Hailing a guest here and patting a friend there, Hurstwood's social perfoπnance

-his "shrewdness," "assumption of dignity," and "intuitive tact in han刮ing people"--is as 

spectacular as Carrie's theatrical per罰。 rmance on stage (29). His identity in the local 

society is reconfirmed to be above them in the social process 

Althot:gh the novel shows plainly that Hurstwood's identity, his "standing among the 

Elks," generates the social reality of the nig1述. it nevertheless underlines theatricality by 

calìing the social arena in which he shined like a "iight" his "little theater" (1 31). The 

stress on performativity in Hurstwood's social identity does not call the reader's attention 

to its superfiαali旬， falsi旬， or illusion. 00 the cootra句， it highlights the social processes 

that rnake acted identity perform concrete effects in the society. The fact that 

Hurstwood has n的 control over the mooey in ei出er the store or his house is commonly 

taken to indicate the powerle臼ness concealed behind his social perforrnance. This 

ep的。de nevertheless clearly illustrates that Hurstwood's performance as an imposing 

manager among the EU悍的 ')oci (l.l pow軒， as effectlve ?ln.d substantial as having "a mine of 

influence and soIi吐白nancial prosperity" (1 2月

Phr晶晶 süch as "a s01泣， substantial air" used to describe Hurstwood therefore 

paradoxicaliy underline the cmαal role society plays in determining identity's efficacy. A 

person's acting or name can be as soIid and concrete as money or other commodity fo口n

because the latter is a social s喀n just like the former , The title, "The Use of A Name,!I 

given to the chapter in which Hurstwood is introduced, does not diminish the 
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substantiality of his social identity. It reinforces the concrete power of the name he 

ca巾的 (32)

To drive the point home, Carrie's stage performance as Laura in Daly's Utu1er the 

Gaslight is skillfully juxtaposed with Hurstwood's iittle socia! theater in the reception 

hall The melodramatic world Laura is in has almost nothing in comrnon with the one in 

which Carrie finds herself, except in the scenes in which the former is a temporary social 

outcast as Carrie has recently been during her job-hunting. As the chapter title !t An Hour 

in Elf1and" correctly describes、 Carrie's stage identity as the noble Laura is as illusory and 

ephemeral as a short dream or faüy tale. The reader knows, as do Drouet and 

Hurstwood, that Carrie、 though attractive, by no means come5 close 10 the ideal heroine 

in this extremely sentimental play 

IfHurstwood's identity 5hou1西 be understood as fa!se and insubstantial because 1t is 

acted ou1 through his manner and a5SU血ption of impo此ance、 Carrie's impersonation as 

Laura is all the more 50 since it is performed on stage in a theater. However, the space 

that separates the stage from • real" life disappears when the audíence takes Carrie• s 

perfonned identity to be her essentia1 value. Her performance attracts the audience's 

attention soon after her ne押ous and para1yzed first appearance. She portrays the 

bitterness in Laura's situa1ion when expelled by society so well that her two lovers begin 

to see her in a new light. The sentimentality of the p1ay ar吋 the sumptuous settings 

further in叮ease her value in her 1overs' eyes 

80th Hllrstwood and Drollct vic叭fcd her pretty figure with rislng feellngs. The fact that such ability 

should rcvcal itself in her, that thcy should see it sct forth under such ejJective circumstances, 

framed ahnost in massy gold and shoIle upon by the appropriale lights of sentimenl and 

personality, heightened her charm for thc lTI. She 、開s morc than the old Carrie to Drouet. (137; 

myαllphasis) 
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When Carrie finishes Laura's final sol i1oquy about sentimentaJ Jove and sac刮目， she 

is lìterally transforrned from "a simple maid" to Laura, "The Belle of Society't (128). Her 

theatrical performance is not just a performance, precisely as Hurstwood's name is not 

just a narne or the settings just "paraphernatia of disguise; 11 they become value and 

produce concrete effect when accepted as valuable. After Carrie's performance, Drouet 

resolves that he wÎll marry her by thinking，可y George! She was worth it" (139) 

Similar1y, Hurstwood determines to get her regardless of the price he will have to pay 

