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ABSTRACT
This research aims to analyze gender inequality in Theodore Dreiser's Sister Carrie (1900), focusing on the intersection of social structure and economic inequality. Using a qualitative research method, as outlined by Creswell (2013), this study examines the ways in which gender roles and social class disparities shape the lives and experiences of the novel's central characters. The theoretical framework draws upon Fakih’s (2013) perspective on gender inequality, which highlights the systemic nature of gender-based oppression within social and economic structures. Through a close reading of Sister Carrie, the research explores how Carrie Meeber’s social mobility and relationships are impacted by her gender, as well as how economic systems reinforce her position as a marginalized woman. The analysis reveals the intricate ways in which gender inequality is intertwined with class structures and economic forces, influencing the choices and agency of female characters in a capitalist society. This study contributes to understanding the role of gender and economic inequality in early 20th-century American literature, shedding light on the enduring relevance of these issues in contemporary society.
Keyword: Novel, Gender Inequality, Social Structure.
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CHAPTER I
[bookmark: _Toc194855677]INTRODUCTION
[bookmark: _Toc194855678]1.1 Background of Research
Human language is a complex and diverse phenomenon that does not follow any particular rules. It is constantly evolving, thanks to the work of linguistics researchers who are making new discoveries in this field. Because of its complexity, it is impossible to incorporate all aspects of human language into one single study. (Wardhaugh, 2019) language is defined as "a system of arbitrary vocal sounds used for communication among humans." This definition highlights its symbolic nature and role in interpersonal communication​. This definition of language by Wardhaugh mainly insists on arbitrariness, vocal sounds, humans, and communication. Standard languages involve four core skills: speaking, writing, reading, and listening. Among these, writing holds particular significance, as it enables the clear and effective communication of our thoughts and ideas across different contexts. (Cameron, 2001:17) notes that in applied linguistics over recent decades, language is typically divided into four skills, listening, speaking, reading, and writing, with grammar, vocabulary, and phonology included in this framework. Overall, human language is intricate and refined due to its inherent complexity. In this regard, literature becomes a natural extension of language as both a communicative and artistic tool. Broadly defined, literature refers to aesthetically pleasing works, whether written or spoken, that express ideas, emotions, and values.
Etymologically, the term “literature” derives from the Sanskrit word sastra, which is formed from su meaning “good” or “beautiful” and sastra meaning “book,” “writing,” or “letters.” This origin highlights the intrinsic beauty and purpose of literature to not only document human experience but also to elevate it through imaginative and expressive language. "su" which means good or also beautiful, while from "literature" which means "book, writing or also letters". With etymology, from the second meaning of the word it can be concluded that the meaning of "literature or literature" is a beautiful writing. A more modern perspective sees literature as a vehicle for knowledge and artistic expression. For instance, (Evan Gottlieb, 2022) highlights that "capital L literature" refers to texts of lasting artistic or cultural merit, distinguished by their inventiveness, singular vision, and ability to provide new perspectives for readers​. According to (Sugihastuti, 2007: 81-82), literature serves as a medium for authors to express their ideas and experiences, acting as a bridge to communicate the author's thoughts to the reader. (Al-Ma'ruf, 2009: 1) states that literary works are the outcome of creative contemplation and reflection, inspired by various life phenomena observed in the social environment. Combining these views, literary works can be seen as a medium through which authors present their creative and imaginative ideas in a meaningful and well crafted language that can be appreciated by literature enthusiasts.
A novel is a type of literary work written in a narrative form, containing specific conflicts within the life stories of its characters. A novel is a fictional prose narrative of considerable length and complexity, designed to creatively explore human experiences. While its origins stretch back thousands of years, the novel as a literary form in English is commonly traced to the 18th century. (Nurgiyantoro, 2010: 10) describes novels as fictional works composed of both intrinsic and extrinsic elements. Novels are also defined as prose essays that depict a series of life stories of individuals and their interactions with others, emphasizing the character and nature of the protagonists. According to (Tarigan, 2000: 164), the word "novel" comes from the Latin "novelius," derived from "noveis," meaning new. It is considered new because it emerged later compared to other literary forms such as poetry and drama. Based on these definitions, a novel is a literary work in prose form, representing the creative and imaginative ideas of authors, crafted into written form.
A novel is a fictional prose narrative of considerable length and complexity, designed to creatively explore human experiences. While its origins stretch back thousands of years, the novel as a literary form in English is commonly traced to the 18th century. (Nurgiyantoro, 2010: 10) describes novels as fictional works composed of both intrinsic and extrinsic elements. Novels are also defined as prose essays that depict a series of life stories of individuals and their interactions with others, emphasizing the character and nature of the protagonists. In this moment, researcher chose Theodore Dreiser’s novel named Sister Carrie, In Sister Carrie, Theodore Dreiser delves into the complexities of gender inequality, highlighting the struggles and limitations that women face within a capitalist, patriarchal society. Because the novel Sister Carrie by Theodore Dreiser's contains gender inequality,especially in social structure and economy inequality. The theory according to (Fakih, 2013) was chosen. Fakih defines gender inequality as a system and structure in which either male or female becomes a victim of the system. Inequality against women persists throughout the world. This is because of the patriarchal system, in which the male is the dominant person and the female is the dominated person. The culture based on patriarchy defines this biological based difference, which is the benchmark in limiting rights, control, participation, and limited information. The term "Gender" has been introduced by society to describe the differences between men and women. (Udry, 2008) states that gender is the relationship between biological sex and behavior. From the definition above, we can say that gender refers to men and women's social and cultural roles. As adults, women and men usually take on gender roles as husbands, fathers, wives, and mothers. 
Sister Carrie is a novel by Theodore Dreiser, an American author who became known for his naturalist approach to literature. The book was first published in 1900, though it faced significant resistance at the time due to its controversial themes. Dreiser’s writing, often bold and unflinching, explored the complexities of human desires, ambition, and the realities of society. 
In Sister Carrie, Dreiser tells the story of Carrie Meeber, a young woman from a small, rural town who moves to Chicago in search of a better life. The novel tracks her rise from a poor, uneducated girl to a successful woman who navigates relationships with men in a world that often exploits her vulnerability. Carrie’s story reflects the deep divisions in society between the wealthy elite and the struggling working class and reveals how women, particularly at the time, were often confined to roles dictated by their gender and the social structures around them.
Theodore Dreiser’s Sister Carrie captures the societal shifts of early 20th-century America, marked by industrialization, urban growth, and widening class divisions. Set in Chicago during this transformative period, the novel follows Carrie Meeber as she navigates a world where female opportunity is constrained by rigid gender norms and social expectations. Despite the growing momentum of the women’s rights movement, Carrie’s path to success relies heavily on her relationships with men who offer financial support, reflecting the limited avenues available to women outside of marriage and domesticity. While her rise may appear to embody the American Dream, Dreiser critiques this ideal by illustrating how her achievements are rooted not in merit, but in compromise, manipulation, and dependency highlighting the personal costs and moral ambiguities tied to her pursuit of independence.
The year 1900, when Sister Carrie was published, was a pivotal moment in American history. The country was in the throes of industrial growth, which brought new opportunities and also stark inequalities. At the same time, social reform movements were starting to challenge old ideas about class, gender, and morality. Carrie’s story mirrors the struggles of many women during this time caught between personal ambition and societal expectations, between wanting more from life and dealing with the harsh realities of a system that offers few opportunities for women outside traditional roles.
Dreiser’s novel was controversial not only because of its portrayal of female ambition but also because of its frank treatment of sexuality and moral ambiguity. At a time when American society was more conservative, the depiction of Carrie’s relationships, her manipulation of men for financial gain, and her shifting morality shocked many readers. The book also explored how women in the late 19th century had limited avenues for economic independence, often relying on men for financial support, which mirrored the economic inequalities that Dreiser observed in society. While Dreiser may not have set out to create a polemic against society’s moral standards, Sister Carrie was nonetheless a reflection of the challenges people, especially women, faced as they tried to rise above their circumstances. It exposed the complexities of social mobility, the role of gender in shaping one’s opportunities, and the sacrifices that came with trying to live the “American Dream.”
In the end, Sister Carrie serves as both a social commentary and a poignant narrative about the nature of ambition, morality, and survival. Dreiser’s portrayal of a woman navigating a world dominated by economic and gender inequalities was bold for its time, and the novel remains a powerful reflection of the changing dynamics in society at the turn of the 20th century. Through Carrie’s journey, Dreiser questioned the very ideals of success, revealing how success in a capitalist society often comes at a high personal and moral cost.
By choosing this title, the focus is placed on how Dreiser’s depiction of Carrie’s life exposes the deep rooted gender inequality embedded in social structure and economic inequality. Sister Carrie critiques the limited social roles assigned to women, and the economic dependency they often face in a male-dominated society. Through Carrie’s journey from powerlessness to a form of independence the novel illustrates how women in a rapidly industrializing world were forced to navigate oppressive systems that restricted their autonomy. The story remains a powerful commentary on the intersection of gender and power, revealing the barriers women had to overcome in pursuit of dignity, agency, and self empowerment.
[bookmark: _Toc194855679]1.2 Identification of Problem
The identification of problems in Theodore Dreiser’s Sister Carrie revolves around the theme of gender inequality within social structure and economic inequality. The novel illustrates how Carrie Meeber, as a young woman seeking a better life in Chicago, faces systemic barriers that limit her social and economic mobility due to her gender. In a patriarchal and capitalist society, women are denied the same opportunities as men, forcing Carrie to rely on male figures for financial stability and social advancement. This dependency reflects the broader social norms that position women as subordinate to men, restricting their autonomy and self sufficiency.  
From a social structure, the novel critiques how women are expected to conform to narrow ideals of femininity and respectability, where their value is largely determined by their relationships with men rather than by their personal capabilities. Although Carrie becomes successful as an actress, her journey is shaped by the influence of male figures, suggesting that even female success is often filtered through male approval and desire. This reinforces the idea that women are seen more as objects of admiration than as individuals with agency.
From economic inequality, Sister Carrie focuses on the limited and unstable job prospects available to women, especially those from working class backgrounds. Carrie’s initial experience in low wage factory labor reflects the harsh economic reality faced by many women, who are often excluded from higher paying, male dominated professions. Her eventual success in theater offers a form of escape, but this path is not accessible to most women, and it remains tied to public image and male-controlled industries, rather than true economic independence.
