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From Cities of Things to Cities of Signs:

Urban Spaces and Urban Subjects

 in Dreiser’s Sister Carrie and Dos Passos’s Manhattan Transfer

ÒHowever the city may really be, beneath this thick coating of signs, whatever
it may contain or conceal, you leaveÉwithout having discovered it.Ó

          --Italo Calvino, Invisible Cities

While architecture has always been in part a semiotic art, the twentieth century saw an

unprecedented convergence of signs and architecture across America.1  Since the early 1920s,

the architectural spaces of American cities have been awash in texts and imagesÑadvertising,

street signs, newspaper headlines, political posters, graffiti, etc.  These signs have arguably

become the dominant constituents of phenomenal urban space, filling our perceptual fields,

obscuring the streets and buildings that once comprised Òthe city.Ó2  The emergence of this

textualized Òcity of signsÓ marks an historical break from the previous formation of what might

be called the Òcity of things,Ó and it is this moment of transition and, most important, its effects

on the inhabitants of the city that this essay will explore.  One can, I will argue here, see this

historical shift from the city of things to the city of signs in Theodore DreiserÕs Sister Carrie

(1901) and John Dos PassosÕs Manhattan Transfer (1925), novels which depict, respectively,

these two forms of the phenomenality of the city and the different types of urban subjectivities

they produce.3
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Each of these two formations of the city correlate with two different stages of American

capitalism:  the industrial capitalism of mass-produced consumer goods, a capitalism of things,

which dominated the late-nineteeth and early-twentieth centuries; and the anticipatory

emergence, as early as the 1920s, of what was to become the post-industrial capitalism of the

late-twentieth century, a capitalism of signs.  The capitalism of signs developed in part as a

consequence of the unparalleled success of industrial capitalismÕs mass production, which

spurred the increasingly sophisticated development of marketing devices as producers sought to

generate demand for and differentiate an unprecedented volume of consumer goods.

ÒAdvertisingÓ (including signs identifying shops) and marketing in a broad sense have of course

been around as long as marketplaces.  It was in the twentieth century, however, that advertising

and marketing became major urban industries in their own right.  As these industries and the new

media (radio, film, television, the Internet) that depended upon them for financial support

developed one after the other throughout the twentieth century, the character of the city was

transformed.  The city of things gave way to the city of signs, and the emphasis of the actual

economies of major cities largely shifted from the production of goods (e.g., material factory

goods) to the production of signs, including advertising.  Most crucially, the consumption of

commodities, while perhaps never entirely free from their concomitant consumption as signs,

became primarily the consumption of signs and only secondarily the consumption of the things

themselves.  By the beginning of the twenty-first century, this transformation might be seen to be

nearly complete in the ÒhypertextualizedÓ postmodern city, with its post-industrial economy

based largely upon the production, manipulation, and exchange of signs (in print and broadcast

media, finance, marketing etc.).

These transformations of urban spaces, like the transformations in the economic base that
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bring them about, are subject to a complicated and sometimes uneven development.  We are not

dealing here with unconditionally defined entities or separationsÑone moment the city of things,

the next the city of signsÑbut instead with a complex balance of both, things and signs, in the

modern and then postmodern city.  This balance shifts gradually, across decades.  This is why

there are signs in DreiserÕs depictions of Chicago and New York (most notably the lights of

Broadway and the billboards featuring Carrie, to which IÕll return), just as there are vast

quantities of things in Dos PassosÕs Manhattan (the novel opens with a detailed description of the

detritus floating around the bow of a ferry).  There is, however, a fundamental difference in the

balance, from the dominance of things to the dominance of signs, in these two novels.

Even today, the things are still here, an unavoidable and essential part of any capitalism,

although they are generally fabricated elsewhere, including in foreign cities that structurally and

economically resemble the industrial cities of late nineteenth and early twentieth-century

America.  And the city itself still constitutes a vast market and marketplace.  Yet, like the cityÕs

streets and buildings, the things seem now to be always somehow supplementary to, behind, the

signs, and, I would argue, with Jean Baudrillard, most commodities are now consumed primarily

as signs and only secondarily as things.  Indeed, it is arguably the consumption of signs, rather

than the consumption of things, that now constitutes the preponderance of our Òconsumerist

consumption.Ó  Consumption in advanced capitalist societies, Baudrillard suggests, is best

understood as ÒÔan active manipulation of signs,Õ a sort of bricolage in which the individual

desperately attempts to organize his privatized existence and invest it with meaningÓ (5).

In Sister Carrie (published one year after Thorstein VeblenÕs Theory of the Leisure Class,

which gave us the terms Òconspicuous consumptionÓ and Òpecuniary emulationÓ), clothing and

accessories are the things that constitute the principle objects of desire and mediums of seduction
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throughout the novel.  These commodities ÒspeakÓ (quite literally) for capitalism, and their

discourses are narratives of desireÑdesire for things, desire for an idealized subjectivity, desire

for the production of an idealized subjectivity through the acquisition of things which will signal

oneÕs status in the social hierarchy.  DreiserÕs turn-of-the-century Chicago and New York are

carefully mapped assemblages of department stores (the novel mentions five by name) and

assorted Òshow-placesÓ (streets, theaters, restaurants, hotels) where the subjectivities of his

protagonists are established through their purchases and public displays of consumer goods,

particularly clothing and accessories.4  The descriptions of all of the novelÕs urban localesÑfrom

the factory floors where the goods are made, to the department stores where they are purchased,

to the streets where they are on paradeÑconstantly detail the things that throng them.

In contrast to DreiserÕs depiction of turn-of-the-century Chicago and New York City as

cities of things, the ÒRoaring TwentiesÓ New York of John Dos PassosÕs Manhattan Transfer is

above all a city of signs, and its inhabitants are the subjects of a relentless semiotic address

issuing from the agencies and technologies of capital.  These discourses, too, offer narratives of

potential subjectivity, narratives that are sometimes enacted and sometimes resisted by the

characters in the novel.  Dos PassosÕs protagonist Ellen Thatcher shifts among conceptions of

herself that are filtered through and thus produced by her consumption of the signs of capital, or

more specifically the discourses of advertising, as against the consumption of actual things that

defines CarrieÕs subjectivity, although both characters enact the respective consumerist

narratives offered to them by capitalism.  By contrast, the failed newspaperman Jimmy Herf

struggles to create a sense of self in opposition to the commercial narratives that surround him in

Òthe city of gilt letter signsÓ (351).  In both cases (EllenÕs and JimmyÕs), one encounters

consumerist subjectivities that are no longer shaped by a desire for things, but by a desire for and



5

consumption of signsÑÒtextualizedÓ subjectivities.  This transformation, or transfer, from the

city of things and the subjectivities it produces to the city of signs and its subjectivities, I argue,

also involves concomitant changes in related ÒeconomiesÓ of signification and desire, and it is all

of these transformationsÑtheir causes, effects, and interrelationshipsÑthat this essay seeks to

understand.

#     #     #

In the modern community there is also a more frequent attendance at large
gatherings of people to whom oneÕs everyday life is unknown, in such
places as churches, theatres, ballrooms, hotels, parks, shops, and the like.
In order to impress these transient observers, and to retain oneÕs self-
complacency under their observation, the signature of oneÕs pecuniary
strength should be written in characters which he who runs may read.

Éexpenditure on dress has this advantage over most other methods,
that our apparel is always in evidence and affords an indication of our
pecuniary standing to all observers at the first glance.

--Thorstein Veblen, The Theory of the Leisure Class

Two years after his arrival in New York City, Theodore Dreiser, writing about the cityÕs

recent (1896) sweat-shop strikes in his column ÒReflectionsÓ for the periodical EvÕry Month,

compared the city to Òa sinful Magdalen,Ó who Òdecks herself gaily, fascinating all by her

garments of scarlet and silk, awing by her jewels and perfumes, when in truth there lies hid

beneath these a torn and miserable heart, and a soiled and unhappy conscience that will not be

still but is forever moaning and crying Ôfor shameÕÓ (411).  Warning admirers of the city that

Òwhat delights you is only the outer semblanceÓ (410), Dreiser reminded his readers of the

Òsorrow and want the ceaseless toil upon which all this is built,Ó and the Òcountless miseries

which these great walls hideÓ (411).  Three years later, Dreiser began work on Sister Carrie, one
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of the great novels of the American city, which works out these themesÑthe ÒsurfaceÓ allure of

the city, its harsh economic and social calculus of rise and fall, and, not incidentally, the role

played by clothing and other items of conspicuous consumption in bothÑin great detail.

