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The Lure of the City (1900)

The migration of millions of Americans from farms and villages to large cities

prompted many writers to center their novels on the process of urbanization.
Theodore Dreiser, for instance, believed that "going to the city" is one of the most

powerful desires in human experience. "To join in the great, hurrying throng; to see

the endless ligh*, the great shops and stores, the towering structures and palatial

mansions, becomes a desire which the mind can scarcely resist." In Sister Carrie
(1900), Dreiser described the powerful lure of city life and urban pleasures to young

people from the countryside. As the novel opens, eighteen-year-old Carrie Meeber

leaves Columbia City, her small rural hometown, to pursue her fortune in Chicago

and later in New York City.

From Slsrer Carrie (1900; NewYork W. W. Norton,1970),pp.6-7,11-13. [Editorial inser-

tions appear in square brackets-Ed.]

o the child, the genius with imagination, or
the wholly untravelled, the approach to a great

city for the first time is a wonderful thing. Par-

ticularly if it be evening-that mystic period be-

tween the glare and gloom of the world when life is

changing from one sphere or condition to another.

Ah, the promise of the night. What does it not hold
for the weary! What old illusion of hope is not here

forever repeatedl Says the soul of the toiler to itself,

"I shall soon be free. I shall be in the ways and the

hosts of the merry. The streets, the lamps, the

lighted chamber set for dining, are for me. The the-

atre, the halls, the parties, the ways of rest and the

paths of song-these are mine in the night." Though

all humanity be still enclosed in the shops, the thrill
runs abroad. It is in the air. The dullest feel some-

thing which they may not always express or de-

scribe. It is the lifting of the burden of toil. . . .

Before following her in her round of seeking [a
job], let us look at the sphere in which her future



was to lie. In 1889 Chicago had the peculiar quali-

fications of growth which made such adventure-

some pilgrimages even on the part of young girls

plausible. Its many and growing commercial op-
portunities gave it widespread fame, which made

of it a giant magnet, drawing to itself, from all
quarters, the hopeful and the hopeless-those who

had their fortune yet to make and those whose for-
tunes and affairs had reached a disastrous climax

elsewhere. It was a city of over 500,000, with the

ambition, the daring, [and] the activity of a me-

tropolis of a million. Its streets and houses were al-

ready scattered over an area of seventy-five square

miles. Its population was not so much thriving
upon established commerce as upon the industries

which prepared for the arrival of others. The sound
of the hammer engaged upon the erection of new

structures was everywhere heard. Great industries
were moving in. The huge railroad corporations
which had long before recognized the prospects of
the place had seized upon vast tracts of land for
transfer and shipping purposes. Street-car lines

had been extended far out into the oPen country
in anticipation of rapid growth. The city had laid
miles and miles of streets and sewers through re-

gions where, perhaps, one solitary house stood out
alone-a pioneer of the populous ways to be'

There were regions open to the sweeping winds

and rain, which were yet lighted throughout
the night with long, blinking lines of gas-Iamps,

fluttering in the wind. Narrow board walks ex-

tended out, passing here a house, and there a store,

at far intervals, eventually ending on the open

prairie.
In the central portion was the vast wholesale

and shopping district, to which the uninformed
seeker for work usually drifted. It was a character-

istic of Chicago then, and one not generally shared

by other cities, that individual firms of any preten-

sion occupied individual buildings. The presence

of ample ground made this possible. It gave an

imposing appearance to most of the wholesale

houses, whose offices were upon the ground floor
and in plain view of the street. The large plates of
window glass, now so common, were then rapidly
coming into use, and gave to the ground floor of-
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fices a distinguished and prosperous look. The ca-

sual wanderer could see as he passed a polished

array of office fixtures, much frosted glass, clerks

hard at work, and genteel businessmen in "nobby"
suits and clean linen lounging about or sitting in
groups. Polished brass or nickel signs at the square

stone entrances announced the firm and the nature

of the business in rather neat and reserved terms.

The entire metropolitan centre possessed a high
and mighty air calculated to overawe and abash the

common applicant, and to make the gulf between

poverty and success seem both wide and deep.

Into this important commercial region the

timid Carrie went. She walked east along Van

Buren Street through a region of lessening impor-
tance, until it deteriorated into a mass of shanties

and coal-yards, and finally verged upon the river.

She walked bravely forward, Ied by an honest de-

sire to find employment and delayed at every steP

by the interest of the unfolding scene, and a sense

of helplessness amid so much evidence of power

and force which she did not understand. These vast

buildings, what were they? These strange energies

and huge interests, for what purposes were they

there? She could have understood the meaning of
a little stone-cutter's yard at Columbia City, carv-

ing little pieces of marble for individual use, but
when the yards of some huge stone corporation
came into view, filled with spur tracks and flat cars,

transpierced by docks from the river and traversed

overhead by immense trundling cranes of wood

and steel, it lost all significance in her little world.
It was so with the vast railroad yards, with the

crowded array of vessels she saw at the river, and

the huge factories over the way, lining the water's

edge. Through the open windows she could see the

figures of men and women in working aprons,

moving busily about. The great streets were wall-
lined mysteries to her; the vast offices, strange

mazes which concerned far-off individuals of im-
portance. She could only think of people con-

nected with them as counting money, dressing

magnificently, and riding in carriages. What they

dealt in, how they labored, to what end it all came,

she had only the vaguest conception. It was all

wonderful, all vast, all far removed, and she sank in
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spirit inwardly and fluttered feebly at the heart a$

she thought of entering any one of these mighty
concerns and asking for something to do-
something that she could do-anything.

1.

RrvrEw QUESnoNS
How does Dreiser describe the lure of the city
that Carrie and other rnigrants from the coun-
tryside felt?

In what ways does Dreiser suggest that the ap-
peal of urban culture is superfrcial?


