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Dreiser and Fitzgerald 
as Social Critics 

By Alexander C. Kern 

At the time when I selected my topic, struck by the fact that The Great 
Gatsby and An American Tragedy were both published in 1925, I planned 
to compare and contrast the ways in which these very different novels 
brought down the curtain on the American dream of success. But because 
the theme of this meeting is "Criticism and Culture" and because that 
title means more than Arnold's dictum that literature is a criticism of 
life, I will develop my essay by an excursion through some of the ways in 
which the two terms are in practice linked by scholars before returning 
to the books proposed. 

It would appear that criticism is a part of culture which aims by theo- 
ries and judgments to reaffirm the values which each separate group holds 
dear. I take it that serious critics are a minority group in America, 
within which there are various competing schools, cliques, regional 
groups and philosophical allegiances. Each of these subgroups endeavors 
to present its views as best, whether emphasizing decorum or democracy. 
More often than not the critic, feeling that his position is threatened, 
takes an offensive stance. This certainly has been true in my history for 
I, a young Parringtonian in the thirties, felt threatened by the neo-human- 
ists and then later by the new critics, who for their part felt threatened 
by the others. Whether the threats were actually there is unimportant; 
they seemed real enough at the time. Literature professors have gener- 
ally seen the enemy in the sciences, as Leavis's reply to Snow's The 
Two Cultures makes clear. This is a view I increasingly share, despite 
an empiricist bent which led me toward the sociology of knowledge. 

Let me first dispose in passing of one threat, so I can spend more 
time in defense against the other extreme. That "Criticism and Culture" 
is our theme would indicate that the isolation of the work into its own 
cell, hermetically sealed from the world, is no longer dominant. Yet talks 
with new graduate students whose professors were trained in the forties 
and fifties indicate that the new criticism is still a threat. But this group 
is at least interested in literature. 

At the other extreme are groups of social scientists who are willing 
to use literature as raw material for the study of culture and are too 
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tough minded to use it in a literary way. One model for the use of fiction 
is that of the ethnographer's interview, but such an approach eliminates 
the ethnographer's use of myth. Thus the team of sociologists, Martel 
and McCall, embarked upon a study of "Reality-Orientation and the 
Pleasure Principle: A Study of American Mass-Periodical Fiction (1890- 
1955)."' Having composed a thirty-four page handbook on "Storyville" 
(their constructed equivalent of Lloyd Warner's Jonesville and Yankee 
City) they set up a strategy with the aid of punch cards and computer to 
work out age-sex roles in mass fiction for a state Institute of Gerontol- 
ogy. Subsidy by such an institute is clearly part of their strategy. 

What are our responses? If the sociologists seriously argue that short 
stories in popular magazines tailored to a mass market are better than 
novels as sources, should we omit Dreiser's novels and confine ourselves 
to his short stories? Or should we instead look at the magazines that he 
edited? For Martel and McCall, the latter would be more promising. 
While Dreiser was a tough magazine executive who successfully demand- 
ed fiction which increased the sale of his journals,2 at the same time he 
was notorious for writing what he felt compelled to write and refusing to 
make changes to get around censorship.3 Though Fitzgerald on the other 
hand wrote some excellent short stories, he also turned out pot boilers 
which brought him income. What should we study here? Should we take 
his best novels or his best short stories, or should we concentrate on 
what he wrote for a single mass-magazine like The Saturday Evening 
Post? 

In both cases I recognize the interest from a sociological point of view 
in doing the non-literary thing: reading the journals Dreiser edited where 
they are available, or reading Fitzgerald's short stories by periodical 
and matching them with the work of anonymous authors. Since aesthetic 
considerations are excluded by sociological rules, we might even get 
some good stories. While I have encouraged students of American Civili- 
zation to perform similar tasks in content analysis, for students of 
literature the "Storyville" approach seems threateningly narrow. 

So if the new critics concentrate only on the work and Martel and 
McCall on the audience, they are both operating too narrowly, and are 
both enemies. It seems better to be willing to take up seriously the in- 

'Martin U. Martel and George J. McCall, "Reality-Orientation and the Pleasure Prin- 
ciple: A Study of American Mass-Periodical Fiction (1890-1955)," in People, Society, and 
Mass Communications, edited by Lewis A. Dexter and David Manning White, (New York, 
1964), pp. 283-334. 

2Ellen Moers, Two Dreisers, (New York, 1969), p. 179. 

3W.A. Swanberg, Dreiser, (New York, 1965), pp. 246, 312. 
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terrelations between author, work, and audience.4 This other social 
scientists not caught in the extreme cultural lag of trying to model every- 
thing on physics are able to do. And so also are we. 