Even though the action of the novel takes place in the same decade in which outdoor

electric signs, first used in New York in 1891, became commonplace, DreiserÕs Chicago and

New York are, above all, cities of things.  Period photographs of New York reinforce this

impression.  They reveal streets that, from a modern perspective, are curiously bereft of signage,

with a few dramatic exceptions, especially Broadway, which at night was transformed into Òthe

Great White WayÓ by the Òfire signsÓ of electric advertising.5  Things and people, however, are

everywhere.  In the iconic 1898 photograph of the Hester Street market (Figure 1), one can see

the plethora of pushcart goods set out for sale amid the crush of Lower East Side tenement

dwellers.  The 1897 photograph of the interior of the Siegel-Cooper department store (Figure 2),

a lavish 1896 addition to the ÒLadiesÕ MileÓ that advertised itself as Òthe largest store in the

world,Ó suggests that even in the more ÒrefinedÓ spaces of the new department stores, goods

were not so differently displayed: the aesthetic is one of plenitude or even excess, rather than

rarity or exclusivity.6  Department stores of this (and perhaps any) era functioned as purveyors,

and de facto celebrants, of the wonders of mass production.7

DreiserÕs protagonists navigate highly detailed urban milieux (the narration frequently

provides addresses and even directions and itineraries), in which the emphasis is always on the

consumption and display of consumer goods, particularly clothing and accessories.  Veblen

himself noted that Òconspicuous consumption claims a relatively larger portion of the income of

the urban than of the rural population, and the claim is also more imperativeÓ because Òthe

provocation to this line of evidence [of wealth and status], as well as its transient effectiveness,
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are more decided in the cityÓ (54).  It is, therefore, no surprise that, as Stuart and Elizabeth Ewen

observe, ÒThe city provided a fertile soil within which mass fashion took root.  As a mobile and

personalized form of display, fashion was particularly suited to a society characterized, more and

more, by mobile individualsÓ (142).  The walk down Broadway, as Carrie discovers soon after

her arrival in New York,

was a very imposing procession of pretty faces and fine clothes.  Women appeared in

their very best hats, shoes, and gloves, and walked arm in arm on their way to the fine

shops or theatres strung along from Fourteenth to Thirty-fourth streets.  Equally the men

paraded with the very latest they could afford. É It was literally true that if a lover of

fine clothes secured a new suit, it was sure to have its first airing on Broadway.  (226)

The mobility here is of course both literal (the walk up Broadway) and metaphorical (the climb

up through the social hierarchy).

CarrieÕs first close encounter with mass fashion comes with her initial visit to the Fair, a

Chicago department store.  She is, in this scene, not shopping, or rather, having no money, she is

only Òwindow shopping.Ó  Yet, she is Òmuch affected by the remarkable displays of trinkets,

dress goods, stationery, and jewelry.  Each separate counter was a show place of dazzling interest

and attraction.  She could not help feeling the claim of each trinket and valuable upon her

personallyÉ.There was nothing there which she could not have usedÑnothing which she did not

long to ownÓ (17).  Her own Òshortcomings of dress,Ó she painfully realizes, Òmake clear to all

who and what she wasÓ (17).  As Carrie intuitively understands, in this capitalist economy of

desire, to lack desired things is to lack the desired self.8

Despite CarrieÕs conviction that everything she beholdsÑÒthe dainty slipper and

stockings, the delicately frilled skirts and petticoats, the laces, ribbonsÉÓ (17)Ñshe could Òuse,Ó
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it is clear that what is at issue here is not so much use value as a particular kind of exchange

value.  Indeed, such fine and fragile apparel would, of necessity, preclude the wearerÕs

performing any kind of manual labor.  Such clothing arguably has a dual function: it both

announces and thus actually helps to produce the wearerÕs position in the class hierarchy.

The coveted items of clothing Carrie sees on display in the department stores, restaurants,

hotels and streets are for her objects of both conscious and unconscious desire, but this desire is

unrelated to any organic, biological Òneed.Ó  The clothes are ÒusefulÓ primarily as indicators (or

in VeblenÕs terms, as objects of pecuniary emulation) of what Carrie might have and be, but they

are also, at that moment, indicators of what she is not, of her class-bound status as a daughter of

working-class parents, and of all that exceeds her grasp.9  Thus, the clothing Carrie desires

functions both as a thing (or, in Saussurean, linguistic terms, as the referent) and, inevitably, as a

sign.  Her consumption of clothing as a sign, however, always involves the referent, the material

thing.  In contrast, the signs in Manhattan Transfer functionÑand are consumedÑas referents

themselves.  Thus, there are at work in these two novels two different economies of signification.

There is also a further complexity to the functioning of the sign in the transition between

these two economies and, accordingly, in my use of the term ÒsignsÓ in this essay.  Ferdinand de

Saussure articulated the two-component nature or structure of the sign as composed of the

signifier (the word or sound-image) and the signified (the concept or meaning), bound together

like two sides of a coin, which is linked to the referent (the thing referred to by the sign).  This

subtler scheme helps to properly nuance the difference between the two disparate forms of

consumption, subjectivities, and, ultimately, cities in question here.  Although Saussure

acknowledged the arbitrary nature of the bond between the signifier and the signified, it was left

to subsequent theorists (most importantly Jacques Derrida, and, in the functioning of desire,
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Jacques Lacan) to explore additional complexities of their functioning in relation to one another

and to the referent.  In particular and most crucially here, these complexities involve the question

of the relative dominance or hierarchy of the signifier and signified, the ways in which signifiers

can become detached from their signifieds and Òfloat,Ó and, finally, how signs themselves can

become detached from their referents and take on, in effect, a life of their own.  In these respects,

Derrida and Lacan depart from or at least (deconstructively) radicalize Saussure, and, in my

discussion of the functioning of signs here, I follow them, especially in my discussion of Dos

Passos.  In Dreiser, the functioning of the sign more closely resembles that described by

SaussureÕs semiotics.10

The consumption of things in DreiserÕs Sister Carrie also involves a consumption of

signs (for example, clothing as a sign of wealth and status), but in this case, it is arguably the

signified (the ÒmeaningÓ of wealth) that is dominant in the sign.  This consumption of signs is, as

I suggest above, usually, even if not always, secondary to the consumption of things, but either

way it is governed by the signified, rather than the signifier, in the ÒeconomyÓ of the sign.  And,

as I noted earlier, this consumption of signs almost always involves the consumption of the

actual things, too.  In Dos PassosÕs Manhattan Transfer, it is not only that the consumption of

things (or the consumption of signs via commodities) becomes essentially secondary to the

consumption of signs via discourses on commodities (especially advertising), but also and most

importantly that it is the signifiers (the words) that now dominate, in a proto-postmodern fashion,

the ÒeconomyÓ of the sign.  To the degree that DreiserÕs city of things is also a city of signs, it is

primarily a city of signifieds: while Dos PassosÕs city of signs is also a city of things, it is

primarily a city of signifiers.

One can also see this difference as follows.  In DreiserÕs novel, the firmest link or ÒglueÓ
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of this tripartite economy of the signification/consumption in the city is between the signified or

meaning, especially the meaning of wealth, and things (material wealth, including in the form of

commodities such as the jacket Carrie buys) as referents, while the signifier (for example, the

image of the jacket) is put in an essentially subordinate, almost irrelevant, position.  This

dominance of the signified meaning in the economy of signification is, as Derrida argued, the

classical view of signification in the history of Western thought, which includes most political-

economical thinking, such as that of Marx, whose concept of commodity fetishism, for example,

is defined by this dominance.  In Dreiser, moreover, things are still given a defining role in

determining this meaning.  This primacy of the connection between the meaning (of wealth) and

things justifies the view of DreiserÕs city as a city of things, even given the role of signs in the

economy of consumption he depicts and, sometimes, the dominance of meaning, the signified,

over things.