Through these layers of gender inequality, Sister Carrie critiques the structural limitations imposed on women by social structure and economy inequality. Dreiser exposes the harsh realities of a patriarchal society where women’s success is often conditional upon male approval, revealing the intersection of gender, class, and power in shaping women’s lives.
[bookmark: _Toc194855680]1.3 Limitation of Research
In this research, the focus is on the social structure and economic inequality depicted in Sister Carrie. The limitation of this analysis lies in the novel’s portrayal of these aspects primarily through the lens of individual experience rather than a broader critique of systemic forces. While Dreiser effectively illustrates the challenges of urban life, class divisions, and the shifting economic landscape, his focus remains on Carrie Meeber’s personal journey rather than a comprehensive examination of the social structures and economic systems that perpetuate inequality.
The novel captures the realities of industrialization and capitalism, highlighting the instability of employment, the exploitation of the working class, and the precarious financial conditions faced by individuals like Carrie. However, it does not delve deeply into the structural mechanisms that reinforce economic inequality beyond Carrie’s personal experiences. For example, while the novel depicts the ways in which women, especially working class women, are financially dependent on men, it does not fully explore how broader social institutions or policies contribute to the systemic inequality they face.
Ultimately, while Sister Carrie provides a compelling depiction of the intersection of social and economic conditions in an industrializing America, its limitation lies in its individualistic approach. The novel critiques aspects of economic hardship and gender inequality but does not explore the structural causes of these issues in detail. As a result, the research may miss opportunities to analyze the role of social institutions, labor movements, and collective efforts in addressing systemic economic inequality and in shaping the historical context of the novel.
[bookmark: _Toc194855681]1.4 Problem of Research
1. What are the social structure and economic inequality in the Sister Carrie novel?
2. What key ideas of gender inequality does Sister Carrie experience?
[bookmark: _Toc194855682]1.5 Objective of Research
1. To find out what the social structure and economic inequality in Sister Carrie novel.
2. To find out what key ideas of gender inequality Sister Carrie experienced.
[bookmark: _Toc194855683]1.6 Significant of Research
The study of gender inequality in Sister Carrie offers important benefits to both student teachers and the community. For student teachers, it encourages a deeper understanding of how to engage students with literature through a critical, feminist perspective. It equips them to address issues of gender and class in the classroom, fostering discussions that link historical context with modern day concerns about equality. For the community, this research provides a valuable opportunity to reflect on how literature mirrors and influences societal attitudes toward gender and social mobility. It promotes awareness of the historical roots of gender inequality and invites discussions on contemporary issues related to women’s independence and opportunities. Ultimately, this research empowers individuals to critically examine gender dynamics and advocate for greater equality today.
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CHAPTER II
[bookmark: _Toc194855685]REVIEW OF LITERATURE
[bookmark: _Toc194855686]2.1 Literary Work
A literary work is a form of creative expression that communicates ideas, emotions, or messages through written or spoken language. It is primarily designed for reading rather than performance and is legally protected under copyright law to safeguard the creator’s intellectual property. According to Al-Ma'ruf (2009:1), literary works are the result of literary creations through contemplation and reflection after witnessing various phenomena of life in their social environment. As an artistic expression, literature holds a unique and elevated status, capable of reaching autonomy. It plays a crucial role in the mental development of a nation.
Similarly, Sumardjo & Saini (1997:3-4) describe literary works as personal expressions of human experiences, thoughts, emotions, and beliefs, vividly depicted through language to evoke a sense of allure. Literature encompasses a broad spectrum of human expression, ranging from deeply personal reflections to societal critiques. Through literature, individuals explore the complexities of human existence, delving into themes such as love, loss, identity, and societal injustice. Literary works serve as windows into the human psyche, offering readers opportunities for introspection and empathy as they navigate fictional worlds or engage with narratives grounded in reality.
According to Fananie (2000:132), literature serves as a means of expressing human life, encapsulating societal expressions within its realm. Thus, literature acts as a mirror reflecting society’s conditions, deliberately portraying and organizing life’s phenomena into literary works. Furthermore, literature delves into the very fabric of societal phenomena, as it is inherently rooted in reality. Literary works are not merely products of imagination; they are deeply influenced by the realities of society. Through literature, readers gain insights into various aspects of societal dynamics, including culture, politics, and human relationships. Therefore, literature serves as both a reflection and critique of society, offering a deeper understanding of the world.
According to Fananie (2001:6), literature is characterized by its fictitious nature, stemming from spontaneous emotional bursts that encapsulate beauty through linguistic and thematic elements. Moreover, literature holds transformative power, capable of sparking discussions, challenging norms, and inspiring change. By portraying diverse perspectives and experiences, literature encourages readers to question assumptions, broaden their horizons, and cultivate empathy toward others. It serves as a mirror reflecting society’s triumphs and shortcomings, urging critical examination of the world and envisioning possibilities for a better future.
At its broadest, literature is a testament to human creativity and expression through written language. It encompasses a vast array of forms and genres, transcending mere communication to explore artistry, philosophy, and the human condition. Literary works serve as cultural artifacts, offering insights into historical, social, and emotional landscapes. They examine universal themes such as love, morality, identity, and knowledge, whether in epic poems, plays, novels, or experimental prose.
These creative expressions transcend geographical, cultural, and temporal boundaries, forging connections among diverse individuals through shared stories and emotions. Literature serves as a vessel for the collective imagination, reflecting society, offering glimpses into alternate realities, and bridging past and present. The value of literature extends beyond its narrative; it shapes language, influences perceptions, and contributes to human discourse. In essence, literature represents a profound exploration of human existence, illustrating the power of language to enlighten, challenge, and inspire individuals.
In literature, there are some that we hear the most or know about, including novels, short stories, dramas, poetry and prose. In this era, the novel is one of the works that we often encounter because the novel is very different from other literary works, the novel is very focused on holistic traits and focuses on everything in a complex manner and conveys conflict as a whole and often has values. Positive values in it, such as educational values, norms and culture according to (Nurgiyantoro, 2015:11-12) reveal that literally novella means a small new item, and is then interpreted as a short story in prose. 
A novel, on the other hand, is a distinctive subset of literary works. It specifically refers to a lengthy fictional prose narrative that delves into complex plots, well developed characters, and thematic exploration. Novels, divided into chapters, offer a comprehensive narrative experience, often allowing for in depth exploration of characters and themes. While all novels fall under the umbrella of literary works, the broader category of literary works encompasses a diverse array of forms, each with its own unique approach to artistic expression and intellectual engagement.
[bookmark: _Toc194855687]2.2 Definition Novel
A novel is a form of narrative fiction, derived from the Italian word "novella," meaning "short story," and from the Latin "novellus," signifying "new things." The term "novel" is attributed to the genre's relatively recent emergence compared to other literary forms like poetry and drama. A novel is characterized by its prose narrative, typically featuring complex plots, developed characters, and thematic depth. Unlike shorter forms of fiction like short stories or novellas, novels allow for more extensive exploration of ideas, themes, and character development. They often provide readers with immersive experiences, transporting them to different worlds and inviting them to engage with a wide range of human experiences and emotions. Nurgiyantoro (2010:10) suggests that novels are fictional works built by building elements, namely intrinsic elements and extrinsic elements. The novel is also interpreted as a prose shaped essay which contains a series of stories of someone's life with others around him by highlighting the character and nature of the perpetrator. The emergence of the novel as a distinct literary form marked a significant evolution in storytelling. With its ability to capture the complexities of human life and society in greater detail, the novel has become one of the most versatile and enduring forms of artistic expression. From classic literary works to contemporary bestsellers, novels continue to captivate readers and shape cultural discourse, making them an integral part of literary tradition and cultural heritage.
A novel stands as a literary form of unparalleled richness and diversity, representing a profound exploration of the human imagination. At its core, a novel is an extended work of fiction, a narrative prose that unfolds over the course of many pages, offering readers a captivating journey into imaginary worlds or a reflective immersion into the intricacies of the human experience. The structure of a novel is typically organized into chapters, each contributing to the development of a complex and interwoven plot. Characters in novels are more than mere players; they become intricate beings with multifaceted personalities, evolving over the course of the narrative. Themes and ideas are explored in depth, offering readers an opportunity to engage with profound concepts, moral dilemmas, and societal reflections.
In conclusion, the explanation emphasizes the multifaceted nature of influences on literary works, both external and internal. Authors are shaped by their backgrounds, cultural contexts, and the environments in which they create, while the works themselves possess distinct characteristics that contribute to their artistic and structural qualities. This dual perspective, considering both extrinsic and intrinsic elements, provides a comprehensive understanding of the complexities inherent in the creation and analysis of literary works.
[bookmark: _Toc194855688]2.3 Gender Inequality
This study examines how gender inequality is depicted in Theodore Dreiser’s Sister Carrie, with an emphasis on the social structure and economic inequality conditions influencing the lives of female characters. It explores how the societal structures of the late 19th century, particularly economic dependence and limited social mobility, restrict women’s opportunities and reinforce gender based power imbalances.  
The inequality between man and woman is called gender inequality. The social construction created men with much power and being dominated in the relationship with the women. Gender inequality, prevalent in various communities and countries, manifests in the perception that women occupy a different status and role than men. According to Lorber (2001, p. 9), "Gender inequality is built into the structure of the gendered social order  because  the  two  statuses,  women  and  men,  are  treated  differently  and  have significantly  different  life  chances”. According to Tyson (2006), traditional gender roles depicted men as rational, strong, protective, decisive and women as emotional, weak, nurturing, and submissive. What is stated above shows that women are placed in a powerless position. The differences make the inequality in gender, especially for women. The term "Gender" has been introduced by society to describe the differences between men and women. Udry (2008) states that gender is the relationship between biological sex and behavior. From the definition above, we can say that gender refers to men and women's social and cultural roles. As adults, women and men usually take on gender roles as husbands, fathers, wives, and mothers. In our culture, the man and woman are connected as family starts with marriage, which both have related to social roles. The man will be the husband, and the woman will be the wife. In this relationship, they will affect each other. 
Gender concepts that are socially different have revealed the differences in roles between men and women in their society. The term Gender actually refers to a cultural concept that serves to differentiate the roles, mentalities, and emotions that women and men develop in society. Gender, according to Rokhmansyah (2016), is a trait that is used to identify differences between men and women, which are assessed in terms of culture, social conditions, mentality, emotional, and other non-biological factors. Gender plays an important role in a person's life because it influences the life experiences that person has. In genders, Men and women have their own places and one of the genders is usually treated unfairly. Men are typically more active than women. As a result, most people believe that women are weak. 