Somewhat closer to literary scholars is the sociologist Hugh Duncan 
who, feeling that most cultural models are too mechanical, adopts Kenneth 
Burke's "dramatism" as closer to the actual social situation.5 This soft 
sociology does not mollify all literary critics, since Burke has been called 
mechanistic, a reductionist, and a pseudo-dialectician.6 I agree that 
Burke has bright insights rather than logical coherence; his dramatistic 
scheme, including analyses of act, scene, means, agent, and purpose is 
difficult to apply to literature, though probably this pattern represents 
Aristotle's four causes, plus the environment. But though 1 would not go 
to the stake for Burke, I think he is valuable if read for "lustres" rather 
than doctrine, and is then no serious enemy. 

This revolt against the extreme emphasis on operationist methods in 
the social sciences is compounded by Berger and Luckmann who, in The 
Social Construction of Reality, the newest extension of the sociology of 
knowledge, opt for a phenomenological model which looks extremely use- 
ful. Arguing that an insecure position is legitimated by constant repeti- 
tion of its resolution, they offer an excellent handle or tool for analysis.7 
Dreiser's constant use of the excessively pietistic father, as of both 
Jennie Gerhardt and Clyde Griffiths, is meant to assure his basically 
religious self that the pattern is wrong, until after an internal change he 
can accept the mysticism of Solon Barnes in the last revision of The 
Bulwark. 

In a recent article, Paul Blumberg comes even closer to literary 
scholars by writing: 

If, as sociologist, one wanted to play devil's advocate for a moment, one might 

4While my personal bias inclines me toward the study of literarily important writers, 
the use of major or minor works is a methodological rather than a moral issue. The real 
question is what a scholar is trying to establish. Literature is more useful in demonstrating 
the existence of value systems than of simple facts. Analysis of manifest content without 
thought about its significance does not exhaust the possibilities. Why the author is doing 
what he does is a proper question, which introduces consideration of social reasons for his 
act. These include considerations of form and its conventions; a didactic work requires 
consideration of the author's assessment of audience response as well. So author, work, 
and audience are all included. 

sHugh Dalziel Duncan, Sy'mbols in Society, (New York, 1968), passim. 
6Marius Bewley, 7he Comiplex Fate, (New York, 1952), p. 222; Merle Brown, Kenneth 

Burke, (Minneapolis, 1969), pp. 27, 13. 

7Peter L. Berger and Thomas Iuckmann, The Social Con.struction of Realiti, (New York, 
1967), p. 20. 
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argue that of the two forms of the study of social man in contemporary society, 
sociology on the one hand, and the social novel or play on the other hand, it is 
truly the social novel or play which offers the more incisive social analysis. 

Because the "generalization which for the sociologist is a finished prod- 
uct, is for the fictional writer, with sociological inclination, merely the 
barest raw material," imaginative "literature can be used to illustrate 
and deepen our understanding of ideas commonly employed in sociology." 
This is balm for us, though it must seem threatening to the more posi- 
tivistically inclined social scientist.8 

While Blumberg makes an excellent analysis of the theme of work 
alienation in the relevant plays of Arthur Miller, Robert N. Wilson is an- 
other sociologist willing to analyze literature. In his volume, The Arts 
in Society, he has a chapter of his own on "F. Scott Fitzgerald: Person- 
ality and Culture" in which he applies the Icarus complex as suggested 
by Dr. Henry A. Murray, as psychiatrist rather than as editor of Mel- 
ville's Pierre. Murray points out that the Icarus complex applies to both 
Gatsby and Fitzgerald and concludes that even "[i]f it would be an 
exaggeration to term the Icarus complex a characteristically American 
psychological type, we may at least affirm that there is something of 
Icarus-and something of Fitzgerald-at the very heart of our culture."9 

If the direct experience of a work of art were our only aim, the best 
method would be simply to read the work, and the best teaching method 
would be to read it aloud in class. Though we are not sociologists and 
do not want to be, still as literary men we can constantly find our work 
enriched by the insights and even the methods first developed in other 
scholarly fields. Using the old trichotomy of author, work, and audience 
permits more operating room. If the question "What does the author 
mean?" leads mainly to the text, the further question "Why does the 
author say what he does in the way he does?" goes beyond to the author 
as agent. Each man, and therefore each author, is a member of society 
and, according to Mannheim's Sociology of Knowledge, he will have been 
in an overlapping series of subcultures from each of which he more or 
less completely learns its operating concepts and values.'0. One does not 
have to be a determinist to see that environments make a difference. 

8Paul Blumberg, "Sociology and Social Literature: Work Alienation in the Plays of 
Arthur Miller," American Quarterly, XX (1969), pp. 291-292. 