The channeling of CarrieÕs desireÑits direction into particular systems and structures of

meaning which can be said to produce the specifics of what she wants and whenÑis determined

by various economies: capitalist, political, social, and familial.  As Eby observes, ÒDreiser

understood that while desireÑfor specific consumer goods or for a superior class

positionÑseems to emanate from the individual, it is in fact socially producedÓ (108).  Desire is

constituted in particular ways by and within particular ideological formations, and the two

models or economies of desire at work in the city of things and the city of signsÑthe Freudian

and the Lacanian, respectivelyÑcan be seen to coincide with and largely derive from industrial

capitalism and post-industrial capitalism.  Desire, constituted as lack in both of these models, is

Òa function of market economy,Ó Gilles Deleuze and FŽlix Guattari argue in Anti-Oedipus:

Capitalism and Schizophrenia (28).  This function Òinvolves deliberately organizing wants and
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needs (manque) amid an abundance of production: making all of desire teeter and fall victim to

the great fear of not having oneÕs needs satisfiedÓ (28).  In the Freudian model, which Deleuze

and Guattari argue is intimately bound up with the structures of capitalist society and the nuclear

family as constituted within it, the multiplicity of desire of the pre-Oedipal, polymorphously

perverse child is channeled by the Oedipal complex into an Oedipal economy of desire that is

characterized by lack.11  This lack is precipitated by an anticipated (on the part of the boy) or

perceived (on the part of the girl) loss of the penis, a material thing.  Desire in the market

economy of the city of things, I argue, retains this characteristic focus on things.

The pinched, Spartan working-class lives of CarrieÕs parents and sister hold no attraction

for her, and as her life in the city begins, Carrie swiftly leaves first her parents and then her sister

behind without regret.  Lacking Òexcellent home principlesÓ (60), CarrieÕs Òguiding

characteristic,Ó DreiserÕs narrator informs us, is Òself-interestÓ (2).  In this, she is a proper

capitalist subject, motivated by what Adam Smith termed Òenlightened self-interest.Ó  ÒQuick to

understand the keener pleasures in life, [and] ambitious to gain in material thingsÓ (2), Carrie is

drawn to men who can offer her both.  This attraction is, crucially, always mediated by

dressÑhis and hers.

At CarrieÕs first encounter with Drouet on the train from Columbia City to Chicago, his

clothing (the details of which are elaborately described in the text) and manner Òbuilt up for her a

dim world of fortune, of which he was the centreÓ (6).  Drouet is a Òdrummer,Ó a traveling

salesman, and his flashy dress speaks to Carrie far more eloquently than Drouet himself.12  It is

effectively part of his sales pitch; it advertises his success and, by extension, the success of the

companies and products he represents.13  But potential customers are not all heÕs pitching.  His
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dress is also, and not tangentially, Òcalculated to elicit the admiration of susceptible young

womenÓ (3).

DrouetÕs seduction of Carrie, like all the other seductions in the novel, then, turns upon

the issue of dressÑinitially, his, and subsequently, hers.  Urging her to take the money he offers,

he promises, ÒIÕll see you through all right.  Get yourself some clothesÓ (47).  In turn, Carrie

perceives the money in terms that seem to conflate it with Drouet himself:  ÒThe money she had

accepted was two soft, green, handsome ten-dollar billsÓ (47, emphasis added).  Solidifying the

elision of money, desire, and seduction is the observation that, having accepted the money,

Carrie Òfelt bound to him by a strange tie of affection nowÓ (47).

The next day, Òpossessed of the means, lured by desireÓ (Dreiser 51, emphasis added),

Carrie takes the twenty dollars and returns to the Fair department store, where, as an

impecunious job-seeker, she had previously wandered dreamily among Òthe remarkable displays

of trinkets, dress goods, stationery, and jewelryÉ.She could not help feeling the claim of each

trinket and valuable upon her personally, and yet she did not stopÓ (17).  In this early scene and

in the parallel one in which she returns to the store, one can see a shift from a desire that begins

in a sense of attraction and plenitude (one that Òdoes not stopÓ) to a desire underscored by lack:

all of the things she saw Òtouched her with individual desire, and she felt keenly the fact that not

any of these things were in the range of her purchase.  She was an outcastÉÓ (17).  As Deleuze

and Guattari argue, Òfrom the moment we place desire on the side of acquisition, we make desire

an idealistic (dialectical, nihilistic) conception, which causes us to look upon it as primarily a

lack: a lack of an object, a lack of the real objectÓ (25), or, one might add, a lack of a real

subject, the subject produced (however ephemerally) by the possession of the object.
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In the second scene, Carrie returns to the store with money in her purse.  Yet,

interestingly, she is again not initially focused on acquisitionÑor lack.  Dreiser describes her as

being in Òthat middle state in which we mentally balance at times, possessed of the means, lured

by desire, and yet deterred by conscience or want of decisionÉNow she paused at each

individual bit of finery, where before she had hurried on.  Her womanÕs heart was warm with

desire for them.  How would she look in this, how charming that would make her!Ó she thinks

(51).  Intoxicated by the almost-tangible possibilities of what she might become, her desire

begins in plenitude and only subsequently turns to lack: ÒWhat would she not have given if she

could have had them all!  She would look fine, too, if only she had some of these thingsÓ (51).

Perhaps against the grain of DreiserÕs novel, one might read the shifts within each of

these two primal shopping scenes as a movement between two different models of desire.  Each

of these scenes begins amid a form of desire defined by connectivity or what Deleuze and

Guattari term a Òconnective synthesis,Ó in contrast to the Oedipalized disjunction or lack that

follows.  This originary desire, introduced by Deleuze and Guattari in Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism

and Schizophrenia, is based on what they call a ÒschizophrenicÓ proliferation and multiplicity of

desire that is neither situated within the Oedipal economies of Freudian and Lacanian desire nor

restricted to the lack that defines those economies.

Such desire is arguably what Hurstwood has in mind when he imagines that Carrie Òwas

too full of wonder and desire to be greedy.  She still looked upon the great maze of the city

without understandingÓ (91-92).  This desire, however, is supplanted here or elsewhere by an

Oedipally shaped field to which she is returned by Drouet and Hurstwood, and moneyÑby

Oedipus cum capitalism.14  It is intriguing to compare this Òprimal sceneÓ of shopping with the

one that occurs in F. Scott FitzgeraldÕs Tender is the Night in which Nicole Diver and Rosemary
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Hoyt go shopping together.

With NicoleÕs help Rosemary bought two dresses and two hats and four pairs of shoes

with her money.  Nicole bought from a great list that ran two pages, and bought the

things in the windows besides.  Everything she liked that she couldnÕt possibly use

herself, she bought as a present for a friend.  She bought colored beads, folding beach

cushions, artificial flowers, honey, a guest bed, bags, scarfs, love birds, miniatures for a

dollÕs house and three yards of some cloth the color of prawns.  She bought a dozen

bathing suits, a rubber alligator, a traveling chess set of gold and ivory, big linen

handkerchiefs for Abe, two chamois leather jackets of kingfisher blue and burning bush

from HermesÑbought all these things not a bit like a high-class courtesan buying

underwear and jewels, which were after all professional equipment and insuranceÑbut

with an entirely different point of view.  (54-55)

To be sure, one might also read NicoleÕs shopping as the ultimate display of conspicuous

consumption, enabled by her immense wealth.  This is a primal scene of shopping for Rosemary

in this respect as well.  And yet, the nature or the structure of NicoleÕs desire, enabled by wealth

as it is, becomes subtly, even if only partly, de-Oedipalized, subtly because only partly.  To use

this model to approach DreiserÕs, FitzgeraldÕs or Dos PassosÕs novels may be somewhat against

the grain of these authorsÕ own thought, but it may not be against what the novels and the world

they depict so well tell us.  It may be argued that all three female protagonists (DreiserÕs Carrie,

FitzgeraldÕs Nicole, and Dos PassosÕs Ellen) exhibit at least some elements of this mode of

desire at certain points, signaling a potential, albeit never truly enacted or sustained, resistance to

the Freudian and Lacanian economies of desire the male world imposes on them.  It is one of the

strengths of Deleuze and GuattariÕs analysis, or FitzgeraldÕs, DreiserÕs and Dos PassosÕs
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portrayals of the relationships between capitalism and desire, that one finds in them the interplay

and confrontation of different types of desiring machines, Oedipal (Freudian or Lacanian) and

schizophenic (Deleuzean), or still other.15

The mechanisms by which consumer capitalism mobilizes Oedipalized desire to produce

subjectivities are given a peculiar kind of agency throughout Sister Carrie.  In this novel,

clothing literally ÒspeaksÓ a discourse of desire that evokes a corresponding desire and

ÒrecognitionÓ in its subject, and creates a relation through which subjectivity is interpellated and

thus defined in particular (and highly commodified) ways.16  ÒFine clothes,Ó the narrator

observes, Òwere to her a vast persuasion; they spoke tenderly and Jesuitically for themselves.