Social structure refers to the organized pattern of relationships, institutions, and roles within a society that shape individuals' behavior and opportunities. It dictates how resources, power, and privileges are distributed across different groups, influencing disparities in areas such as wealth, education, and healthcare. According to Anthony Giddens (2006), a prominent sociologist, social structure refers to the "relatively enduring patterns of social arrangements and institutions that shape social behavior." Social structures encompass the various relationships, roles, institutions, and norms that guide individuals' interactions and create a framework within which society operates. It includes family structures, educational systems, labor markets, and political institutions, all of which influence individual behavior and access to resources. Giddens has elaborated on this concept in his works, such as Sociology (6th edition, 2006).
Economic inequality refers to the unequal distribution of income, wealth, or consumption among individuals or groups within a society. According to Thomas Piketty (2014), a leading economist, economic inequality occurs when the distribution of wealth and income among individuals or social groups becomes uneven. In his influential book Capital in the Twenty First Century (2014), Piketty argues that economic inequality is exacerbated by systemic factors such as inheritance, capital accumulation, and policies that favor the wealthy. Economic inequality often leads to disparities in living standards, access to education, healthcare, and overall quality of life, contributing to social and economic stratification.
By engaging in this analysis, the research critiques the social structure and economic inequality embedded in the novel. Situating Sister Carrie within its historical and cultural context, it highlights literature’s role in revealing and challenging oppressive social conditions while providing insight into both past and present gender issues.
[bookmark: _Toc194855689]	2.3.1 Mansour Fakih’s Gender Inequality Theory
	Mansour Fakih's Gender Inequality Theory provides a powerful framework for understanding how gender inequality is not just a personal or isolated issue but a systemic and structural one, ingrained in various aspects of society. Fakih, as a sociologist, analyzes the social, economic, cultural, and political mechanisms that contribute to the creation and maintenance of gender based disparities.
	1. Social Structures and Gender
	Fakih’s concept of social structures refers to the ways society is organized through various institutions, such as the family, education system, labor market, and government. These structures set the stage for how gender roles are defined, allocated, and maintained. 
· Family: The family is often the first site where gender roles are instilled. Boys and girls are socialized differently, with distinct expectations about what behaviors, responsibilities, and ambitions are appropriate for each gender. For example, girls might be encouraged to take on nurturing roles, while boys are encouraged to take leadership roles. These early gendered experiences help shape the trajectory of men’s and women’s lives and careers, reinforcing societal divisions between the genders.
· Education Systems: Education plays a crucial role in reinforcing gender inequalities. While modern education may strive for equality, many systems still perpetuate gender stereotypes by directing boys and girls toward different subjects or career paths. In some cultures, boys are more likely to pursue technical or scientific careers, while girls may be pushed toward caregiving professions or arts and humanities. The unequal treatment of boys and girls in educational settings further limits their opportunities, leading to long term gendered outcomes in the labor market.
· Labor Market: Fakih emphasizes how the labor market is structured to support gendered divisions of labor. Men are typically concentrated in high paying, prestigious, and professional jobs, while women are often funneled into lower wage or undervalued roles, such as domestic work or part-time positions. This division is a key reason why gender inequalities persist. Women’s labor, especially unpaid domestic labor, is often overlooked, while men’s economic contributions are seen as more valuable.
· Government and Legal Systems: Patriarchal structures are often embedded in political and legal systems. Laws may discriminate against women in areas such as property rights, inheritance, voting rights, and even reproductive rights. Cultural attitudes about gender roles can influence how laws are created and enforced, further entrenching gender inequality. For example, a legal system that restricts women’s access to property or economic resources can make it harder for women to achieve financial independence.
	By exploring these social structures, Fakih shows how the roles and responsibilities assigned to men and women are not natural or biological but socially constructed and reinforced by these institutional frameworks.
		2. Patriarchy and Control
	Fakih identifies patriarchy as a foundational system that sustains gender inequality. Patriarchy refers to a social system where power, authority, and decision making are predominantly held by men. This system prioritizes male dominance in both private (within families and personal relationships) and public spheres (in workplaces, government, and institutions).
· Cultural Norms: Patriarchal control is reinforced through cultural norms and beliefs. For instance, women are often expected to fulfill nurturing roles, while men are expected to be the providers and protectors. These ingrained beliefs perpetuate gendered divisions of labor and power.
· Socialization Practices: From childhood, individuals are socialized into these roles. Boys and girls are taught what is considered appropriate behavior for their gender, reinforcing the idea that men are inherently suited for leadership and public roles, while women are better suited for domestic and caregiving duties.
· Control over Women’s Autonomy: Patriarchal values limit women’s autonomy in decision making, both within the family and in broader society. This control extends to restricting women’s economic independence, personal choices (such as reproductive rights), and participation in governance or leadership.
	Fakih’s theory points out that patriarchy is not just about individual attitudes or behaviors but about systemic control that enforces male dominance and female subordination, often through cultural, legal, and political means.
		3. Intersectionality
	Fakih's intersectionality approach highlights that gender inequality is not experienced uniformly by all individuals, but is shaped by the intersection of multiple social identities such as class, race, ethnicity, and sexual orientation.
· For example, a white, middle class woman may experience gender inequality differently than a working class woman of color. The privileges that come with race or class can either amplify or mitigate the impacts of gender based discrimination. Therefore, gender inequality cannot be fully understood without considering how these intersecting factors compound or alter its effects.
· Class, Race, and Gender: Intersectionality helps us understand that gender inequality is not simply about being male or female but is also shaped by the ways race, class, and ethnicity influence one's experiences. Women who belong to marginalized racial or ethnic groups often face compounded layers of oppression that white women or men may not experience.
	Fakih’s intersectionality approach urges a deeper understanding of gender inequality by considering the diversity of experiences based on these overlapping social factors.
		4. Power and Economic Inequality
	Fakih argues that economic inequality is a central feature of gender inequality. This focus on economic structures emphasizes how women, particularly in traditional societies, are often relegated to unpaid domestic labor or low wage jobs, while men dominate higher paying and more prestigious roles.
· Gendered Labor Division: Women are often expected to perform unpaid caregiving work, such as raising children and maintaining the household. This unpaid labor is not only undervalued but often invisible in the eyes of society, even though it sustains the entire economy by allowing men to participate in paid work.
· Wage Gaps: When women do work outside the home, they often face a wage gap, being paid less than men for similar jobs. Additionally, women may encounter a glass ceiling in professional careers, where they can’t ascend to top positions or leadership roles due to gendered expectations and biases in the workplace.
· Economic Dependence: Fakih emphasizes that economic dependence on men reinforces power imbalances. Women’s economic dependency limits their personal freedom and control over their own lives. It also places women in a vulnerable position within relationships, making it harder to challenge gender norms or leave abusive situations.
	Fakih’s theory asserts that economic inequality reinforces gendered power imbalances, which keeps women subordinate and dependent on men both in the family and in society.

		5. Cultural and Ideological Factors
	Fakih also focuses on how cultural and ideological factors shape and sustain gender inequality. Cultural narratives, media representations, and traditional beliefs play a key role in maintaining gender stereotypes and inequality.
· Media and Cultural Representations: The way men and women are portrayed in the media whether in films, advertisements, or news often reinforces traditional gender roles. For example, men are often depicted as strong, assertive leaders, while women are shown as passive or supportive figures. These representations influence public perceptions and expectations of gender roles.
· Traditional Beliefs: Many societies hold traditional beliefs about the "natural" roles of men and women. These beliefs often stem from religion, folklore, or historical practices, but they serve to legitimize the existing gender hierarchy and perpetuate gender inequality.
 		6. Reproduction of Gender Inequality
	Fakih’s theory stresses that gender inequality is not just a product of individual behaviors or attitudes, but is systematically reproduced through social institutions and cultural practices.
· Socialization: Gender roles are learned and reinforced from a young age through socialization within families, schools, and communities. Children grow up internalizing gender norms, and these norms shape their future choices, behaviors, and opportunities.
· Institutional Discrimination: Institutions such as education, the workplace, and legal systems often systematically favor men over women, whether through discriminatory policies, biased practices, or unequal access to resources.
	In conclusion, author focus on social structures and economic inequality illustrates that gender inequality in Sister Carrie novel is perpetuated through systems and practices that govern both the public and private spheres. By addressing these structural issues such as the gendered division of labor, unequal access to education, and discriminatory economic practices society can move toward a more equitable distribution of power and resources. Understanding and dismantling these structural barriers is essential for creating lasting social and economic change that benefits everyone, regardless of gender.
[bookmark: _Toc194855690]2.4 Synopsis of Theodore Dreiser’s Sister Carrie
In Sister Carrie, Theodore Dreiser presents a narrative that keenly reflects the social structure and economic inequality of late 19th century America. Carrie Meeber’s journey from a small town girl to a successful actress mirrors the shifting social dynamics of the era, particularly how rigid social structures shaped individuals' opportunities. Initially, Carrie is constrained by the traditional gender roles of her time, relying on men like Drouet and Hurstwood for financial security. In this social structure, women’s autonomy and success are often dictated by their relationships with men, rather than their own abilities or ambitions. The limited opportunities for women reflect a broader societal framework where economic power and social mobility are not equally accessible to all.
Economically, Sister Carrie highlights the stark inequalities that were prevalent in a society undergoing rapid industrialization. Dreiser illustrates the allure and dangers of materialism, where success and happiness are often equated with wealth. However, as Carrie ascends in the theater world, she discovers that material success does not guarantee personal fulfillment. On the other hand, Hurstwood’s downfall exposes the fragile nature of financial stability, emphasizing how easily wealth and status can be lost in a system that rewards consumption and ambition. Through these contrasting experiences, Dreiser paints a clear picture of a society defined by economic inequality, where the promise of upward mobility is often fleeting, and class divisions are entrenched.
Ultimately, Sister Carrie is not just a tale of personal success and failure but a reflection of the social structures and economic inequalities that shaped the era. The novel critiques the ways in which rigid social hierarchies and economic disparity governed individuals' lives, illustrating the harsh realities of social mobility and the challenges faced by those who, like Carrie, sought to transcend their circumstances. Through its exploration of these themes, Dreiser’s work offers a poignant commentary on the relentless pursuit of the American Dream within a deeply unequal society.