9Robert N. Wilson, "F. Scott Fitzgerald: Personality and Culture," in The Arts in So- 
ciety, ed. Robert N. Wilson, (New York, 1964), pp. 275-276. 

"'Karl Mannheim, Ideology and Utopia, (New York, 1936), Chapter V. Cf. Alexander 
Kern, "The Sociology of Knowledge in the Study of Literature," Sewanee Review, L (1942), 
pp. 505-514. 
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Now to return to our two authors. There are similarities between 
Dreiser and Fitzgerald in relation to their environments: both were born 
in the urban middlewest in Catholic families with unsuccessful fathers, 
both attended college without graduating, both went East, both became 
writers, both were fascinated by the American dream, both saw through 
it, and both wrote major novels about its collapse. But insofar as their 
cultures were different, each had his own range of sensitivity, his own 
hero types, his own world. 

Dreiser came of a poor and disreputable family barely held together 
by the warm love of a half literate mother, while rebelling against the 
harsh moralism of an unsuccessful "religionist" father. The lax sexual 
conduct of two of Dreiser's sisters became the basis of two of his novels, 
while his musical entertainer brother could have been a fit guest at one 
of Gatsby's garish parties. Another older brother, Rome, a violent and 
potentially criminal type, was the model for the harder side of Clyde's 
personality as expressed towards Roberta." His father preached that 
virtue would be rewarded, and Theodore, though painfully self-conscious, 
dreamed of both monetary and sexual success. 

Florence Kluckhohn in an excellent article on "Dominant and Substi- 
tute Profiles of Cultural Orientation" points out that individualism wins 
out over family solidarity as vertically mobile people move away from 
home.12 Dreiser effectively shows the tensions between these two forces 
in his fiction. Coming from a close-knit family and staying with relatives 
in time of need, he nevertheless breaks from them. And so with Clyde 
Griffiths, who does not help his sister but is willing to use family con- 
nections to get his factory position in Lycurgus, and to accept his moth- 
er's aid when he is condemned to execution. 

By seeing the world as police reporter and feature writer, by reading 
Spencer and other such Social Darwinists, by hearing Andrew Carnegie 
claim in an interview that his success was not due to luck, Dreiser gain- 
ed the view symbolized by the lobster and the squid. The Cowperwood 
books are his bow to the dream of financial power, but he never took 
another salaried job after his Butterick position. He was no more per- 
manently taken in by the American dream than was Fitzgerald. The pro- 
jected title "Mirage" for An American Tragedy makes this clear. 

Born a generation before Fitzgerald, Dreiser was heir to nineteenth 

"Ellen Moers, Two Dreisers, (New York, 1969), p. 217. 

'2Florence Rockwood Kluckhohn, "Dominant and Substitute Profiles of Cultural Oreinta- 
tions: Their Significance for the Analysis of Social Stratification," Social Forces, XXVIII, 
Number 4 (May, 1950), pp. 384, 387-388. While Robert Wilson applies this excellent point 
to Fitzgerald, I extend it to Dreiser as well. 
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century scientific themes. Interested in the physiological bases of con- 
duct, he engaged in a long correspondence with Jaques Loeb from whom 
he derived his awkwardly phrased but sensible theory of motivation 
through "chemisms." In addition he exchanged letters with A.A. Brill 
and so became acquainted with the theories of Freud. Again in the vein 
of advancing science he was a determinist, and though his ideas developed 
during his career, this motivation was constant. 

An American Tragedy, as befits its ruminative and wondering author, 
cannot be reduced to any simple theme. The havoc caused by the sexual 
drive is not without reason one of Dreiser's major pre-occupations, and 
so too here. Yet without opposing elements it would not be effective. 
The conflict between the sexual urge and the desire for luxury which 
can be gained only by material success is what is here important. Clyde 
believes in the myth and tries to rise; already an escapist he decides 
to murder Roberta in an impossible attempt to win Sondra Finchley. 
Dreiser's point, before the great crash, is that only a few talented peo- 
ple can make it by work or even by marrying wealth. An aspiring clod, 
not good enough nor of high enough position to fit Aristotle's descrip- 
tion of a protagonist, Clyde is an ironic hero, a sort of scapegoat vic- 
tim. Even the style of the novel is the natural outcome of Dreiser's back- 
ground and career. Convinced that the truth of everything was important, 
Dreiser studied the activities of bell boys, included transcribed por- 
tions of the Gillette trial upon which the plot was based, and produced 
a painfully believable rendition of lower and middle class life. 