When she came within earshot of their pleading, desire in her bent a willing earÓ (75, emphasis

added).17  In Sister Carrie, Òthe voice[s] of the so-called inanimateÓ commodities are essentially

the cajoling voices of lovers:

ÔMy dear,Õ said the lace collar she secured from PartridgeÕs, ÔI fit you beautifully;

donÕt give me up.Õ

ÔAh, such little feet,Õ said the leather of the soft new shoes; Ôhow effectively I

cover them.  What a pity they should ever want my aid.Õ (75)

More specifically, the discourses of the new shoes and lace collar are reminiscent of the thoughts

and words of Charles Drouet at important momentsÑthe beginning and endÑof his amorous

relationship with Carrie.  Drouet believes the money he offers Carrie at their first dinner in the

city is the solution to her dire financial straits, and it would indeed be (as the shoes also say) Òa

pityÓ if she were to refuse his help.  This help turns out to be quite substantial, as he

reproachfully reminds her months later when he confronts her with his knowledge of her

clandestine relationship with Hurstwood.  ÒI think IÕve done a great deal,Ó he says.  ÒIÕve given
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you all the clothes you wanted, havenÕt I?  IÕve taken you everywhere you wanted to goÓ (165).

His argument is as blunt as that of the lace collar:  ÒI [out]fit you beautifully; donÕt give me up.Ó

The fetishistic seductivenessÑÒAh, such little feetÉhow effectively I cover themÓÑof

the shoesÕ discourse is also remarkable for what it suggests about the transformation that the city

has wrought in Carrie.  The nature of her desire for the shoes, the voice she lends them in her

mind, and her thoughts as she regards them reveal no trace of her own, earlier relation to such

things or of the grim realities of the conditions of their production.  The Òsoft new leatherÓ of the

shoes evokes no memory of her days in the shoe factory where she had her first job, of her

aching muscles and the increasingly distasteful repetitive action she was required to perform on

the factory assembly line until it became for her Òabsolutely nauseatingÓ (29).  In a stunning

demonstration of commodity fetishism, the shoes in the department store exist for Carrie solely

as objects of seduction and allure, and all recognition and remembrance of the circumstances and

human relations involved in their production are lost to her.

What attracts Carrie most is the transformative power of clothing, its ability to make her

Òlook quite another maidenÓ (58).  MirrorsÑboth literal mirrors and the figurative mirrors of

others and of othersÕ reactions to herÑplay a central role in this construction of identity, as

Carrie sees reflected in them the Ideal-I she has always imagined lay within her.18  ÒThe mirror,Ó

the narrator observes, Òconvinced her of a few things which she had long believed.  She was

pretty, yes, indeed!Ó (58).  Yet DrouetÕs purchase of clothing for Carrie (which was the occasion

for CarrieÕs mirror epiphany) also triggers a subsequent conflict between mirror images:  ÒShe

looked into her glass and saw a prettier Carrie than she had seen before; she looked into her

mind, a mirror prepared of her own and the worldÕs opinions, and saw a worse.  Between these

two images she wavered, hesitating which to believeÓ (70).  The answer to CarrieÕs beleaguered
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conscience is ultimately quite simple and compelling:  ÒShe was alone; she was desireful; she

was fearful of the whistling wind.  The voice of want made answer for herÓ (70).  It is lack,

finally, that silences the conflicted consciences of both Carrie and society itself.

The process of mirroring through which Carrie creates her identity is, however, not

merely a matter of dress: it is bound up with her natural acting ability.19  Able to Òperceive the

nature and value of those little modish ways which women adopt when they would presume to be

something,Ó Carrie mimics, mirrors, the gestures of those she admires: ÒShe looked in the mirror

and pursed up her lips, accompanying it with a little toss of the head, as she had seen the railroad

treasurerÕs daughter do. É She became a girl of considerable tasteÓ (78-79).20   The urban

environment itself offers numerous sites of such identificatory mirroring or interpellation, from

half-lit display windows of department stores in which one might see oneÕs own ghostly

reflection superimposed on that of the mannequins, to posh restaurants like SherryÕs, where Òthe

floor was of a reddish hue, waxed and polished, and in every direction were mirrorsÑtall,

brilliant, bevel-edged mirrorsÑreflecting and re-reflecting forms, faces, and candelabra a score

and a hundred timesÓ (235).

There is, toward the very end of Sister Carrie, a scene that suggests a related form of

mistaken identification or recognition, one that foreshadows the coming complexitiesÑand

confusionsÑof the city of signs.  Cold, hungry, and homeless, Hurstwood decides to seek solace

in the lights of what is now Times Square.21  ÒIÕll just go down Broadway,Ó he says.  ÒWhen he

reached Forty-second Street, the fire signs were already blazing brightlyÓ (361).  Nearby (Dreiser

locates the Casino, CarrieÕs theater, at Broadway and 39th Street), he encounters Òblazing, in

incandescent fire, CarrieÕs name,Ó and overhead, Òa large, gilt-framed posterboard on which was

a fine lithograph of Carrie, life-sizeÓ (362).  He seems, at that moment, to confuse this image,
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this sign, of Carrie with Carrie herself:  ÒÔThatÕs you,Õ he said at last, addressing her.  ÔWasnÕt

good enough for you, was I?  HuhÉÕÓ (362, emphasis added).  Through a triangulated desire,

this mis-identification heightens his own sense of lack, evokes in him a desire for what sheÕs

ÒgotÓÑwealth, fame, social acceptanceÑall symbolized by that idealized Òsign.Ó  ÒSheÕs got itÓ

É ÒLet her give me someÓ (362).  Pushed away from the stage door, he falls to the ground.

ÒNow a fierce feeling against Carrie welled up,Ó but now it is reduced to a simple need:  ÒÔShe

owes me something to eat,Õ he said, ÒShe owes it to meÓ (363).  Having lost the ÒrealÓ Carrie,

Hurstwood is, in this scene, reduced to negotiating with her sign.  While HurstwoodÕs confusion

signals the depth of his disorientation and despair (Òhis mind was not exactly clearÓ (362)), it

also resonates with the fact that, in many ways, CarrieÕs own identity is now more sign than real,

and that the theater has become the privileged site and the fitting symbol of her construction of

her own identity, one that no longer requires him as a partner or prop.22

CarrieÕs vocation and power as an actress find their fullest expression on stage, where she

creates not only a series of idealized versions of herself, but also an array of miniature mise-en-

sc•nesÑshadow playsÑof the city and its inhabitants outside.  ÒCarrie was possessed of that

sympathetic, impressionable nature which, ever in the most developed form, has been the glory

of the drama.  She was created with that passivity of soul which is always the mirror of the active

world,Ó the narrator observes (117).  Ames, the cultured young man with whom Carrie has a

brief flirtation, sees in her the reflection of a ÒworldÉalways struggling to express itselfÓ (356).

ÒSometimes nature does it in a face,Ó he tells her, Òit makes the face representative of all desire.