[bookmark: _Toc194855691]2.5 Previous Research
GENDER INEQUALITY IN THE NOVEL “DEATH OF AN EX-MINISTER” BY NAWAL EL SAADAWI. Juhana, Nur Qalbi, Sri Arfani. Eralingua: Jurnal Pendidikan Bahasa Asing Dan Sastra 5 (1), 107-119, 2021. This study aims to describe the gender inequality contained in the novel Death ofan Ex-Minister by Nawal el Saadawi using gender theory by Mansour Fakih (2005) whichincludes marginalization, subordination, stereotype, violence, and workload. The methodused was descriptive qualitative. The results showed that there was gender inequality thatwas manifested in four forms: marginalization, subordination, stereotyping, and violence. Marginalization occurs in the form of dismissals by male superiors to female employeeswho were considered to often express opinions that differ from them. Subordination wasindicated by the position of women who were lower than men. Whereas, stereotypingoccurred with the negative attachment of a husband to his wife that because he was theone who gave food he had the right to do anything to his wife. The violence occurred in theform of physical violence by a husband against his wife and sexual violence experienced bya woman who was raped by ten men.
THE BETRAYAL IN THE FILM, MALEFICENT BY ROBERT STROMBERG: FEMINISM APPROACH. Pinka Yani, Ayu Melati Ningsih. PHILOLOGY Journal of English Language and Literature 4 (2), 94-101, 2024. This research aims to find out the types of betrayal and the impact of betrayal committed by Stefan character against Maleficent and Aurora through the Feminism approach. This research uses qualitative method with descriptive approach. The data used is Maleficent 2014 movie by Robert Stomberg. In this research, the analysis is also conducted using Radical Feminism theory to find out how the action reflects the dynamics of patriarchal power and exploitation of women depicted in Maleficent. The results show that the form of betrayal of Stefan consists of 4 types, namely lying, pretending to love, breaking promises, and breaking trust and the impact of betrayal is 6, namely anger, sadness, hatred, depression, irritation, and emotional. This study found that in the context of Betrayal and Feminism in the movie" Maleficent" shows how patriarchal power exploits women and how betrayal impacts women directly.
WOMAN’S BRAVERY AGAINST GENDER INEQUALITY IN DANIELLE STEEL’S NOVEL THE RIGHT TIME. Octavia Putri, Safitri Hariani. Journal of Language 3 (1), 65-72, 2021. This research is to analyze the bravery of a woman in facing gender inequality in Danielle Steel's Novel The Right Time. Alexandra Winslow is a young woman who has a dream to be a crime thriller story writer. During the journey of realizing her dream as a writer, she should be brave to face discrimination from male crime thriller writers and gender inequality from society. This research is completed by the use of descriptive qualitative method. The data are obtained by quoting related quotations from the story of the novel. Then, the data analysis is conducted by classifying the data related to the research problems of this study. The results show that there are three types of bravery done by the main character: bravery to fight against marginalization, abolish stereotype and thwart violence. Winslow's ability to write is not in doubt. Those who know Winslow closely and have read her writings find Winslow's writing to be extraordinary. Thanking to the support of the people around him, Winslow dares to continue her dream of becoming a famous writer even though she has to hide behind the identity of a man.
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CHAPTER III
[bookmark: _Toc194855693]METHODOLOGY
[bookmark: _Toc194855694]3.1 Method of Research
The choice of research methodology plays a critical role in ensuring the credibility, rigor, and reliability of a study. Kerlinger, as cited in Prabhat and Meenu (2015:18), defines research methodology as the systematic arrangement of conditions for the collection and analysis of data, providing a structured approach for uncovering insights. In this research, the source of data is Theodore Dreiser's Sister Carrie, a seminal novel that explores themes of gender inequality namely social structure and economic inequality. This study adopts a qualitative methodology, emphasizing a textual analysis approach to extract and interpret meaningful insights from the narrative. By examining the novel’s depiction of societal dynamics, the methodology seeks to uncover the intricate connections between gender inequality and the structural forces that shape human experiences.
Qualitative research, as outlined by (Creswell, 2014), is an investigative process that focuses on understanding the meanings individuals or groups attribute to social phenomena. This method is particularly suited to the exploration of literary texts, as it enables a deep dive into the social, cultural, and psychological underpinnings of a work. In this study, Fakih's theory on gender inequality, (Fakih, 2013), is employed as the theoretical framework. Fakih defines gender inequality as a system and structure that results in the victimization of either males or females, often perpetuated by a patriarchal system. In patriarchal societies, men are positioned as dominant while women are relegated to subordinate roles. This dominance is justified by a culture that imposes limitations on women’s rights, participation, and access to information, using biological differences as a foundation for these restrictions.
Through the lens of Fakih’s theory, the study delves into the portrayal of patriarchal systems in Sister Carrie and their effects on the female protagonist. It examines how societal norms of the late 19th and early 20th centuries enforced economic dependency on women, limiting their ability to pursue social mobility independently. The novel's depiction of Carrie’s journey from a financially dependent and naive young woman to an independent and successful actress serves as a critique of these gendered power structures. The study also analyzes how male characters, such as Hurstwood and Drouet, embody and enforce the patriarchal system that constrains women’s choices and reinforces gender inequality.
The research employs a descriptive qualitative approach to thoroughly examine and clarify the indicators of gender inequality within the novel. Using Fakih’s framework, the study assesses key aspects of the narrative, such as the relationships between male and female characters, the socioeconomic challenges faced by women, and the cultural expectations imposed on them. This approach reveals the consequences of patriarchal systems on women’s autonomy and highlights the limitations they face in accessing equal opportunities for personal and social advancement.
By adopting this methodological approach, the research not only illuminates the dynamics of gender inequality in Sister Carrie but also contributes to broader discussions on the impact of patriarchy in literature and society. The study aims to provide a deeper understanding of how literary works reflect and critique social norms, offering insights that remain relevant to contemporary analyses of gender and power. This exploration underscores the enduring significance of Dreiser’s work as a vehicle for examining complex societal issues.
[bookmark: _Toc194855695]3.2 Data and Source Data
Data serves as the backbone of any research, encompassing the essential facts or information utilized to address and resolve research inquiries. As articulated by (Arikunto, 2010:129), the source of data in a study refers to the entities or resources from which the researcher can obtain relevant information to fulfill the objectives of their investigation. These data sources are diverse, ranging from libraries housing extensive collections of books, documents, and audio materials to digital resources and academic repositories.
For this study, the primary data is derived from the novel Sister Carrie by Theodore Dreiser. The analysis focuses on exploring themes of gender inequality, particularly as they relate to economic dependency and social mobility. Additionally, supplementary data is gathered from a variety of secondary sources, including academic books, peer reviewed journals, and theses, all of which contribute to the study's theoretical and contextual foundation. These materials are specifically chosen to align with the theoretical framework adopted for the research.
The theoretical underpinning of this study is Fakih’s (2013) theory of gender inequality, Fakih describes gender inequality as a systemic and structural issue where either men or women are marginalized or victimized, often due to entrenched patriarchal norms. Patriarchy perpetuates male dominance in various societal sectors, limiting women’s rights, control, participation, and access to resources such as information and economic opportunities. This framework is particularly relevant to Sister Carrie, a novel that portrays the societal and structural barriers faced by women in their pursuit of independence and mobility.
In this research, the supplementary sources, including books and journal articles discussing Fakih’s theory, serve to deepen the understanding of gender inequality as depicted in Sister Carrie. For instance, these materials help contextualize Carrie's reliance on male characters such as Drouet and Hurstwood and her eventual rise to independence within the broader framework of patriarchal constraints. Journals and theses on similar themes provide additional perspectives, enabling the researcher to draw parallels and contrasts between the novel’s fictional representation and real world issues of gender disparity.
The inclusion of these diverse sources ensures that the analysis is both comprehensive and nuanced. By drawing from Fakih’s theoretical insights and applying them to the context of Sister Carrie, the research critically examines how gender inequality is embedded in economic and social structures. Furthermore, the systematic collection and interpretation of data from both the primary text and supplementary materials ensure the study's validity and reliability, providing a solid foundation for meaningful conclusions and contributions to literary and social discourse.
[bookmark: _Toc194855696]3.3 Technique of Collecting Data
Data collection represents a foundational step in the research process, forming the basis for generating accurate, insightful, and meaningful findings. As described by Riduwan (2010:51), data collection techniques refer to the methods or approaches utilized to gather relevant information systematically. Similarly, Djaman Satori and Aan Komariah (2011:103) characterize data collection as a structured and systematic procedure integral to scientific research, aimed at obtaining essential data. This phase requires meticulous planning and execution to ensure the reliability, validity, and relevance of the data gathered, directly impacting the study's overall quality and credibility.
Effective data collection involves a deliberate approach to gathering information aligned with the research objectives. Researchers often employ various methods, such as surveys, interviews, observations, or document analysis, depending on the study's context and focus. The choice of method is influenced by the research design, ensuring that the data collected is robust and suitable for addressing the research questions. This systematic approach facilitates the generation of accurate and insightful findings, forming the foundation for analysis, interpretation, and conclusions.
In this study, the data were drawn from Theodore Dreiser’s Sister Carrie, focusing on the novel's exploration of gender inequality, economic dependency, and social mobility. The process of data collection adhered to a qualitative methodology, emphasizing a structured and detailed approach to ensure the systematic extraction and organization of relevant textual elements. This process unfolded in several key stages, outlined below:
1. Thorough Reading
The researcher began with an exhaustive reading of Sister Carrie, delving into the narrative to gain a comprehensive understanding of its plot, characters, themes, and social context. This initial step was essential for grasping the intricate dynamics between gender roles, economic constraints, and societal structures depicted in the novel. Through this thorough reading, the researcher identified recurring patterns and critical moments in the text that aligned with the study's objectives.
2. Identification of Relevant Sections
Following the initial reading, the researcher systematically identified and marked sections of the text directly relevant to the research topic. These sections highlighted key moments that showcased economic dependency, particularly Carrie's reliance on male characters such as Drouet and Hurstwood, and her eventual efforts to achieve independence. Similarly, passages illustrating the societal barriers to social mobility, especially those influenced by patriarchal norms, were prioritized. This step ensured that only the most pertinent data were selected for analysis.
3. Compilation Process
Once the relevant sections were identified, the compilation process commenced. This involved extracting specific excerpts from the novel, organizing them chronologically or thematically, and systematically categorizing them based on their relevance to the study’s focus areas. For instance, scenes depicting Carrie’s financial struggles, her dependence on male benefactors, and her eventual rise as a successful actress were grouped together. This meticulous organization allowed for a focused and in-depth analysis of the identified elements.