A1though her identity as the belle 的 only a performed one wÎth the help of make-up , 

fictional plot , and the la叫sh settings of massy gold , as long as 泌的 effective ， it is real in 

the sense that her social relation v引th Drouet has changed--"She was realizing now what 

it was to be petted. For once she was the admired, the sought-for. The independence of 

success now made its first faint showing , With the table turned , she was looking down , 

rather than up, to her lover" (1 41). Her performance on stage has made her the belle 

above her lover off stage 

m 

In rel酷的n to social identity, acting and the commodity are in no way oppose甚 to

each other as 口1usion and ttrcality. t, Ob;ectivc rea曰ty is irrelcvant to thc functÎon of 

identity in the commodified society Dreiser represents. As Hurstwood's socia! 

performance and Carrie溢血ge perfonnance iHustrate, the pivotal question regarding a 

soc凶 su句ect's ident句 is not whether 泌的 real or performed, sin臼 in the final analysis al1 

identities are pe晶。 rrna;lce of social signs. Carrie's identity shames her because, other 

than reporting her state、 it situates her qualitatively în the relation between rich and poor 

and 出ctates how she is to be received. Similarly Hurstwood's icientity is imposing 

because it d白了lands appτopnateτespect frcm others in his society 
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There is no abstra囚 diíference among identities individuals perform on or off stage, 

through wealth or acting. Society, as welJ as its c1ass division, consumerism, and 

m的eriaiism， provide certain identities with power. C缸rie's success an廿 Hurstwood's

downfall result from her intuitive knowledge of identity's perfonnativity and his 

ignorance of it. They are both true citizens of commodifie往 SOCle旬， equally immersed in 

血Ise consciousness and fetishized value. Whìle Carrie gradually learns to play the game 

of identity-performance a吋 gams pow缸， Hurstwood, on the other hand, loses power 

and falls from hîs social status because he fails to perform the roJes hîs identity 

prescribes , By juxtaposing Carrie and Hurstwoo 已 's different pe吋ormance as well as its 

different effec站， Sister Carrie provides two important insights Înto social identi句"

performativity. First, it shows that performance of identity is actually part of an 

ir,dividuaVs social life , Since identity is already 出scursively performed in so血ety as 

ideological interpellat的n， each individual wiU always be pe的orming one identity or 

another. Second旬， how well an identity is performed by an individual may significant1y 

affect his or her social and materiallife 

A1though per罰。 rmance of identity--such as proper dresses、 gestures. speeches, etc.-

may merely be a matter of social decorum or a show 晶。 r vam旬， both Carrie and 

Hurstwoc吐出pe吋 on their excellent pe巾rmance on and off stage to support their 

material needs , The noveJ 's structural comparison of Carrie's successful social climbing 

and Hurstwood's degeneration therefore gives a c1ear picture of the different aspects of 

how identity can be performed in such a 、Nay as to elevate or degrade one's social 

standing and material condition. As Carrie and Hurstwood's different social careers 

demonstrate, successful performance of social identity involves not only proper acting 

but correct ur吐erstanding of the power reJat凹的 that constitute different identities and 

one's position among them. AlI requires attentive watching and imitating others' 

performances on and offstage and reading about the "social stage" one performs in 
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Probably due to her recurrent image in the rocking cha汀， Carrie has been commonly 

associated with an unrealistiç girl of sentimentallon且ings. However, unsatisfied with her 

iow identity and pushed by her economic need, Carrie undertakes active pursuit of her 

desires. Her two m勾or desires--to own and to imitate--may reveal her vanity and 

"passivity of 50ul which is always the m盯or of the active world" (1 17); they do not 

make her a dreamer or an idler isolated from the worl社 outside. Her desire to own more 

commodities and her constant imitation of pretty women on the street and well-dressed 

actresses or. stage irnply an intuitive understanding that her identity is defined by nothing 

other than what she puts on and what she acts out 

Although Carrie's desires are sentimental , they are by no means unrealistic. She 

always keeps in mind her social position even in her most sentimenta! longings. This 

realistic part of Carrie is emphasized through her awareness of the "power" of both the 

commodity and per晶。rmance in the society she lives in. She learns q山ckly that the sexual 

value expressed through her appearance 剖tracts Drouet's attention and produces 

material support for her living. The first tìme she puts 00 the pretty outfit Drouet buys 

her, she finds herself attractive: "she [catches] her litt1e red lip with her teeth and {feels) 

her first thrill of powerfi (58). When Drouet's seemingly moralistic reprimand of Canie's 

dressing herself before the mirror、?↑1 be!ieve you're getting vai丸" is followed by his 

admiration, "Wel1、 you're mighty pretty. . 1'11 take you to the show“ (81)、成 is hard for 