F. Scott Fitzgerald began high enough in the middle class of St. Paul 
so that he was able to go to the Newmann School and Princeton, where 
he aspired to social prominence, which he partly achieved. He belonged 
to a group which was straining itself to rise. It was doubtless this aspira- 
tion which led him to idealize and pursue the rich girl with money in her 
voice. With Generva King, he failed indelibly, so this occurrence became 
the most staple basis for his plots. Since he was insightful enough to dis- 
cover that beauty was in the eye of the beholder, Fitzgerald got his 
revenge by discovering as early as "The Jelly-Bean" that the girl was 
not worth winning. Moreover, Fitzgerald was doubtless aware of the 
American pattern in which the young girl has a prominent place until her 

marriage and then fades or disappears. The girl of "Winter Dreams" 
is badly treated by her husband, and this is more obviously true of Daisy. 
Nick Carroway perceives, when Gatsby finally meets her again, that the 
"colossal vitality of his illusion... had gone beyond her." 

Fitzgerald's belief in family partly because of the past good name of 
his own seems one of the factors which makes Nick Carroway, from a 
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settled line with a Carroway house, so substantial. On the other hand, 
mere hereditary wealth does not make Tom Buchanan any better than the 
newly rich. Though he ought to be more refined, Tom's party with Myrtle 
is more disgusting than any of Gatsby's. And indeed Jordan Baker and 
Daisy decay behind the shelter of their wealth. 

Though surfaces are brilliantly portrayed, from West Egg to the ash- 
heap, and characters are sharply observed, e.g. Tom's racism, it is 
ultimately the mythical character of Gatsby which makes the book so 
effective, for in realistic terms he is non-sensical. There is something 
adolescent in Gatsby's idealization of Daisy and refreshingly old-fashioned 
about his justifying attempt to get enough money to win her back; since 
he was a gentleman only in the artificial sense of being an army officer 
when they met, he has to achieve the status through wealth. But what a 
ludicrous way he takes. If this is Billy Budd-like innocence, his illegal 
activities, his amazing parties, and his silver shirts and pink suits are 
sheer improvizations. If Jay were really after the girl, the boy who adopt- 
ed Franklin's code of self-improvement and who was trained by Dan 
Cody and Meyer Wolfstein would have known what to do: he would have 
imitated the life style of her group. 

Fitzgerald's own birth in the Middlewest causes him to set up the 
antithesis between East and West which properly makes Nick return home 
because he was for a time corrupted by the East. But the other characters 
were already corrupt before they came East. Tom Buchanan fled Chicago 
because of the scandal of a "little spree," Jordan Baker was caught 
cheating at golf before she left Louisville, and Daisy had affairs including 
one with Gatsby before she left the South. 

Like Conrad's Marlowe, Fitzgerald's Nick Carroway is impressed by a 
dream. For Conrad the vision justifies imperialism; for Fitzgerald it 
justifies both Gatsby and the final peroration on America: 

I became aware of the old island here that flowered once for Dutch sailor's eyes- 
a fresh, green breast of the new world. Its vanished trees... had once pandered in 
whispers to the last and greatest of all human dreams, for a transitory enchanted 
moment [man was] face to face for the last time in history with something com- 
mensurate to his capacity for wonder. 

As for Gatsby, 
his dream seemed so close that he could hardly fail to grasp it. He did not know 
that it was already behind him...for he [like Fitzgerald] believed in the green 
light, the orgiastic future that year by year recedes before us. 

Both these major authors projected characters caught by sex and ambi- 
tion in the frenetic competition of the twenties. And both revealed the 
latent pessimism of their period. In their respective ways they revealed 
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the end of the American dream. Although Dreiser was still on the con- 
scious level thinking about individual psychology, the social concern which 
later emerged as a doctrinaire radicalism was already near the surface. 
It was the pressure of social controls upon the individual desires which 
Dreiser dramatized with an unmatched documentary authority. If his 
characters have no grandeur, if Clyde could get high enough to be only a 
puny and pathetic Icarus, we are all implicated in his fall. Fitzgerald's 
version of the dream, his ideal of winning the golden girl in marriage, 
seems to be universally adolescent rather than particularly American. 
But in Gatsby he is able imaginatively to combine it with an ideal of 
economic but tasteless success that effectively sketches the malaise of 
the jazz age. Because he too knows that Gatsby lacks weight as a tragic 
protagonist, he is right in turning Nick from simple narrator to growing 
central intelligence. Both authors, with the barometric senstivitiy. to 
change of the superior artist, were able to anticipate the crash of the 
American dream of success four years before 1929. 

And so I return to my starting point. Criticism will change with the 
cultural climate. Because we are members of society, influenced by ideas 
as well as events, science and social science impinge upon us all. In 
Professor Kampfs address the challenge of Karl Marx is raised again. 
Each of us must make his own decision as to whether this is threatening 
or something he is able to use. 

The University of Iowa 
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