4. Theoretical Framework Application
In Sister Carrie, gender inequality manifests through interwoven social, political, and economic structures that reinforce patriarchal dominance. Fakih (2013) defines gender inequality as a systemic condition where societal norms and institutions disadvantage one gender, often perpetuating subordination through entrenched power dynamics. This framework is instrumental in analyzing how patriarchal forces constrain female characters, shaping their social status, limiting economic independence, and excluding them from political influence.  
The novel illustrates the rigid expectations imposed on women, confining them to roles centered on dependency and morality. Carrie’s journey underscores the limited agency afforded to women in a society that values them primarily for their beauty and submissiveness rather than their intellect or ambition. The double standard in moral expectations is evident in how women who seek independence, like Carrie, are judged more harshly than men who engage in similar pursuits. Meanwhile, male characters enjoy greater freedom and authority, reinforcing a gendered social hierarchy.    
Fakih’s theory also helps contextualize the economic dependency that restricts women’s mobility. Carrie initially struggles to sustain herself financially, as employment opportunities for women are scarce, low-paying, and exploitative. Her reliance on men like Drouet and Hurstwood reflects a broader economic structure in which women are denied equal access to financial stability. Unlike men, who can navigate economic downturns with greater resilience, women are often forced into exploitative relationships or precarious employment, highlighting the gendered nature of economic hardship.  
The political dimension of gender inequality is subtly woven into the novel’s portrayal of power dynamics. Women in Sister Carrie have little to no influence over political or institutional decisions, mirroring the broader historical reality of their disenfranchisement during the late 19th century. The absence of female autonomy in legal and financial matters further reinforces their vulnerability, as seen in Hurstwood’s manipulation of Carrie. Without legal protections or political representation, women remain subject to male authority, further entrenching their subordinate status.  
Through Fakih’s theoretical framework, Sister Carrie emerges as a critique of the patriarchal structures that sustain gender inequality across social, economic, and political domains. Carrie’s eventual rise in status does not dismantle these systems but rather underscores the challenges women face in navigating a world designed to limit their agency.  
[bookmark: _Toc194855697]3.4 Technique of Analyzing Data
The technique used for analyzing data in this study is qualitative content analysis, a method that focuses on interpreting and evaluating literary texts to uncover deeper meanings, particularly in relation to gender, class, and power structures. This approach is suitable for analyzing Sister Carrie by Theodore Dreiser, which presents complex representations of gender inequality in various aspects of society.
According to Krippendorff (2004), content analysis is a systematic and objective means of describing and quantifying phenomena. In literary studies, it allows researchers to interpret hidden meanings and ideological structures embedded in narratives. Similarly, Mayring (2000) emphasizes that qualitative content analysis involves the categorization of text into thematic codes, enabling researchers to examine patterns and social constructs. The process of analysis in this study includes the following steps:
1. Textual Analysis
A close reading of Sister Carrie is conducted to identify significant passages, character developments, and narrative events that reveal gender based limitations. As suggested by Creswell (2013), qualitative analysis in literary research involves understanding the context, voice, and experiences of characters within the narrative structure. This includes:
· Carrie’s dependence on male figures such as Drouet and Hurstwood
· The societal expectations surrounding women’s roles
· Her employment experiences and economic struggles
2. Thematic Categorization
The textual data is organized into three focused categories:
· Social Gender Inequality: social norms that restrict female autonomy and reinforce patriarchal roles.
· Political Gender Inequality: the lack of political rights and representation for women in the novel.
· Economic Gender Inequality: the limited labor opportunities and economic dependence experienced by women.
This thematic coding process follows Braun & Clarke’s (2006) model of thematic analysis, which involves identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns (themes) within the data.
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CHAPTER IV
[bookmark: _Toc194855699]RESULT AND DISCUSSION
[bookmark: _Toc194855700]4.1 Result
[bookmark: _Toc194855701]Social Structure in Sister Carrie
The social structure in Sister Carrie is divided into several distinct classes, each of which plays a crucial role in shaping the characters’ experiences and decisions. The central themes of ambition, social mobility, and the effects of class on personal relationships are crucial to understanding how the social structure influences the narrative. The characters in the novel attempt to navigate, ascend, or fall within the rigidly defined classes that Dreiser describes.
1. Upper Class (Wealthy Elite):
· Hurstwood: Representing the upper middle class, Hurstwood is a successful manager of a Chicago saloon. Initially wealthy and secure in his position, he epitomizes the aspirations of many men of his time, seeking to maintain his status and comfort through hard work and connections.
· Carrie’s Relationship with Wealth: While not born into wealth, Carrie becomes connected to the upper class through her romantic relationships, particularly with Hurstwood, who introduces her to a more luxurious lifestyle.
2. Middle Class (Aspiring, Ambitious):
· Carrie Meeber: Carrie begins the novel as an innocent, poor girl from a rural background. Upon arriving in Chicago, she enters the working world in low-paying factory jobs. Over the course of the novel, she ascends to a more comfortable life through her beauty and relationships with men. Carrie symbolizes the desire for upward mobility that defined many middle-class aspirations during the era.
· Factory Workers and Working-Class Women: Women like Carrie, who are initially in working-class jobs, experience the structural limitations of their status. Carrie’s transition is an example of how the middle class often had to rely on social connections or romantic liaisons with wealthier men in order to achieve success.
3. Working Class (Poor Laborers):
· Carrie’s Early Life: Carrie’s early life in Chicago reflects the harsh realities of the working class. She works in a factory, enduring long hours and receiving minimal pay. The factory girls in this world are largely invisible and are seen as expendable commodities in the capitalist system.
· Hurstwood’s Decline: Later in the novel, Hurstwood’s descent into poverty highlights the fragility of the working class, even for someone who once belonged to the upper middle class. His fall is a comment on the instability of class in a capitalist society, where wealth and social standing can be fleeting.
4. Gender and Class Intersection:
· Women’s Role in the Social Hierarchy: The novel highlights the gendered dimensions of social structure. Women like Carrie have limited autonomy, and their ability to navigate the class system is often dependent on their relationships with men. Carrie’s rise, though seemingly a story of social mobility, is ultimately about navigating the complex social dynamics of gender and class.
Excerpt from Sister Carrie (Chapter 10)
Here's an excerpt from Chapter 10, where Carrie is beginning to experience the luxuries of the upper class after her romantic relationship with Hurstwood:
“Carrie had come to Chicago with no thought of finding anything beyond what she had left. She had had no dreams, no anticipations. She had worked as a stenographer, but here, now, with the wider horizons opened by her charm, her beauty, and her success, she felt the stirrings of a new ambition an ambition to be something more than a factory girl. She realized that life could be lived on different terms, that wealth and success could be had, that the poor life she had led could be thrown aside.”
In this passage, we see Carrie’s growing awareness of the opportunities that wealth and social connections can offer. She begins to aspire to something greater than the meager existence she had known, influenced by the examples of the upper class around her.
Explanation:
1. Class Mobility: This passage reflects Carrie’s initial movement from the working class to the middle class, and possibly even to the upper class. Dreiser uses her to show how the boundaries between classes can shift for individuals, though those boundaries are often rigid for the majority of people. Her rise is not a direct result of hard work or merit, but rather the result of opportunistic relationships, particularly with wealthy men like Hurstwood. This suggests that the American Dream of upward mobility is often more about luck, beauty, or connection than pure effort or skill.
2. Economic Opportunity and Gender: Carrie’s ambition and growing awareness of wealth also illustrate the limited economic opportunities for women in her social class. While men like Hurstwood can move up and down the class ladder based on business acumen or luck, women like Carrie are restricted by their beauty, charm, and the men they associate with. Dreiser critiques the social structure that forces women to rely on relationships with powerful men for their upward mobility.
3. The Illusion of Social Mobility: While Carrie’s rise in social status may appear to be a story of success, Dreiser casts doubt on whether true social mobility is possible. Carrie’s success is built on external factors that are beyond her control her appearance, the men she associates with, and her willingness to abandon her morals. Through this, Dreiser questions whether the American Dream is truly accessible to all or if it’s reserved for a select few.
Chapter and Page Citation:
The excerpt is taken from Chapter 10, a pivotal chapter where Carrie begins to change her perceptions of wealth and social status. Since page numbers vary between editions, you can refer to this section in Chapter 10 of most printed versions, or you can find the same themes repeated in the chapters that deal with Carrie’s rising fortunes and romantic entanglements.
Conclusion:
In Sister Carrie, Dreiser presents a complex view of the social structure of late 19th-century America. The novel reveals the intricacies of class distinctions, where wealth and status are not necessarily determined by individual merit but by luck, connections, and, often, gender. Carrie’s journey through various social strata beginning as a poor, working class woman and ultimately reaching a higher social standing through relationships with men provides a vivid critique of the rigid social hierarchies of the time. It underscores the fragility of economic success, the illusion of upward mobility, and the role of gender in shaping social mobility.
[bookmark: _Toc194855702]Economic Inequality in Sister Carrie
Sister Carrie (1900) by Theodore Dreiser is a novel that explores the harsh realities of urban life in late 19th-century America. One of the central themes of the novel is economic inequality, which is portrayed through the lives of the characters and their experiences in the rapidly industrializing cities of Chicago and New York. The characters' social mobility or the lack thereof is heavily influenced by their economic circumstances, and Dreiser meticulously illustrates how wealth (or the lack of it) shapes personal identities, relationships, and destinies.
Economic Inequality in Sister Carrie
1. Carrie Meeber’s Poverty and Ambition:
Carrie Meeber, the novel’s protagonist, arrives in Chicago from a small rural town with high hopes for a better life. However, she quickly encounters the grim reality of the city, where she is forced to navigate a world dominated by economic forces. Initially, she works as a low-paid factory worker, where the conditions are grueling, and her wages are barely enough to cover basic living expenses. The struggle for upward mobility is a key aspect of her character’s development.
2. Hurstwood’s Fall from Wealth:
In stark contrast to Carrie’s early poverty, Hurstwood, an older man who becomes Carrie’s lover, represents a different side of economic inequality—one of wealth lost. Hurstwood is a well-off manager of a successful bar, but his personal and professional decisions lead to his financial downfall. His loss of wealth reflects the precarious nature of economic status, especially in an environment where success or failure can often be a matter of chance, reputation, or personal decisions.