Carrie not to see that to be vain is to increase her sexual value an通 to be socially 

rewarded. Similarly t Ì1e motivation beh江西 Carrie's imitating those women whom Drouet 

admires is to satisfy h!s taste , taken a5 a public 5tand叫， 50 as to secure her rela.剖11馴 w此

hi凹m丸、 η O囚t so much em>O前t，叮。 na旭a剖I a站s ma位te軒叩n也凶a叫l 

Carrie's cr阻e for the theater, to a great extent, is motivated by her disatisfaction 

with her social situation. Although melodramas depict a life far removed 仕om her own, 

they are real to her because their image of wealth is in no way different from that of 

society. The sentimental plays Carrie watches, instead of taking her away from the real 
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world, always remind her of her material si抽酷的n. To be more specific, Carrie is rnoved 

by the sentimental illusion of improbable or impossible love on stage not so much 

because oflove but because of its ideal material conditions 

Such bon-mots are e、ler enticîng to those who have all thór days longcd for such material 

叫rrounding aI:d have nevcr had them gratificd. They ha\'巳 the charm of sho\\"ing 血ffcring undcr 

ideal condit叩lIS. Who would 1101 suffer arnid perfumed t"pestrics. cushioned furniiure. and ti叩ricd

servants? Griefunder such cirα!mstances t目 mn目 an cnticing thing , (228ιmyαnphasis) 

For instance、 after watching A Gold Mine în New York、 Carrie finds scenes of 

richness an吐 finery surround her on Broa吐way， iike those she has just watched in the 

play. Elegant women buying flowe阻 candy， and jewel可 with 50 careless a manner show 

her what life should really be like , Her own poor life becomes unreal contrasted to their 

ease ， luxu叮， and endless pleasure. What she sees in theater and in Broadway is a 出eply

felt lesson that she "ha[ s) not lived 、 could not lay claim to having lived, until sorne t.hing 

ofthis ha[s] come into h叮 own life" (229) 

Carrìe!s successful performance in Under the Gaslight also begins wÎth a senttmental 

but socially conspicuous moment which vìvidly captures her recent experience m 

Chicago a5 an outcast. When Lama's supposedly low birth was discovered and she was 

expelled from the high bourgeois society represented by Mrs. Van Dam, her nancee Ray 

comments, "Have you ever heard of the Siberian Wolves? When one of the pack falls 

through weakness, the others devour him. It is not an elegant comparison, but there is 

something wolfish in 50αety" (134). The bitterness of the situation and the feelings of 

the outca5t are keenly experienced by Carrie , Haτdly hearing anything more, "save her 

own rurnbling blood," Carrie is not so much consciously acting as unconsciously 

reexperiencing the days of her job-hunting in Chicago through the melodramatic play she 

performs in 
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Carrie's attitude toward the theater as ';no illus1on" is a correct perception of the 

per古ormativity of identity in a society fixated on appearance. Canie is not 50 vain and 

deluded as 5he seems in her attitude toward the theater "which has been synonymous 

with illusion since the beginning of Western cu1ture" (Petrey 107) , She ha5 very good 

reason to see the theater as reality since her performance of Laura leads her to be petted 

as The BeHe of Society. The fact that she quickly adopts the condescending role her new 

identity aHows her toward Drouet shows her understanding of identity as constantly 

created through social interaction 

acknowledgment of power" (117) 

For Carrie, to act on stage is to 沌。mpel

As stage performances convey power when 

acknowledged by the audien凹， performed identities become real when accepted by 

social groups 

1n this sense, Carrie's perception of identity is similar to her "popular understandiogH 