ThatÕs what has happened in your caseÓ (356).  What Carrie mirrors, finally, is Òthe worldÕs

longingÓ (356).

#      #     #
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This is the principle of commodity fetishism, the domination of society by
Ôintangible as well as tangible things,Õ which reaches its absolute
fulfillment in the spectacle, where the tangible world is replaced by a
selection of images which exist above it and which simultaneously impose
themselves as the tangible par excellence.

The spectacle is not a collection of images, but a social relation among
people, mediated by images.

--Guy Debord, Society of the Spectacle

Manhattan Transfer is one of the first works of American fiction to capture the ethos of

the modern and modernist American city, with its ceaseless circulation of capital, commodities,

signs, and urban subjects.  The streets of Dos PassosÕs Manhattan are constructed less of asphalt

and paving stones than of advertising slogans, blaring newspaper headlines, snatches of popular

songs, and fragments of conversationÑin essence, we see emerging here a ÒtextualizedÓ

cityÑthe city of signs.23  This new urban space is itself reflected in George SalterÕs illustration

and cover design for the 1943 (and current) Houghton Mifflin edition of Manhattan Transfer, in

which the bookÕs title appears as a giant sign, perched on top of a tenement, against a

background of looming skyscrapers (Figure 3).  The novel powerfully depicts the ways in which

the massive proliferation of advertising in the 1920s (and a concomitant shift in the strategic

appeals made by that advertising) transformed both the urban landscape and AmericansÕ sense of

themselves.

In the 1920s and 1930s, Roland Marchand argues in Advertising the American Dream:

Making Way for Modernity, 1920-1940,

Not only did the number of advertisementsÉand the media available to advertising

expand dramatically; in addition, advertisements increasingly gave predominate attention

to the consumer rather than the product.  In their efforts to win over consumers by
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inducing them to live through experiences in which the product (or its absence) played a

part, advertisers offered detailed vignettes of social life.  This evolution toward an

emphasis on consumer anxieties and satisfactions, which culminated by the 1930s, was

what made American advertising Ômodern.Õ (xxi-xxii, emphasis added)

These new advertising vignettes presented a considerably more advanced technique for

interpellating consumers by offering explicit subject positions in which they were expected to

recognize and identify themselves.  In the 1927 photograph of Times Square (Figure 4), one can

an example of this phenomenon in the billboard located in the center of the cacophony of signs

crowding the Square that features an urbane ÒswellÓ looking genially out toward passersby, his

cigarette pointing to the suggestion that they, too, ÒGraduate to Camels,Ó that is, move up in the

world, as, presumably, he has already done.

A similar process of interpellation is encapsulated in a brief scene closing the first chapter

of Manhattan Transfer, in which an unnamed man pauses to study an advertisement for a Gillette

razor in a drugstore window:

Éhe stopped and stared abstractedly at a face on a green advertising card.  It was a

highbrowed cleanshaven distinguished face with arched eyebrows and a busy neatly

trimmed mustache, the face of a man who had money in the bank, poised prosperously

above a crisp wing collar and an ample dark cravat.  Under it in copybook writing was

the signature King C. Gillette.  Above his head hovered the motto NO STROPPING NO

HONING.  The little bearded man pushed his derby back off his sweating brow and

looked for a long time into the dollarproud eyes of King C. Gillette.  Then he clenched

his fists, threw back his shoulders and walked into the drugstore. (11)

After purchasing the razorblades, he returns home, and shaves off his beard.  Then, the
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identification and transformation complete, he turns to face his wife and children: ÒHe turned

towards them a face smooth as the face of King C. Gillette, a face with a dollarbland smileÓ (11).

Throughout the novel, the thoughts of the inhabitants of Dos PassosÕs textualized Manhattan,

Òthe city of scrambled alphabetsÉthe city of gilt letter signsÓ (351) are caught up in such

vignettes and intertwined with this welter of discourses and signs, and, I shall argue, their

identities are largely produced in relation to them, though the process is frequently more

convoluted and complex than in these two examples.  In this discussion, I will focus primarily on

two main characters who might be seen as the best exemplars of this textualized, modernist

subjectivity: the upwardly mobile Ellen Thatcher and the downwardly mobile Jimmy Herf.

Ellen Thatcher may be seen as the consummate manipulator of the cityÕs signs and of

sign systems in general.  Throughout her life (or as much was we see of it), EllenÕs identity is in

fluxÑas her frequent change of name indicates.  She is first Ellie, then Ellen, then Elaine (the

lily maid of Astalot), then HelenaÑeach new name signaling a shift in her private or public

persona (if, indeed, it is possible to maintain this distinction) and in the systems of signification

she enters and responds to.  Though Ellen is arguably the most strong-willed of the characters in

the novel and the one most in control of her ownÑfluidÑidentity, her conceptions of herself are

incessantly filtered through, and thus the product of, her consumption of the signs of the city.

One can see this process in which her fantasies of self are triggered by and then elaborated

through an extension of a fragment of overheard conversation: ÒBut sheÕs the biggest hit ever

had been made on Broadway.Ó  She connects this fragment to another sign, the familiar

advertising slogan that has, by now, graced thousands of theater billboards, ÒGreatest Hit on

Broadway,Ó setting in motion a remarkable reverie:
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ÉGreatest hit on Broadway.  The words were an elevator carrying her up dizzily, up into

some stately height where electric light signs crackled scarlet and gold and green, where

were bright roofgardens that smelled or orchids, and the slow throb of a tango danced in a

goldgreen dress with Stan while handclapping of millions beat in gusts like a hailstorm

about them.  Greatest hit on Broadway.  (154)

Ellen, the up-and-coming actress, ÒrecognizesÓ herself in, and is interpellated by, this sign,

identifying with it, seeing herself mirrored in its idealized image.  The process is propelled by

desireÑdesire for ascendancy, for success, for sensual pleasure, for love, for adulation and

recognition by others.  The process involves both a fantasy identification (of the actress self with

Òthe Greatest Hit on BroadwayÓ) and a fantasy projection of her innermost desires.

EllenÕs desire, like CarrieÕs, is constituted within an Oedipalized economy characterized

or organized by lack (and it too is part of the capitalist economy), but here it seems to function

more within the Lacanian model of Oedipalized desire than the Freudian model.  Desire in the

Lacanian model is organized within the Symbolic OrderÑthe order that is still Oedipal but is

that of language or signification (especially signifiers), and of relations, including social and

economic relationsÑand is less grounded in the material prototype (e.g., bodily organs) of signs

or fetishes.  In the Oedipal complex as understood by Lacan, the ÒobjectÓ that is lacked is not

material (the penis), but rather strictly symbolic (the phallus, a sign of sexual difference and of

the powers and privileges of maleness), as is the nature of the anticipated or perceived

castration.24  Desire in the market economy of the city of signs, I argue, accordingly retains this

characteristic focus on signs.

The primary sign defining EllenÕs subjectivity and its economy of desire is that of Òthe

Danderine Lady,Ó a roving advertisement for Danderine, a popular dandruff shampoo.  Ellen
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encounters the figure of DanderineÕs ÒGreat Lady on a White HorseÓ at several junctures in the

novel, and she reappears constantly in EllenÕs thoughts and discourse.  Ellen first spots her near

Lincoln Square:

A girl rode slowly through the traffic on a white horse: chestnut hair hung down in even

faky waves over the horseÕs chalky rump and over the giltedged saddlecloth where in

green letters pointed with crimson, read DANDERINE.  She had on a green Dolly

Varden hat with a crimson plume; one hand in a white gauntlet nonchalantly jiggled at

the reins, in the other wabbled a goldknobbed riding crop.  (136)

Ellen watches her pass and then continues her walk into Central Park, where she is ogled

by a pair of sailors:  ÒOne of them popped his lips as she passed, she could feel their seagreedy

eyes cling stickily to her neck, her thighs, her anklesÓ (137).  At that moment, calling to mind the

image of the Danderine Lady in a defensive mental maneuver, Ellen thinks, ÒAll in green on a

white stallion rode the Lady of the Lost BattalionÉGreen, green, danderineÉ Godiva in the

haughty mantle of her hairÉÓ (137).  For Ellen, the Danderine Lady functions in effect as a

floating signifier, completely detached from its referent of dandruff shampoo and acquiring a

new set of meanings (or signifieds) as it shifts along a signifying chain of associations.  EllenÕs

identity and, to a great extent, her relations to the people and the city around her are, in turn,

constructed within and along this same chain.