3. The Role of Capitalism and Class Structure:
Throughout the novel, Dreiser illustrates how capitalism creates rigid class divisions, and how economic systems often prevent individuals from breaking free of their social classes. Carrie, for example, is seen as both a victim and a product of the economic system, trying to climb the social ladder but constantly confronted by the limitations of her working-class background. On the other hand, Hurstwood's privileged status is contrasted with his eventual downfall, which highlights how quickly economic fortunes can shift.
Excerpt from Sister Carrie
The following excerpt is from Chapter 6 of Sister Carrie, which highlights Carrie’s initial entry into the workforce and the economic struggles she faces in the city:
"She went back to her room, a small, dark place, with a low ceiling and a bed that looked as if it had never been used. The noise of the street reached her ears with a confusion of sounds—the clatter of wagons, the shuffling feet of people, and the hum of voices, all blending into one dull, persistent noise that never seemed to cease. Carrie thought of the life she had left behind—the little house in the country, the quiet, peaceful days. How strange it seemed now to be in this great, busy city, where money meant everything and where she was just one of the many trying to make a living."
This passage shows Carrie’s initial sense of isolation and discomfort in the city, where economic forces begin to weigh heavily on her sense of identity and future prospects.
Explanation of Economic Inequality in the Novel:
1. Class and Mobility:
Carrie’s move from rural Wisconsin to Chicago represents the aspiration for a better life, a theme deeply embedded in the American Dream. However, she quickly learns that achieving upward mobility is not simple. Economic inequality in the novel is demonstrated by the stark difference between those who have access to wealth and those who do not. Carrie’s struggle is not just one of personal failure or success but one that is deeply connected to her social class and the limited opportunities available to her.
2. Materialism vs. Idealism:
The novel critiques the materialism of the time, showing how the pursuit of wealth can often be more important than personal integrity or moral values. Hurstwood, who has money and status, is shown to be trapped by his desires for social respectability, while Carrie, who has little money, is forced to use her beauty and charm to climb the social ladder. Both characters are affected by the economic system in different ways, but both ultimately face the harsh realities of the class system.
3. Capitalism’s Impact on Relationships:
In the novel, relationships are often defined by economic status. Carrie’s romantic relationships with men like Hurstwood and Drouet are not purely emotional; they are also economic transactions in which Carrie’s beauty and youth are exchanged for the stability and luxuries that money can provide. Hurstwood’s eventual downfall is largely due to his inability to adapt to changing economic circumstances, which underscores the volatility of wealth in the capitalist system.
Conclusion
In Sister Carrie, Dreiser provides a powerful critique of economic inequality. He uses the lives of his characters to explore how social class influences individual outcomes and illustrates how deeply economic forces shape personal lives, identities, and relationships. The novel remains a profound examination of the harsh realities of life in a capitalist society, particularly for women like Carrie, whose social mobility is limited by both gender and class.
[bookmark: _Toc194855703]Key Ideas of Gender Inequality Sister Carrie Experienced.
In Sister Carrie by Theodore Dreiser, gender inequality is a critical theme that shapes the protagonist’s journey. The novel explores the societal constraints placed on women, particularly in terms of economic independence, sexual objectification, and moral expectations. Here are the key ideas of gender inequality Carrie experiences throughout the novel, with an excerpt to highlight those ideas.
Key Ideas of Gender Inequality in Sister Carrie
1. Economic Dependence on Men
Carrie’s economic survival is strongly tied to her relationships with men. As a young woman, she initially finds it difficult to support herself in the city, forced to work in a factory where her wages are barely enough to survive. Her only way out of poverty is to rely on the financial support of men, particularly Drouet and Hurstwood, who take her in and provide her with material comfort in exchange for their attention and affection. This reflects how women during this period had limited opportunities to become economically independent.
Excerpt (Chapter 6)
“She was hungry, and she was tired of the dismal, uninteresting work. When she thought of it, she felt a chill go through her, and she thought, ‘What a queer thing it is to be poor, to be without anything but this sort of work to depend upon.’”
This passage highlights Carrie’s struggle with the economic realities of working-class women, where survival is often linked to a system of dependence on men.
2. Commodification of Female Beauty
Carrie is increasingly treated as a commodity based on her physical appearance. Throughout the novel, her beauty is the primary means by which she climbs the social ladder. She uses her looks to attract wealthy men, like Drouet and Hurstwood, who offer her financial support in return for their romantic attention. Her value as a woman is primarily assessed by her physical allure, reinforcing a gendered societal norm that reduces women to their appearance.
Excerpt (Chapter 12)
“Carrie had grown somewhat more aware of the advantages of her youth and beauty. She had known that she was attractive, but never before had the possibility of a successful life, through those qualities, seemed so vividly real.”
Here, Carrie begins to realize that her beauty could offer her an escape from the drudgery of factory work, and she starts to leverage her physical charm for personal and financial gain.
3. Limited Social and Professional Opportunities
Carrie’s rise in society is hindered by the gender norms of her time. As a woman, her professional prospects are limited to jobs deemed appropriate for her sex, like factory work or acting. However, in a patriarchal society, her success in these roles is largely determined by her interactions with men rather than her professional skills or merit. Unlike men, who have a greater range of professional opportunities and access to power, Carrie’s role is limited to positions where she must navigate a system of male patronage and approval.
Excerpt (Chapter 19)
“Carrie had dreamed once that she might be able to enter the world of respectable women, but now she was learning, as many others had before her, that success and respectability were far apart.”
This excerpt shows Carrie’s realization that respectability is not as easily attained by women as it might be for men. The societal roles available to her are circumscribed by gender expectations, and success requires compromising her moral values.
4. Sexual Exploitation and Objectification
Throughout Sister Carrie, Carrie is objectified and sexually exploited by the men around her. Drouet sees her as a young, attractive woman he can “rescue” and take care of, while Hurstwood treats her as a prize to be won. Their relationships with Carrie, while initially presented as romantic, are driven by male desire and the belief that women exist to fulfill male needs. The dynamic between Carrie and these men is rooted in gendered power imbalances, where Carrie’s agency is secondary to her role as an object of male affection.
Excerpt (Chapter 15)
“Carrie, who had been turning over and over in her mind the question of what she should do, felt that it was not so much a matter of choice as of fate.”
In this passage, Carrie’s sense of agency is diminished as she feels trapped by the situation created by the male characters in her life. Her sexuality becomes a tool for gaining financial and social status, but she has little control over how it is used.
5. Moral Judgment and Gendered Double Standards
Carrie faces moral judgment for her relationships with men, which is contrasted with the more lenient attitudes toward men like Drouet and Hurstwood. While Carrie is criticized for her romantic entanglements, the men involved with her, including Hurstwood, rarely face the same societal censure. The double standard reinforces the idea that women must uphold a higher moral standard than men, even though the power dynamics in their relationships are heavily skewed in favor of the men.
Excerpt (Chapter 16)
“She was doing what so many others had done before her—struggling for something better, something that would not fall apart.”
Here, Carrie is aware that her pursuit of a better life, often through relationships with men, is morally questionable in society’s eyes. However, Dreiser subtly points out that the system itself is flawed, and Carrie’s actions are not the root of the problem; the systemic gendered inequality is.
Explanation :
In Sister Carrie, Dreiser reveals the gendered inequalities that shape Carrie’s experiences. She is forced to navigate a world where her economic survival depends on her relationships with men, and her personal worth is determined by her beauty. Carrie’s success is often a result of her ability to leverage her physical appearance to gain wealth and status, rather than her skills or professional abilities. Furthermore, her limited social mobility is constrained by rigid gender roles that keep women in subservient positions. Her relationships are driven by male desire and control, and she suffers from a moral double standard where men’s actions are excused while hers are scrutinized.
Ultimately, Dreiser critiques the capitalist and patriarchal system that forces women like Carrie to rely on their physical attractiveness and their relationships with men to secure a better life. Her journey exposes how gender inequality and economic dependency are inextricably linked, with women’s opportunities being limited by societal expectations and gendered norms.
[bookmark: _Toc194855704]4.2 Discussion
[bookmark: _Toc194855705]Social Structure in Sister Carrie Novel
In Sister Carrie, Theodore Dreiser portrays the rigid social structure of late 19th-century America, divided into three main classes: the upper class, the middle class, and the working class. The novel critiques the myth of social mobility, highlighting the challenges and limitations individuals face when attempting to move between these classes.
· Upper Class: Represented by Hurstwood, this class enjoys wealth and influence, but its position is precarious, as shown by Hurstwood’s eventual downfall.
· Middle Class: Characters like Carrie, who begins as a poor factory worker, represent the middle class striving for upward mobility. However, Carrie’s rise is largely due to her relationships with wealthy men, emphasizing the limited avenues for women to move up socially.
· Working Class: The working class is depicted as struggling and largely invisible, with factory workers like Carrie facing poor conditions and limited opportunities for advancement.
Dreiser critiques the American Dream by showing how Carrie’s success is based more on beauty and relationships than merit, and Hurstwood’s fall exposes the instability of class in a capitalist system. The novel also explores the gendered nature of social mobility, as women like Carrie have fewer options for advancement and must often rely on men for social mobility.
Overall, Sister Carrie highlights the complex relationship between social class and identity, suggesting that class distinctions are not just material but deeply intertwined with how individuals see themselves and are seen by society. Dreiser critiques a system where true mobility is often an illusion, especially for women and the working class.
[bookmark: _Toc194855706]Economic Inequality in Sister Carrie Novel
In Sister Carrie, Theodore Dreiser explores the theme of economic inequality through the lives of Carrie Meeber and Hurstwood, illustrating how class, wealth, and social mobility shape personal identities, relationships, and fates in an industrialized society. Carrie, initially a poor factory worker, dreams of upward mobility but faces the harsh reality of poverty in Chicago. Her rise to success is not based on merit but on her beauty and her ability to navigate relationships with wealthy men, like Drouet and Hurstwood, underscoring the commodification of women in capitalist systems.
Hurstwood’s fall from wealth highlights the precarious nature of success in capitalism, where wealth can be easily lost due to external factors. Dreiser critiques the rigid class system that limits social mobility, showing how economic inequality traps individuals in their social classes. Both Carrie and Hurstwood are shaped by their economic circumstances, with their relationships often defined by material exchanges rather than emotional connections.
The novel also contrasts materialism vs. idealism, where characters are driven by the desire for wealth and social respectability, often at the expense of personal integrity. Ultimately, Dreiser critiques the American Dream, showing that social mobility is more complicated than it seems, especially for those from disadvantaged backgrounds.