。f money as "something everybody else has and 1 must get" (48). The true significance 

of rnoney, as the naτrator comments、 shoul吐 be seen as the value of "honestly stored 

energy" (48) or what Marx calls "the equivalent form 可 To Carrie's reifi吋 mind ，

however, money is so fetishized that it becomes lI power in itself' (48). Even its 

physicali句， irrelevant to its being value according to Ma間， appeares to Carrie as pa吋 of

this power. The two ten-doilar bilis Drouet gives her have the magic power of rnaking 

her feel "immensely better off for the having of them" (48). As the narrator ind時刮目哥

even if Carrie were to be cast away on a desert is]ao吐 with a bundle ofmoney, she would 

have no conception of ìts relative value. She would rather be coηcerned about "the pìty 

of having so much power and 廿le inability to llse it" (4ηNot unlike her failing to see 

that the theater is made up of "paraphernalia of disguise," Carrie Îs in the naηator's 

opinion deluded not to see that money will become a stack of useless paper GutsÎde the 

social cootext which bestows it with va\ue , Neverthe\ess, having 00 means or inclination 

to imagine herself outside the social worl止 Carrie is not deceived at all to regard money 

as power in itself. 
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Contrary to thεcommon 、 icw :hat ca !1 s Carric a dre，ml~r， :t 15 Hurstwood who is 

immcrsed in iHllSions in ::ùster CUf'rie He íìrst falls into a sentimcntal infatuation wïth 

Carrie and neglects the performaηces essentiaJ for his social 5tatus ir. Chicago. Later in 

Ncw York、 he indulges himself in unproductive newspaper-reading and memOl;es of the 

past so pathetical1y that he gra吐ually exclu且es bimself from socicty. Although 

H.u凶twood's miserablc life ìn hïs unemployed and homclcss period rcveals capitalism's 

gcneral indifTerence w individual sufferings, it is also oovious that ever since his a自'atr

with Carrie he has lost 1附 own 油ility to perforíTI su間的sfd;y in s叫iety

τne compaγlson aηd contrast betwcen Carrïe and Hurstwood is sustained 

throu且hout 盯可fer ('，αrm: \月v'hilc Carrie always sces hcr current scαal situation ln 

theatrical :enns, H叫“wood ~s so enchanted by his aftÞ.ir with Carrie that be gra吐ually

loses his sense of the 只OC!a] wo r1d he lîves in_ Hurstwood is aware that , haviηg no 

fortune Îi1 hîs hand_ his social st臼lding depen吐 S on his society's recogniÚoTl, He also 

knows tbat scandals would immediateiy ciestγoy h:s name and social r、rest 呂e--"A man, to 

Í1o!d his position, must have a dignified manner. a clean n:cord, a 自己spectable home 

aηchorage ， Therefore he \vas cirn:.m碎 ect in all he did He knew the need of it" 

(66). This need of dfcumspection , ho帆句V前， ~s soon neglectεd as Hurstwoc述的吐ra"品

more and more to Carrie and becomcs convinced that the sentimental love portrayed in 

rnelodrama can be found in hcr. He ÏJecomes indifferent to his family life, the 凹的的ility

of which will atfcct his cmployment immediately; "the complcte ignoring by I--brstwood 

ofhis own homc [comcs] with thc 已rovvth ofhis affc山 on for Carrie" (103) 

1n the no、它j's detaiJed descr:pt!on of the production of l Jnder the GasliRht, 

Hurstwood , 1ike Carrie, secs the thcater as \vithout illusion. While Carrie 的 repeatmg a 

sentimental cliche on stage--"lt is a sad thing to want for happiness, but it is a terrib~e 

thing to see anoth巳r groping abollt blindly for it、 whcn it is almost within the 且rasp"一he
j 

takcs it as Carric's personal addrcss to him 
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He could almost fee! that she was talking to him. He was by a combination of fcelings 個d

entanglcmcI肘， almost deludeá by that quality of voice and manner which, Iike a palhctic strain of 

music, seems evcr a personal and intimate thing. Pathos has th的 quality ， that lt seems ever 

addres冶ed to one alone. (137) 

The di叮erence between Carrie and Hurstwood is that she sees the materialistic 

aspect of melodrama and reflects upon her social situation, whereas he induIges in its 

pathos and is carr~ed away from his immediate social environment 

Before the end of the melodrama, Canie recites a most sentimental passage, "Let the 

woman you look upon be wise or vain、 beautiful or home旬， rich or poor, she has but one 

thing she can really give or refu閩南er heart," and the punch line: "Her beauty, her w泣，

her accomplishm凹的， she may sell to you; but her love is the treasure without mon巳yan品

without price" (1 39). In the commodified so目前y in which the wor缸 UI have a mi l1ion in 

my own right" are equivalent to "1 love you" (333) and a love relationship like that of 