There is, thus, not just a different economy of desire in play here but also a different

economy of signification than that seen in DreiserÕs city of things.  In Manhattan Transfer, the

signs are nearly (albeit not altogether) detached from their direct subordination to things, and,

within signs themselves, signifiers from their subordination to signifieds.  Both links are

weakened, often to the point of being nearly irrelevant to the social and psychological processes
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related to consumption or desire.  Instead, new links and forms of subordination are fashioned,

governed primarily by signifiers, to which both signifieds and things (when they are involved)

are subordinated.

In the preceding assemblage, the Danderine Lady is first transformed in EllenÕs

imagination into the ÒLady of the Lost Battalion,Ó a figure that lifts Ellen, through her

identification with her, out of the muck of the sailorsÕ lascivious regard and renders her the

romantic heroine of a martial legend.  After returning briefly to Òdanderine,Ó she slides further

along the signifying chain of noble ladies on horses, summoning up another figure:  Lady

ÒGodiva in the haughty mantle of her hairÓÑnoble, untouchable, and, of course, un-regardable.25

EllenÕs images of these untouchable women on horseback (an image not without

symbolic sexual connotations) might well be related to her inability to respond to any of the men

who love her and to own ambivalence regarding her sex, marked by her childhood insistence that

ÒÔEllieÕs goin to be a boy EllieÕs goin to be a boyÕÓ (23).  Yet Ellen also harbors a romantic

vision of love;  a few more minutes after her glimpse of the Danderine Lady, Ellen launches into

a poetic discourse inspired by the legendary figure:  ÒWhen thou and I my love shall come to

part.  Then shall I press an ineffable last kiss Upon your lips and goÉheart, start, who

artÉBliss, this, missÉWhen ThouÉWhen you and I my loveÉÓ (138).  The fumbling rhyme

and fractured syntax of her words may be seen to reflect both an ironic awareness of the falsity

of the dream and her conflicting desires in regard to her love.  The scene of loss and parting

might also be read as a foreshadowing of her doomed relationship with her lover Stan Emery.

In her first conversation with Stan, Ellen remarks:  ÒI saw the danderine lady this

afternoonÉShe impressed me enormously.  Just my idea of a great lady on a white horseÓ (140).

Stan is quick to pick up on her identification with the figure.  Misquoting the Danderine jingle,
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he renders it:

ÒWith rings on her fingers and bells on her toes, And she shall make mischief

wherever she goes.Ó

ÒMusic, isnÕt it?Ó put in Ellen laughing.  ÒI always say mischief.Ó  (140)

The substitution of ÒmischiefÓ for ÒmusicÓ is significant:  for despite, or perhaps because of all

her charm, Ellen produces few grace notes and indeed much mischief (or, more accurately,

havoc) in the lives of the men who admire and love her.  For all of them, her first husband John

Oglethorpe, the theater producer Harry Goldweiser, her lawyer George Baldwin, her second

husband Jimmy Herf, and her lover Stan (whom she loves, but who does not appear to love her),

she remains an unreachable, untouchable figure on a white horse.  None ever really bridge the

distance signaled by her position on horseback, set above the fray of the city streets and crowds.

The figure of the Danderine Lady not only functions to mediate EllenÕs relationship to

herself and the men in her life, as her conversation with Stan suggests, the Danderine Lady also

mediates StanÕs relationship to her.  While Stan is the only man Ellen is ever able to love, he is

incapable of loving her back.  Caught up in his own despair and seeing Ellen more clearly than

her other men, he mocks her attempts to help him:  ÒÔRings on her fingers,Õ chanted Stan,

pressing his buzzer, ÔAnd bells on her toes, And she shall cure dandruff wherever it growsÕÓ

(143).  As StanÕs despair reaches its apogee, he sits on a bench on the Battery, at the very edge of

Manhattan, looking out over the water, away from the city and its inescapable signs.  ÒHis mind

went on jingling like a mechanical piano:  ÔWith bells on her fingers and rings on her toes, Shall

ride a white lady upon a great horse.  And she shall make mischief wherever she goesÉÕÓ (252).

Similarly to EllenÕs adoption of the Danderine Lady, Stan conceives of his own

subjectivity, as least in part, through the image of Longlegged Jack of the Isthmus, the hero of a
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popular song.  The song, in which Òit rained forty days and it rained forty nights / And it didnÕt

stop till Christmas / And the only man who survived the flood / Was longlegged Jack of the

Isthmus,Ó runs through his mind as he contemplates his imminent suicide (252).  The last line in

that section is his remark: ÒKerist I wish I was a skyscraperÓÑa longing that suggests not the

citadel of desire it will be seen to symbolize for Jimmy, or the triumphant pinnacle it represents

for Ellen, but rather an inanimate tower of strength capable of withstanding the apocalyptic

floods of the cityÕs and lifeÕs relentless demands (252).  His failed identification with the phallic

skyscraper is signaled by the image of ÒSkyscrapers go[ing] up like flames, in flames, flamesÓ

that precedes his self-immolation.  His last thought, ÒThe only man who survived the flood rode

a great lady on a white horse,Ó conflates the image of the Danderine LadyÑEllen, the great lady

he cannot Òride,Ó with that of the survivor, Longlegged Jack of the Isthmus, a role he is finally

unable to assume (253).  Ultimately, neither Stan nor, as we will see, Jimmy is able to forge a

viable sense of self out of the materials offered by the deluge of signs and images that surround

them.

Despite the ease with which Ellen adapts to the signifiers of consumerism, she is finally

incapable of creating a sense of her self that is satisfying to herself or that would make it possible

for her to love the men who love her.  The economy of desire here seems to reflect the struggle

between the pleasure principle and the reality principle, Eros and Ananke (necessity), and,

finally, perhaps, the eternal conflict between Eros and Thanatos, the death drive.26  As her

marriage with Jimmy begins to falter, there is a moment in which he imagines that he is

conversing with Òthe ElliedollÓ (301).  It is an image that will resonate later, in one of the final

scenes of the novel, in which Ellen dines with George Baldwin and refuses his marriage

proposal.  Exhausted from the day, she takes refuge in the ladiesÕ room.  There, she Òstayed a
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long time looking in the mirror, dabbing a little superfluous powder off her face, trying to make

up her mind.  She kept winding up a hypothetical dollself and setting it in various

positionsÉSuddenly she turned away from the mirror with a shrug of her toowhite shouldersÓ

(374).  EllenÕs interlude before the mirror suggests the extent to which her identity is, like the Òa

hypothetical dollself,Ó a matter of ÒgesturesÉacted out on various model stages.Ó  Yet her abrupt

turn from the mirror seems to signal her dissatisfaction with any of these mirror

imagesÑidealized-IÕs in a Lacanian senseÑand the shrug might be read as surrender.  The

ÒdollselfÓ is ominously inhuman, inanimate, dead.  For Ellen, Thanatos appears to triumph over

Eros.

Of all the characters in Manhattan Transfer, it is the newspaperman Jimmy Herf who is

most resistant to the processes of interpellation by the forces of capital and to the creation of a

ÒtextualizedÓ subjectivity.  For him, the subjectivity-producing Òcity of shiny windows,Ó that

mirror some commercial version of an ideal self, Òthe city of gilt letter signsÓ that seem to

promise so much, is also Òthe city of scrambled alphabetsÓ (351).  Like Ellen and many other

characters in the novel, Jimmy finds his mind filling with the signs that surround him on his

many walks through the city.  There appears to be no outside to this all-pervasive discourse of

consumer capital: when Jimmy attempts to escape it on one of his long, despairing walks out of

the city, he finds even the sides of barns covered with Òpeeling letters that spelled out LYDIA

PINKHAMÕS VEGETABLE COMPOUND, BUDWEISER, RED HEN, BARKING DOGÓ

(113)Ñthe productÕs very names, with their references to vegetables, hens, dogsÑserving as an

ironic gloss on the lost pastoral scene and on the precession of the sign over the real wrought by

capitalism and its desiring-machines.