The novel raises important questions about agency in a capitalist society, suggesting that individual success is often dictated by systemic forces, such as class and gender, rather than personal effort. The depiction of economic inequality in Sister Carrie is a powerful critique of the capitalist system, revealing its impact on individuals and their chances of rising above their circumstances.
[bookmark: _Toc194855707]Key Ideas of Gender Inequality Sister Carrie Experienced.
In the novel, Carrie’s experiences offer a critical lens through which we can understand the impact of a patriarchal, capitalist society on women’s lives and opportunities.
Economic Dependence and Women’s Agency
One of the most striking aspects of Carrie’s life in the novel is her economic dependence on men. From the beginning, she’s portrayed as struggling to make ends meet, and her options for self-sufficiency are limited. The fact that her mobility is so tightly linked to her relationships with men—like Drouet and Hurstwood—illustrates the severe gendered economic disparity of the time.
This raises the question: How much agency does Carrie really have? On the one hand, she is able to leverage her beauty to improve her situation, but on the other hand, she is trapped in a system where women like her are left with few alternatives. It almost seems as if her options are so restricted that she’s left with no choice but to rely on men for security. This echoes the reality for many women of that era, where social mobility was often only possible through marriage or relationships with powerful men.
The Commodification of Female Beauty
Carrie’s journey is an example of how women’s bodies are commodified in a capitalist society. Her beauty is not just a source of personal pride but becomes a currency she can use to climb the social ladder. This dynamic isn’t just present in her romantic entanglements with Drouet and Hurstwood but also in her career as an actress, where her looks determine her success rather than her talent or skill.
This leads us to the broader societal critique in Dreiser’s novel: What does it say about a society when a woman’s worth is tied to her physical appearance? While Carrie’s situation is specific to her time, the phenomenon of objectification continues in modern society, especially in industries like entertainment and fashion, where a woman’s value can still feel contingent upon her looks. In many ways, Sister Carrie is as much a critique of today’s world as it is of the early 20th century.
Limited Professional Opportunities for Women
Carrie’s limited options for social mobility also speak to the broader issue of gendered professional opportunities. While men like Hurstwood can move through the ranks of business and industry, Carrie’s opportunities are restricted to “acceptable” roles for women, which are typically lower-paying and less prestigious. She’s expected to be a wife, lover, or mother, roles that deny her the independence and freedom men enjoy.
In that context, Carrie’s rise to success through acting—while admirable—is ultimately not a genuine triumph of merit. Her path to social and financial stability is shaped by patriarchal structures and the relationships she forms with powerful men, not by her own professional skill. This highlights how gender inequality creates a system of limited professional pathways for women.
Sexual Exploitation and Objectification
Carrie’s experiences of sexual exploitation and objectification also reveal how women are seen as vessels for male pleasure and status. Both Drouet and Hurstwood see her as an object to be possessed—something to adorn their lives, rather than a fully autonomous individual. This not only reflects the sexual objectification of women but also the power dynamics that underpin such relationships.
Carrie’s choices are often framed in the novel as morally questionable, yet the men in her life are rarely subject to the same scrutiny. This speaks to the gendered double standard that judges women more harshly for their sexual and romantic behavior while excusing men’s similar actions. Even though Carrie is in a position of some power—using her beauty to climb the social ladder—she is still constrained by societal expectations that diminish her autonomy.
Moral Judgment and Gendered Double Standards
The moral judgments Carrie faces for her romantic relationships underscore a gendered double standard where women are held to a higher moral standard than men. While Hurstwood’s selfishness and manipulative behavior are excused as a part of his personal downfall, Carrie’s pursuit of a better life through men is viewed with disdain by society.
This suggests that the moral judgments in the novel are not objective but shaped by patriarchal values. In fact, the novel points out that Carrie is not the one at fault for using her sexuality and beauty to achieve a better life—rather, the system in which she lives forces her into these roles. The same cannot be said for the men around her, whose actions are largely unexamined.
Conclusion: Dreiser’s Critique of Gender Inequality
Overall, Dreiser’s Sister Carrie offers a powerful critique of gender inequality, demonstrating how societal expectations, economic dependency, and sexual objectification limit women’s agency. Carrie’s rise is not one of self-made success but one shaped by the men in her life, their expectations, and her ability to meet those expectations. Her story is a tragic commentary on how women were expected to navigate a system that didn’t afford them the same opportunities as men.
In this light, Carrie’s ambition to escape poverty and her eventual rise to success could be viewed as a reflection of the harsh conditions faced by women in early 20th-century America. However, it also raises the broader question of whether women’s paths to success today are any less constrained by gender inequality.
Thus, Sister Carrie remains relevant today as it asks us to consider how far we've come—and how far we still have to go—in achieving true gender equality in both professional and personal spheres.
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CHAPTER V
[bookmark: _Toc194855709]CONCLUSION AND SUGGESTION
[bookmark: _Toc194855710]5.1 Conclusion
In conclusion, Sister Carrie offers a profound critique of the social, economic, and gender structures that shape the lives of individuals, particularly women, in late 19th century America. Through Carrie Meeber’s journey, Theodore Dreiser explores the rigid gender roles, class divisions, and economic inequality that limit personal freedom and opportunities. Carrie’s reliance on men for financial support and her limited access to upward mobility highlight the entrenched patriarchy and gendered expectations that confined women to specific roles within society.
The novel also delves into the fragility of wealth and the instability of the capitalist system, illustrating how economic inequality is intertwined with both gender and class. Carrie’s success in the theater, while extraordinary, is deeply tied to her relationships with wealthy men, reinforcing the economic inequalities that women faced in their pursuit of independence.
Drawing on Fakih’s framework, the novel exemplifies how patriarchal control, social structures, and economic disparities perpetuate gender inequality. It also critiques the cultural and ideological forces that prioritize women’s beauty and sexuality over their personal achievements, further limiting their opportunities for genuine success. Although Sister Carrie does not explicitly explore intersectionality, the intersection of gender and class is evident in Carrie’s experiences, where her economic struggles as a working class woman compound her gendered oppression.
Ultimately, Sister Carrie serves as a powerful reflection of the complex systems of inequality that shaped the lives of women in a rapidly industrializing society, offering valuable insights into the ways in which social and economic structures continue to influence personal agency and societal roles.
[bookmark: _Toc194855711]5.2 Suggestion
Based on the findings of this research on Sister Carrie, several avenues for further exploration can be suggested for future researchers:
· Deepening the Analysis of Intersectionality: While this research touches on the intersection of gender and class in Sister Carrie, future research could delve deeper into the intersectionality of Carrie’s experiences. Specifically, scholars could explore how race, ethnicity, and other social markers may further complicate the experience of gender and class in late 19th century America. This would offer a more nuanced understanding of the multiple layers of oppression faced by women in the era.
· Exploring the Role of Urbanization and Industrialization: Future studies could focus on how the rapid urbanization and industrialization of America during the time period shaped the experiences of women, particularly those in the working class. Analyzing how economic transformations influenced gender roles and class mobility could provide a richer context for understanding Carrie’s struggles and successes within the capitalist system.
· Comparing Gender and Class Mobility Across Works: Researchers could compare the gendered experiences and class mobility depicted in Sister Carrie with those in other works of American naturalism or realism, such as Henry James's The Portrait of a Lady or Stephen Crane's Maggie: A Girl of the Streets. This comparative analysis could reveal broader trends in literature concerning the portrayal of women’s struggles in patriarchal and capitalist societies.
· Reevaluating the American Dream: Building on Dreiser’s critique of materialism and the American Dream in Sister Carrie, future research could examine how the novel critiques the idea of the American Dream from a feminist and socio economic perspective. Exploring the limitations of this ideal, particularly for women and the working class, would add to the ongoing debate about the attainability and fairness of the American Dream for marginalized groups.
· A Feminist Reinterpretation of Success in Sister Carrie: Future research could reexamine Carrie’s success in the theater world, offering a feminist reinterpretation of her achievements. This could involve questioning whether Carrie’s rise truly represents empowerment or whether it merely reflects her conformity to patriarchal structures and the exploitation of her beauty and sexuality. This could also lead to a discussion on the complexity of women's success in patriarchal systems, where their accomplishments are often mediated by societal expectations and the power dynamics of their relationships.
By pursuing these suggestions, future researchers can build on the critical insights presented in this study, contributing to a deeper understanding of the intersections between gender, class, and economic inequality in Sister Carrie and in American literature more broadly.
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APPENDIX
1. Introduction to Sister Carrie (1900)
    Overview of the novel’s plot, themes, and historical context.
    Brief introduction to Theodore Dreiser, his style of naturalism, and the significance of Sister Carrie in American literature.
    Historical context: The novel’s portrayal of late 19th century American society, economic inequalities, gender roles, and the American Dream.
2. Plot Summary
- Part I: Carrie Meeber's Arrival in Chicago
Carrie Meeber, a young woman from a small rural town, arrives in Chicago with hopes of finding work and a better life.
She struggles to find stable employment and meets Charles Drouet, a traveling salesman who takes an interest in her.
Carrie starts a romantic relationship with Drouet, relying on him for financial support and shelter.
- Part II: The Rise in the Theater World
Carrie moves in with Drouet, and her life seems to settle, though her independence remains limited.
She later meets George Hurstwood, a wealthy and successful manager of a bar, who falls in love with her and offers her a chance at a new life.
Carrie decides to leave Drouet and pursue a career in the theater, where her beauty and charm help her gain success.
- Part III: Carrie’s Success and Hurstwood’s Downfall
Carrie achieves significant fame as a stage actress but struggles with her internal dissatisfaction with material success.
Hurstwood’s life begins to unravel due to poor decisions and financial ruin, and he is unable to maintain his former lifestyle.
The contrast between Carrie’s rise and Hurstwood’s fall highlights the fragility of success and the instability of economic security.
- Part IV: Conclusion
Carrie reflects on her life and the emptiness of her material success, acknowledging that wealth alone does not bring true happiness or fulfillment.
The novel ends ambiguously, with Carrie’s future uncertain but her journey illustrating the personal cost of ambition and the harsh realities of the social and economic system.


3. Themes
    Gender and Social Expectations: The constraints placed on women during the late 19th century, particularly in terms of marriage and economic dependency, and how these expectations shape Carrie’s life.
    Class and Economic Inequality: The novel’s depiction of the divide between the working class and the wealthy, illustrating how individuals are trapped within their social positions and how class mobility is often an illusion.