Carrie、 Drouet， and Hurstwood is no more than deceits, intrigues, and egocentnc 

behaviors, nothing can be more illusory and false than Laura's sentimental pl胡

Hurstwood neve l1heless "suffer[s] this as a personal appeal" (1 39). His delusion is 

absolute. While A Gold Mìne heJps clinch Carrie's "convictions concerning her state" 

(229), the sentimentality of Under the Gaslight takes Hurstwood's min西 completely out 

of his sociallife 

He forgcl thc 叫cd of circum叩ectness which his marricd state enforced. He almost forgot that he 

had 、，yith him in the box those who knew hirn. By the Lord he would have that lovely girl if it took his 

all. . .. He cursε~d the l11Ck tha! could keep him smilinιbowing、 shamming、 when hεwanted to tell her 

that he loved her , when he \....anlcd 10 whisper to her alonc. He gro祖ed as he saw that h的 húpe was 

futile. Hc must cv叩 take her 10 supper, shamming. (140) 

In other words, Hurstwood forgets that shammin草， which he detests so much now, 

的 how he makes a living as an imposing manager 
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Hurstwood's neglect of the exacting society is a!so his neglect of identity1s 

performativity. He has been the master in his house until he has a fight with his wife 

after she discovers his affair with Carrie. Given that ail his property is u吋er his 叫起's

name, Hurstwood's mastery in the famiJy is in fact granted to hirn by his wife. He is 

ignorant of the fact that his rnaste旬的 effective only when his wife wi lHngly accep但 the

trad加onal power relation defined by gender in patriarchal society. In his anger可

Hurstwood says to h軒， HAs iong 剖 1 am in the house 1 am the rnaster of仕" (159) , as 

though identity were something tirr而 less and innate. When his wife displays her power 

by reminding him of her legai posltion、 he becomes like a l+vessel, powerful and 

dangerous, but roEing and floundering without sail" (1 60). The image of a sailing boat 

here captures the crucial role of the soóal force tnat provìdes identity with its effective 

power. W;thout the suppo口 of law and his wife's recognition、 Hurstwood's pompous 

words cannot per罰。rm any better than a vessel without sails Of wind. 1t is his wife's final 

statement, "1'11 find out what my ri且hts are," instead ofhis, that "ha[s] its e宙間t" (160) 

The differe泊ce between Carrie's constant concern for her social sìtuation and 

Hurstwood's neglect of it leads to their ve旬出fferent attitudes facing crisis in their lives 

The novel skillfully juxtaposes Hurstwood's break with his wife and Carrie's with Drou.et 

They now face the same future , losing their shelter and financial source of living 

Without Drouees s泣pport、 Carrie feels at once "the threat of the world 0叫剖吐e、 in which 

she had failed once before" (1 66). She understands pe仇ct!y that "actton~-imrr吋他te

action ~~[is] imperative" and she must look for work (180) Her desire for the ideal love 

and gilded settings in melodrama 且oes not make her forget that, in her own words, "1 

need to make a livin臣" (183) 

Hurstwood , on the other hand, Îs blind to this sirnple but crucial fact in his 

sentimental obsession with Carrie , Although he thinks about his situation after hÌs 

quarrel with his wi缸， his mind is soon occupied by Carrie. "Through all this thoughts of 

Carrie f1 ashed upon him可 and the approaching affair of Saturday. Tangled as all his 
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matters are、 he [does] not wony over that 11 (1 7月 He òoes not take care of the prob1em 

between him and his wife. Naively he imagines that as long as he can secure Carrie's 

love for hi:n, his problem will disappear just as happy en副ngs a!ways come at the end of 

melodrarnatic love stories. After receiving the letter from Carrie he has been waiting for, 

Hurstwood forgets the letter from McGregor, James and Hey, his wife's attorneys, and 

出ink if"he could only have Carrie, perhaps he could get out ofthe whole entanglement-

perhaps it would not mattertt (1 87) 