Within this all-pervasive commercial discursive sphere, the urban subjectÕs manipulations
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of semiotic codesÑincluding those of image or of clothingÑmight, as Jonathan Raban proposes

in Soft City, Òregister the cityÕs immense and arbitrary range of choice.  They announce simply

that you have chosen, made your personal bid for a fantasyÓ (49).  Jimmy appears to understand,

however, that while this Òrange of choiceÓ to which Raban refers might well be Òimmense,Ó it is

not quite ÒarbitraryÓ:  it is massively determined and often overdetermined by the exigencies of

consumer capital.  The possibilities are thus inevitably limited to those Òchoices,Ó also offered by

means of and as signs, which the corporations of the era deem acceptable and profitable, and

which they accordingly make available.

Jimmy responds to this welter of consumer discourse with revulsion:  ÒWith every deep

breath [he] breathed in rumble and grind and painted phrases until he began to swell, felt himself

stumbling big and vague, staggering like a pillar of smoke above the April streetsÓ (353).  He

resists his interpellationÑhis familyÕs and the cityÕs hailing of him as yet another up-and-coming

young professional.  It may be that for him, as Deleuze and Guattari suggest is true of most

subjects inhabiting a capitalist, Oedipalized economy, Òwhat is missing is not things a subject

feels the lack of somewhere deep down inside himself, but rather the objectivity of man, the

objective being of man, for whom desire is to produce, to produce within the realm of the realÓ

(27).  Yet within the circuits and structures of capitalism, un-Oedipalized desire is repressed and

diverted elsewhere, channeled, through capitalist Oedipalization, into lack-fuelled fantasies of

consumerist fulfillment.  ÒIf desire is repressed,Ó they observe, Òit is because very position of

desireÉis capable of calling into question the established order of societyÓ (116).

As a newspaperman, Jimmy himself is nonetheless complicit in the corruption of the

public sphere by the forces of capitalism, as Oglethorpe scornfully points out to him, since

Òevery sentence, every word, every picayune punctuation that appears in the public press is
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perused and revised and deleted in the interests of advertisers and bondholders.  The fountain of

national life is poisoned at the sourceÓ (195).27  Not long before he quits his job, Jimmy has a

dream in which he is writing a letter on a linotype:  ÒThe arm of the linotype was a womanÕs

hand in a long white glove.  Through the clanking from behind amber foots EllieÕs voice DonÕt,

donÕt, donÕt, youÕre hurting me soÉ.Mr. Herf, says a man in overalls, youÕre hurting the

machine and we wonÕt be able to get out the bullgod edition thank dogÓ (329, ellipses in

original).  The dream imagery signals both the final collapse of his relationship with Ellen, who

is conflated with the machine, and his nascent desire to ÒmonkeywrenchÓ the production process

(ÒyouÕre hurting the machine and we wonÕt be able to get out the bullgod editionÉÓ).  The

anticipated outcome of these conflicts with Ellen and Òthe machineÓ is ominously depicted in the

most Freudian terms: ÒThe linotype was a gulping mouth with nickelbright rows of teeth, gulped,

crunchedÓ (329).

After Jimmy quits his job, he wanders through the city, imagining himself disrupting the

ceaseless flow of consumerist discourse, writing Òcusswords on typewriters between the

stenographerÕs fingers, mix[ing] up the pricetags in department storesÓ (353).  Yet he has no

alternative method of self-creation.  His sense of self seems to disintegrate amid the oversweet

flavors of the language all around him:  ÒInside he fizzed like sodawater into sweet april syrups,

strawberry, sasaparilla, chocolate, cherry, vanilla dripping foam through the mild gasolineblue

airÓ until finally, ÒHe dropped sickeningly fortyfour stories, crashedÓ (353).

The implicit reference to the forty-four-story skyscraper here is part of a complex of

meanings that surround the skyscrapers of Manhattan in the novel.  Jimmy reads these

edificesÑthe Pulitzer Building, the Woolworth Tower, and the Flatiron BuildingÑappropriately

enough, as concrete advertisements for the power and wealth of business.  ÒIf we begin with the
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assumptions that churches are the expression of religious power and castles of aristocratic power,

and that architecture is the expression of the society that creates it,Ó the architectural historian

Piera Scuri argues, Òthen it follows that skyscrapers must be considered to express the power of

multinational corporationsÓ (ix).  Citing the skyscraperÕs Ògreat potential as an advertising

imageÓ (ix), he believes Òthe transformations undergone by [the skyscraperÕs] powerful image

correspond to a courting of public opinion, achieved by means of the seductive power of the

image itself, and above all by one of the most powerful images that can be set before human

eyes: the architectural imageÓ (Scuri 2).28  (It should be noted that this image is also, inevitably,

phallic, a signifier of more than just economic power.)  This intersection of architecture and

capitalism, and the architectural developments made possible by the creation of new materials

and technologies are explored at various points in the novel, particularly in the discourse of the

architect Phil Sandbourne: ÒYou ought to see his plans for allsteel buildins.  HeÕs got an idea the

skycraper of the futureÕll be built of steel and glass. ÉHeÕs got a great sayin about some Roman

Emperor who found Rome of brick and left it of marble.  Well he says heÕs found New York of

brick an that heÕs goin to leave it of steelÉ.steel an glassÓ (Dos Passos 75).  Amid the litany of

advertising discourse surrounding Jimmy appears a series of material components, the stuff of

skyscrapers: ÒWrought steel, monel, copper, nickel, wrought iron,Ó and then, ironically, ÒAll the

world loves natural beauty.  LOVEÕS BARGAIN that suit at GumpelÕs best value in town.  Keep

that schoolgirl complexionÉÓ (351), a slippage between the skyscraper and the figure of Ellen

that links the skyscraper to a somewhat different form of phallic desire than that suggested

previously.

Throughout his long days and nights of wandering the city, Jimmy is obsessed with a

skyscraper that is symbolic (in LacanÕs sense, and specifically as linked to Lacanian lack and
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castration), Òa grooved building jutting up with uncountable bright windows falling onto him out

of a scudding sky,Ó from which Òtypewriters rain continual nickelplated confetti in his earsÓ

(365).  The edifice is simultaneously an embodiment of the cityÕs powerful, alluring consumer

discourse and a signifier of (also commodified) sexual desire:  ÒFaces of Follies girls, glorified

by Ziegfeld, smile and beckon to him from the windowsÓ (365).  The desire is something more

than just a response to the generic appeal of the Ziegfeld girls, however, for Ellen, who has

married and then left him, is up there too:  ÒEllie in a gold dress, Ellie made of thin gold foil

absolutely lifelike beckoning from every windowÓ (365).  The image is a peculiarly

overdetermined oneÑcombining the phallic skyscraper of JimmyÕs desire and contained within

it, yet ultimately inaccessible, the vision of a reified Ellen Òmade of thin gold foil.Ó

In JimmyÕs imagination, Òhe walks round blocks and blocks looking for the door of the

humming tinselwindowed skyscraper, round blocks and blocks and still no door.  Every time he

closes his eyes the dream has hold of him, every time he stops arguing audibly with himself in

pompous reasonable phrases the dream has hold of himÉÔIf only,Õ he thinks, ÔI still had faith in

wordsÕÓ (366).  Finally unable to reach or hold Ellen, and unwilling or unable to forge a sense of

himself amid the overload of semiotic overtures offered by the city, he leaves it behind, headed

nowhere in particular, but Òpretty farÓÑthe last words of the novel (404).