    The American Dream: Dreiser’s critique of the notion of the American Dream, questioning whether success and material wealth lead to fulfillment, and highlighting the flaws in a society where economic success is seen as the ultimate goal.
    Materialism and the Pursuit of Wealth: The allure and dangers of materialism, as Carrie rises in the theater world and experiences the emptiness of wealth without emotional satisfaction.
    The Fragility of Success: The contrasting fates of Carrie and Hurstwood reflect the uncertainty of economic and social stability, showing how success and security can be fleeting.
4. Character Analysis
· Carrie Meeber: A young woman whose ambitions and desires lead her through a tumultuous journey of self discovery, material success, and personal dissatisfaction. Carrie’s story reflects the limitations placed on women in society, but also her rare success in overcoming these limitations.
· Charles Drouet: A traveling salesman who represents the conventional male provider and the societal expectations of women’s dependence on men. Drouet’s relationship with Carrie offers her financial security but restricts her personal autonomy.
· George Hurstwood: A wealthy, successful man who falls from grace, representing the instability of social and economic status. Hurstwood’s decline shows how fragile success can be, particularly in a capitalist society.
· Minor Characters: Other individuals in the novel, such as other women in the theater, workers in Carrie’s factory, and men who influence her decisions, all serve to highlight the social dynamics and gender expectations of the time.
5. Social and Historical Context
· Gender Roles: The societal expectations of women in the late 19th century, particularly regarding marriage, work, and financial dependence, are a central theme in Sister Carrie. Women were often constrained to certain roles, and their success and mobility were often tied to their relationships with men.
· Economic Inequality and Class Struggles: The novel critiques the capitalist system and highlights the stark contrast between the wealthy and the poor. It explores how social class impacts individuals' lives and opportunities, with Carrie’s rise to fame serving as a rare exception to the limitations of her class background.
· Urbanization and Industrialization: The rapid growth of cities and the industrial economy in the late 19th century shaped the experiences of characters like Carrie. Urbanization provided new opportunities but also exacerbated economic inequality and social instability.
6. Literary Style and Naturalism
· Naturalism: Sister Carrie is a prime example of American naturalism, a literary movement that emphasizes the influence of environment, heredity, and social forces on human behavior. Dreiser’s portrayal of Carrie’s life illustrates how her choices are often dictated by external forces like economic necessity, gender, and social expectations.
· Realism: The novel presents a realistic, unflinching look at life, particularly the struggles of women and the working class. Dreiser’s detailed and objective approach contrasts the idealized versions of success and happiness often depicted in other works of the time.
· Narrative Structure: The novel is divided into four parts, with a focus on character development and the consequences of personal decisions. Dreiser employs a third person omniscient narrator to provide insight into the characters’ inner lives and the societal forces shaping their actions.
7. Conclusion and Legacy
    Sister Carrie remains a powerful critique of the American Dream, gender inequality, and social class. Through its portrayal of Carrie’s rise and fall, Dreiser provides a sobering examination of the costs of ambition and materialism. The novel’s exploration of women’s roles in society, economic inequality, and the fragility of success resonates as a timeless commentary on the human condition.
8. Suggested Readings
    An American Tragedy by Theodore Dreiser
    The Portrait of a Lady by Henry James
    The Jungle by Upton Sinclair
    Maggie: A Girl of the Streets by Stephen Crane
9. Bibliography
    A list of scholarly sources, articles, and books that further explore Sister Carrie, Theodore Dreiser’s life and works, and the social and historical context of late 19th century America.
Plot Summary of Sister Carrie novel
Part 1: Carrie Meeber's Arrival in Chicago
The novel opens in a small town in Wisconsin, where Caroline Meeber (known as Carrie) lives with her poor family. Carrie is an 18 year old girl who dreams of a better life but feels trapped in her circumstances. She works in a local factory, earning a meager wage. Carrie’s ambition and desire for a more luxurious life stir restlessness within her.
One day, she decides to leave her family and move to Chicago, hoping to find work and escape the dull, limited life she has. She takes a train to the city, leaving behind her old life and all that is familiar. In Chicago, she initially struggles to find a job but eventually secures a position in a shoe factory, where she meets a man named Charles Drouet, a traveling salesman.
Charles takes an immediate interest in Carrie. He is charming, well dressed, and clearly experienced in the ways of the world. He begins to court her, providing Carrie with gifts and attention that she has never experienced before. Carrie is fascinated by the lifestyle he offers, though she is still naive and unsure about her own feelings.
Despite her budding relationship with Charles, Carrie continues to yearn for something more than a factory job and a modest existence. Her aspirations grow stronger as she experiences a taste of the wealth and indulgence that Charles represents. The story sets the stage for Carrie’s transformation from an innocent country girl into a woman caught in the complexities of love, ambition, and social class in the bustling city of Chicago.
Part 2: The Rise in the Theater World
As Carrie settles into her life in Chicago, her relationship with Charles Drouet deepens. He becomes more affectionate and treats her to luxuries, including dinners, clothes, and outings, which makes Carrie feel special and admired. She begins to enjoy a more comfortable lifestyle than she ever experienced before. However, despite his kindness, Carrie remains somewhat uncertain about her feelings for Charles, seeing him as more of a benefactor than a true romantic partner.
During this period, Carrie becomes increasingly discontented with her job in the shoe factory. The factory work is monotonous, and Carrie dreams of something more glamorous, a life beyond the confines of the factory floor. She begins to desire a career in theater, a more exciting and sophisticated world that contrasts with her humble origins.
Charles, sensing that Carrie wants more from life, introduces her to George Hurstwood, the manager of a saloon in a wealthy part of Chicago. Hurstwood is a middle aged man with a refined air, well dressed and prosperous, and he quickly takes an interest in Carrie. Over time, Hurstwood becomes enamored with her, but Carrie remains unaware of his feelings at first.
Hurstwood’s attraction to Carrie grows as he sees her beauty and youthful energy. He begins to court her in a subtle manner, offering her his attention and admiration. Carrie is flattered by his attention and begins to feel a growing attraction to him. Eventually, Hurstwood makes a romantic gesture toward her, and Carrie finds herself torn between the affection of the young, lively Charles and the more mature, wealthy George.
The plot thickens as Carrie’s aspirations continue to clash with her reality. She starts to entertain the idea of leaving her factory job and pursuing a career in the theater, and the possibility of a relationship with Hurstwood becomes more enticing. However, her internal struggle grows, as she is forced to reckon with her desires for wealth, success, and a different life altogether.

Part 3: Carrie’s Success and Hurstwood’s Downfall
As Carrie becomes more deeply involved with George Hurstwood, her life begins to shift dramatically. Hurstwood, a man of considerable wealth and social status, begins to woo her more aggressively, and Carrie, now tired of her modest lifestyle, is increasingly drawn to the luxury he offers. Her relationship with Charles Drouet gradually fades as she becomes more enamored with Hurstwood's sophistication and stability. However, she still struggles with feelings of guilt over her change in affections, as she feels somewhat indebted to Charles, who had been so kind to her.
Hurstwood’s feelings for Carrie become obsessive, and he makes plans to win her at all costs. His wealth and social standing become a powerful draw for Carrie, who begins to see a life of comfort and glamour in her future with him. Hurstwood, however, is a man in decline. He is facing professional and personal struggles, including the stress of managing his saloon and the growing tension in his marriage to his wife, Jessica Hurstwood, who is unaware of his feelings for Carrie.
Eventually, Hurstwood makes the drastic decision to leave his wife and his successful life behind in order to be with Carrie. This marks a significant turning point in the novel, as Hurstwood abandons his established life in favor of pursuing a relationship with Carrie, believing that their future together is worth the sacrifice. This action highlights his deepening obsession with Carrie and his belief that she will bring him the happiness and fulfillment he desires.
Carrie, at first hesitant, begins to fall more deeply into Hurstwood's world, enjoying the finer things that come with his wealth. The tension in the relationship grows, however, as Hurstwood’s true character begins to emerge. He is not the idealized, perfect man Carrie had imagined: his flaws and insecurities come to light, and Carrie begins to realize that her dreams of a perfect life with him may not be as fulfilling as she had hoped.
Part 4: Conclusion
In Part 4, Carrie’s life undergoes a significant transformation as her relationship with George Hurstwood continues to evolve. Hurstwood's life begins to unravel due to his decision to leave his wife and abandon his comfortable position as a wealthy saloon manager. After eloping with Carrie, Hurstwood finds himself facing financial and personal crises. His business begins to fail, and he becomes increasingly disillusioned with his life.
Carrie, on the other hand, begins to realize that the luxurious life she imagined with Hurstwood is not all that it seemed. She initially believed that her relationship with him would bring her happiness and fulfillment, but she starts to see the cracks in the facade. Hurstwood is no longer the confident, prosperous man he once appeared to be. His financial difficulties affect their lives together, and he becomes more distant and irritable.
Despite her growing doubts about Hurstwood, Carrie remains committed to him for a time, but she begins to question the direction of her life. Her dreams of a glamorous and successful future feel increasingly out of reach. She has grown weary of the strained relationship with Hurstwood and his inability to provide the stability she once hoped for. Her desire for independence and success grows stronger, and she begins to focus on finding a way to support herself.
As Hurstwood's situation deteriorates, Carrie decides to pursue her ambitions in the theater more seriously. She becomes involved in acting, taking small roles and slowly rising in prominence. Carrie’s talent and beauty begin to open doors for her in the theatrical world, and she starts to see that there is a path to success that doesn’t require dependence on a man.
Hurstwood, meanwhile, sinks deeper into despair. His pride and desperation cause him to make increasingly poor decisions. His emotional state deteriorates further, leading to a sense of hopelessness. Hurstwood's inability to adapt to his new, less comfortable circumstances ultimately leads him down a tragic path.
The contrast between Carrie’s growing independence and Hurstwood’s decline is stark. As Carrie flourishes in her career, Hurstwood’s fall from grace becomes more pronounced, and the tension between them intensifies. Carrie, on the other hand, is increasingly disillusioned with the reality of her relationship with Hurstwood. She begins to realize that the life she had imagined for herself one of wealth, success, and fulfillment may not come to pass. Despite the growing tension between them, she still feels trapped in her dependency on him. Carrie’s own desires for success and a better life push her to consider other options.
At the same time, Hurstwood's failures continue to mount. His career is in jeopardy, and his attempt to get back into the business world fails. He becomes more resentful of Carrie’s growing independence and her aspirations to live a different life. Carrie starts to question her decisions and realizes that her dreams of success and fame may not come from.
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