The celebrated Naturalistic force that c10ses the safe in Hurstwood's office while he 

has the money in his hand therefore merely forces him to take a radical solution to the 

social problem he is already facing , It impells him to leave the society from which his 

sentirnental illusions and inaction have already exclude吐 him. Leaving Chicago with 

limited money、 Hurstwood leaves both a cornfortable life and the social status he once 

enjoyed. In New York he tums from an imposing manager to "nothin臣" N ot realizing 

that identity changes as one's social re1 ations are altered, Hurstwood's downfall 的

inevitable 

Hurstwood's rnentality is highlighted throughout the latter part of the novel by the 

narrator's ins:stence on using his former title "the manager!! 軒'+the ex-manager!! (302) 

When looking for a job after the c10sing ofthe sa100n he investes in、 Hurstwood is taken 

to be better off than he is because of his fine appearance. It gives him pain, however, not 

because it hindered his search for a job, but because he is "ashamed to belie his 

app且rance by incongruous appeals" (251). The same appearance had brought him 

adrniration and τespect in Chicago, yet it can not find him a job in New York 

It is not mere!y his vanity that makes Hurstwood choose the ineffective identity his 

appearance shows, instead of appropriate appeals that rr.ight help get him work and 

income. Another factor is his blindness to identity's pe的ormativity. Hurstwood firmly 

believes that he is still the same manager and that his new work should not compromise 

his high social status. Althσugh he knows that he might easily be employed as a 
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bartender, he refùses even to consider :t as a possibility. His disgust for such a low 

position is vividly captured in the na叮ato內 free in出rect 副scourse of his thought-

"Bartender--he the ex-manag叮;It (252). Hurstwood• s sentimentalism expels him from 

the social world in Chicago; his ignorance of his identity's inefficacy costs him the 

opportunity of securíng a job in New York 

Hurstwood's downfall is doomed, for he does not only re臼se to perform his new 

social identity as a .iob-seeker but he gra血泊lIy stops pe吋orming any respectable social 

role at aJ 1. As the mar、 ager of the saloon in New York、 he already re、 eaJs his impetus to 

perform as he did in Chicago--"Slowly, exceedingly slowly、 his desire to greet, conciliate, 

and make at home [the] people who visited t.he Warren Street place passed from him" 

(241). Soon he begins to avoid social contacts and dream about his past performances 

instead. The scene in the hotel lobby where he used to stay for the a缸ernoon during his 

search for a job presents a sharp contrast with the scene in the theater lobby in Chicago 

"WeH~dressed guests moving to and fro over the thick carpets carried him back to the 

old days. A young lady, a guest ofthe h叫15巴， playìng a piano in an alcove please廿 him

He sat there reading" (268) 

H山 stwood's newspaper-readin皂， however, is not an active engagement with the 

socia! world in order to perform a better identity. He reads for "the re!ief from walking 

and thinking" about the world outside his comfort的le apartment (252) , In other words, 

he reads the paper as drinking "Lethean waters" (252). The difficulties in life vanish io 

the items he avidly reads. Gradually Hurstwood does not even pay attention to the 

immediate 叩cial world in his own apartment--and soon loses Carrie, who provides for 

his material needs (256). In no time、 Hurstwood becomes one of 1he cJ ass that owns 

least and rt:quires least performance--the homeless beggar. Unable to perform 

e伍ectively、 he has to rely 0ηothers' charity to survive. Later when Hurstwood gives up 

reading and begins to "close his eyes and dream of the other days" (336)、 he also gives 

up his life 
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If Hurstwood penshes as a result of his inability to perform in society, Carrie 

achieves stardorn and becomes a celebrity through her performances on the stage. Her 

intuition that the theater is wondrous reality is reaffirmed by her success in her theatrical 

debut. When HUTstwood faîls to support her, Carrie is determined to seek a posîtion on 

the stage. Her strong desire to become famous an吐 rich in life is a sharp contrast with 

Hurstwood's pathetic and passive reading and daydreaming of the past. The novel 

depicts vividly this desire on her first day ofwork in the theater 

She 阻w a large, empty , shado\可 play.house Th，、海onder of it awed and delighted her 

Bi，的;ed be its wondrous nαality. How hard shc would try 10 be worthy of it. It was above the 

commoll mass , above idleness , above want, above illsignificance. People came to it in finery and 

carriages 10 sce. It was ever a center of Iight alld mirth. And here she was of it. Oh , if she could 

on1y remain, 1I0w happy w可ould be her days. (280) 

Carrie first finds herselfto be "nothing" in the theater as Hurstwood is in New York 

(283). But unlike him, she is always actively observing in order to perform better. She 

Hnote[s] how poorly some of the women of alleged ability [do]" (283). She carefully 

observes the way her competitors pe品OITn and the audience's expectation 

The novel once again juxtaposes Hurstwoodls bad performance in the strike ar吋

Cafr!e's first big step toward success in a comic opera. Since the company accepts 

anyone who applies for a job, Hurstwoo吐 gets the job as a motorman without any effort 

This job, however, does not give Hurstwood a sense of identity: when asked about his 

identity by the hiring c1erk, Hurstwood answers that he is not a motorman、 he is '*not 

an卅ing" (300). Hurstwood does rehearse and try to perform Has" a professional 

motorman. However, only knowing that the companies would take in any man, 

Hurstwood is aware of 間itner the "change of temperll (306) in the strike nor the effect 

his position as a strikebreaker w il! have on him. Hurstwood, in other words, does not 

know the rules of the stage in which he performs 晶 a strikebreaker. That he is 叫ured，

125 一



Commodity , Performancc , and Social Identity in Theodore Dreiser's Sister Carrie 

therefore, is not surprising, since he even chooses to 啥也ore the reporteò violence he has 

read by sa們n臣、 "you can't go by what the paper say" (299) 

Whi:e H盯stwood's Brooklyn venture was lO an error of ju昌gment" of the socia! 

S圳的on (313), Carrie gets a promotion by courageously interpolating a li帥r

l s叩uc囚ce臼s1\品削llly pr叩oduce扭:5 t出he c叩oml咚c e叮ect she anti帥B閥CI叩pa剖te由5. Ca缸rn口ie's success is not accαiden剖ta叫

a刮tall It i沁s rather her "expe自n峙e印位ce an吋丘 be1iefin heτ叮53d$臼f' whi氾ch make her dann直 (J 14) 

Besides, unlike Hurstwood, who reads newspapers for escaping the so白鹿I world、 Carrie

reads newspaper to better understand the theatrical society, to imÎtate 盯.jd excel~-"She 

longed to be renowned like others, and read with avidity all the ∞mplimentary or critical 

comments made concerning others high in her profession. The showy world in which her 

interest lay completely absorbed her" (322) 

Carrie's experience in ìÎ1e showy wod廿 serves two func!Îons in the llovel in relation 

to social identity's perfonnativity. On the one hand, it is a sto叮 about how she achîves a 

relati、rely high 50αal identity through per五ormance. Since socia! ìdentity is performe止

Caπie's stage career is also her social çareer, her success as an actress in thèater 15 a!so 

the elevation of her identity in society to being a celebrity. On the other hand , the novel 

contrasts her effective performances with Hurstwooàls ine品ective ones. Where CarrÎe 

does best in terms of her reading and performance in the showy world is exactly where 

Hurstwood fails in h~s social world. Carrie successfùlly perfonns her way into stardom 

and wealth, whereas Hurstwoc 吐 reads and dreams his igto insignificance and death 

IV 

Carrie's successful performance inevitably confirms the capitalist ideology of identity 

which commodifies human subjects. But it wil1 be neglecting 由e pot開tial discursive 

power of Dreise內 own performance of identity in Sister Carrie、 if one follows Walter 
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Benn Michaels' view to argue that the novel is an "unabashed and extraordinarily literal 

acceptance of the economy" of capitalism (3月A1though Sister Carrie , as Michaels 

correct1y contends，的 not so much concerned with the scathing pictures of the conditions 

of capitalism, it by no means accepts Ìts economy of excess wholeheartedly. The image 

of the successful Carrie, with one hundred and fifty dollars in hand but not able to think 

of anything particular to do，的 a strong criticism of that economy embodied by Carrie's 

IIpopular understandingt' of money 

It does llot take money !ong 10 m品e plain its impotence, provìding the dcsires are in the realm of 

affection In itself, as a tangible, apparent thing which she could tOllch and look upon, it was a 

divcrting thing for a few days , but this s田Il passed. Hcr hotel bill did not require its use. Hcr 

clothes had for some time bccn wholly satisfactory. Another day or two and she wou!d receive 

another hundred and fifty. (335) 

The narrator's next observation that for Carrie to do better or move higher 

matenalisticaily she rnust have a great deal more may seem to imply Ca口ie's desire. But 

when the noveI ends with her sitting in her rocking chair lonely and dreaming, Carrie is 

no longer longing for more mor.ey、 but for the "change" into serious play, suggested by 

岫臼 (357). What she orîginally desires has now "grown triv咱1 and indifferent" (368) 

It is clear that the lack of meaningful a個ection in capitalist society has made the hotel she 

stays in 00 different from the island, descrtbed earlier. Money is impotent in both 

Money would be worthless for Carrie alone in the island because、 deprived of any social 

relation、 she would not be able to use it. As Carrie no longer has any material need in 

the hotel, she finds her money irnpotent because it cannot satisfY her emotional needs 

The conditions of capitalism do not have to be represented in scathing pictures可 as

19th-century Realist nove1 s tend to do. Through his representation of Carrie and 

Hurstwood's different understandings of identity and their interactions with the social 

wor祠， Dreiser per古orms two ciriticisrns of them. First the conditions of capita!ism are 
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曰:“自由d for the way they constmct soc地1 identity as the value of commodified human 

subjects. It is these conditions that make human relations and identity commodifìed 

Secondly, they are criticized for creating Carriels need: they delude her into desiring and 

possessing more and more by promis~ng her "life's perfect e呵。yment" (335). On the 

margin of the nove1 one a1so finès that these conditions are depicted as to systematically 

produce the deserted dass of the unemployed an吐 homeless Hurstwood eventually joins 

1n both Carrie's success and Hurstwood's dedine、 the presence of social force dominating 

the individual's Iife is unmistakab!eø-successful or failed , they are both loners in capitalist 

sOclety 

The en益!ng of the Double且ay， Page edition, featuring Carrie's loneliness 

unhappiness勻 and discontent、 proves a better version than the new Pennsylval1ia e甜的口，

from the perspect!ve of its criticism of capitalism. By ending with Hurstwood's suicide、

the novel may become more tragic than it was befo間， but not necessarily "infinitely 

richer、 more complex" or "a serious work of art" (as though it was no均可 as the e社itors of 

the new edition claim (579). Sentimental language can express social co吋巾ons as 

conspicuously as traditional realistic prose. The original ending in the Doubleday, Page 

edition highlights a different picture of capitalism's poison and undesirability. It proves 

the dreams of happiness in an economy of excess to be illusory and false. What can be 

more ∞mpelli r.g ， in this regard、 than to have its favorite citizen Carrie可 after a successful 

pursuit of her dreams, end as lonely and alîenated as Hurstwood in his dark boarding 

room? 
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No!es 

Phillip Fisher forcefully argues tll叫 the rocking chair, like the Ferris wheel of the Chicago World's 

Fair of 1893 , "dísplays nonc of the Hncar motion of progress and exploration but rather rising 胡d

falling" which captures the dominant motion in Slster C'arrie (260) 

Unless otherwisc indicated_ the edition of Sister Carrie used is the Norton critical edition_ which is 

based on the 1900 Doub1eday , Page edition , Most of the arguments made in thís chapter wi11 remain 

true for tl1e new Pennsylvania editi凹， except probably that about the intertextuality in relation to 

Augustin Daly's Under the (;aslight. 1 prefer the old edition because of its popularity and tersene咽

According to Baudri1lard, "Chacun se doit d'être 'au courant', et de se recycler annuellement, 

mensuellemenl, saisonnièreme叫你們 ses vêtem叫“ ses objets, sa voitu間的I ne le戶悅 il n'est pas un 

vrai citoyen de la société 由 consommation" (149) 

ln his discussion of the simplest 、 a1ue-relation--"x commodity A 的科'orth y commodity B" 一Man<

refers to the two poles ofthc expression ofvalue as "the relative form" for the former and "the eq 口的ialent

fonn" fOf the latter. According 阻 him social custom makes the specific 問tural fonn of gold into the 

unl\'甘sal equiva1ent foon, which gradually becomes the mon可-form (138-63) 
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