In contrast with Jimmy, who refuses to accede to the cityÕs interpellation of him, Dos

PassosÕs Ellen is too much, decidedly too much, the ÒproductÓ of the city signs that circulate

endlessly around her.  Yet, as Jimmy suspects and Ellen finds, these could only allow for

simulacra of identity, even an identity of things, as DreiserÕs Carrie finds, too.  It would be

tempting and easy, too easy, to juxtapose these simulacra to some authentic human identity, for

which, say, Jimmy or Stan search, equally in vain, though for different reasons.  In the city and
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beyond, if there is such a beyond anymore (how far can Jimmy go?), an identity is inescapably a

mixture of the thing and the simulacra, of the human and the material, including the textual,

finally of identity and difference, in short of us, each and together, and of our cities.  Jimmy, and

to a much lesser extent, even Stan might represent particular forms or incarnations of what

Deleuze and Guattari refer to as anti-Oedipal Òdesiring-machines,Ó presented to us as models of

resistance, however unsuccessful, to the despotic Oedipal desiring machines of the State and of

capitalism that so thoroughly ensnare Ellen, and, earlier, DreiserÕs Carrie, Drouet, and

Hurstwood.  They would need, however, to deploy alternative economies of desire to succeed,

since theirs are still too complicit with capitalism and its Oedipalization.

It is in the nature of desiring-machines to break down, even as they run, as Deleuze and

Guattari point out (31-32).  Modernist literature provides plenty of examples of this

phenomenon, from the radical disjunctions and disruptions of JoyceÕs Ulysses to Dos PassosÕs

Manhattan Transfer and U.S.A. trilogy.  Surveying the wreckage of the lives of Dos PassosÕs

protagonists, and not a few of DreiserÕs, we discover that Òthe artist is the master of objects; he

puts before us shattered, burned, broken-down objects, converting them to the rŽgime of

desiring-machinesÉEven more important, the work of art is itself a desiring-machine (Deleuze

32).  Both Sister Carrie and Manhattan Transfer are not only remarkable portrayals of American

cities on their way from cities of things to cities of signs, or in their complex existence between

things and signs.  For us, their readers, who also inhabit these cities, these works are powerful

interventions into the political economies of the relationships between capitalism and desire,

which form and summon, interpellate us, as subjects.



33

Works Cited

Alter, Robert.  Imagined Cities: Urban Experience and the Language of the Novel.  New Haven:

Yale UP, 2005.

Althusser, Louis.  "Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses (Notes towards an

Investigation)."  Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays.  Trans. Ben Brewster.  New

York:  Monthly Review Press, 1971.  127-86.

Baudrillard, Jean.  For a Critique of the Political Economy of the Sign.  Trans. Charles Levin.

U.S.:  Telos Press, 1981.

Beach, Joseph Warren.  ÒManhattan Transfer: Collectivism and Abstract Composition.Ó  Belkind

54-69.

Belkind, Allen, ed.  Dos Passos, the Critics, and the WriterÕsIntention.  Carbondale: Southern

Illinois UP, 1971.

Berman, Marshall.  On the Town: One Hundred Years of Spectacle in Times Square.  New York:

Random House, 2006.

Bourne, Randolph, ÒDesire as Hero.Ó  Critical Essays on Theodore Dreiser.  Ed. Donald Pizer.

Boston, G.K. Hall, 1981.  243-46.

Bowlby, Rachel.  Just Looking: Consumer Culture in Dreiser, Gissing and Zola.  New York:

Methuen, 1985.

Bluestone, Daniel.  ÒThe Pushcart Evil.Ó  Ward 287-312.

Brevda, William.  ÒHow Do I Get to Broadway?  Reading Dos PassosÕs Manhattan Transfer

Sign.Ó  Texas Studies in Literature and Language 38:1 (Spring 1996): 79-114.

Brezina, Jennifer Costello.  ÒPublic Women, Private Acts: Gender and Theater in Turn-of-the-

34

Century American Novels.Ó  Separate Spheres No More: Gender Convergence in

American Literature, 1830-1930.  Ed. Monika M. Elbert.  Tuscaloosa: U of Alabama P,

2000.  225-42.

Brooker, Peter.  New York Fictions: Modernity, Postmodernism, the New Modern.   London and

New York:  Longman, 1996.

Cowley, Malcolm.  ÒJohn Dos Passos: The Poet and the World.Ó  Belkind 22-34.

De Grazia, Victoria and Ellen Furlough, eds.  The Sex of Things: Gender and Consumption.

Berkeley: U of California Press, 1996.

Deleuze, Gilles and FŽlix Guattari.  Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia.  Minneapolis:

U of Minnesota P, 1983.

Den Tandt, Christophe.  The Urban Sublime in American Literary Naturalism.  Urbana: U of

Illinois P, 1998.

Dos Passos, John.  Manhattan Transfer.  Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1925.

Dreiser, Theodore.  Dawn.  New York: Horace Liveright, 1931.

-----.  ÒReflections.Ó  EvÕry Month 3 (October 1896): reprinted in Sister Carrie.

-----.  Sister Carrie.  2nd edition.  New York:  W. W. Norton, 1991.

Eby, Clare Virginia.  Dreiser and Veblen: Saboteurs of the Status Quo.  Columbia: U of

Missouri P, 1998.

Ewen, Stuart and Elizabeth Ewen.  Channels of Desire: Mass Images and the Shaping of

American Consciousness.  New York: McGraw-Hill, 1982.

Fenske, Gail and Deryck Holdsworth, ÒCorporate Identity and the New York Office Building:

1895-1915.  Ward 129-159.

Fisher, Philip.  Hard Facts:  Setting and Form in the American Novel.  New York: Oxford UP,



35

1985.

Fitzgerald, F. Scott.  Tender is the Night.  New York: Scribner, 1982.

Garfield, Deborah.  ÒTaking a Part: Actor and Audience in Sister Carrie.Ó American Literary

Realism 16:2 (1983): 223-39.

Gelfant, Blanche Housman.  The American City Novel.  Norman: U of Oklahoma P, 1954.

-----.  ÒWhat More Can Carrie Want?  Naturalistic Ways of Consuming Women.Ó  The

 Cambridge Companion to American Realism and Naturalism.  Ed. Donald Pizer, 178-

210.  Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1995.

Glenn, Susan A.  Female Spectacle: The Theatrical Roots of Modern Feminism.  Cambridge:

Harvard UP, 2000.

Hochman, Barbara.  ÒA Portrait of the Artist as a Young Actress.Ó  Pizer (1991) 43-64.

Howard, June.  Form and History in American Literary Naturalism.  Chapel Hill: U of North

Carolina P, 1985.

Hussman, Lawrence E., Jr.  Dreiser and His Fiction: A Twentieth-Century Quest.  Philadelphia:

U of Pennsylvania P, 1983.

Kaplan, Amy.  The Social Construction of American Realism.  Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1988.

Kazin, Alfred.  ÒDos Passos and the ÔLost Generation.ÕÓ  Belkind 1-21.

Keunen, Bart.  ÒThe Plurality of Chronotopes in the Modernist City Novel: The Case of

Manhattan Transfer.Ó  English Studies 5 (2001): 420-36.

Knox, George. ÒDos Passos and Painting.Ó  Belkind 242-64.

Lacan, Jacques.  ÒThe Instance of the Letter in the Unconscious, or Reason Since Freud.Ó  ƒcrits:

A Selection.  Trans. Bruce Fink.  New York: W. W. Norton, 2002.  138-68.

-----.  ÒThe Mirror StageÓ 3-9.

36

Lehan, Richard.  The City in Literature: An Intellectual and Cultural History.  Berkeley: U of

California P, 1998.

-----.  ÒThe City, the Self, and Narrative Discourse.Ó  Pizer (1991) 65-85.

-----.  Theodore Dreiser: His World and His Novels.   Carbondale: Southern Illinois

UP, 1969.

Levy, Diane Wolfe.  ÒCity Signs: Toward a Definition of Urban Literature.Ó  Modern Fiction

Studies 24:1 (Spring 1978): 65-73.

Livingston, James.  ÒSister CarrieÕs Absent Causes.Ó  Theodore Dreiser: Beyond Naturalism.

Ed. Miriam Gogol, 216-46.  New York: New York UP, 1995.

Marchand, Roland.  Advertising the American Dream: Making Way for Modernity, 1920-1940.

Berkeley: U of California P, 1985.

Michaels, Walter Benn.  The Gold Standard and the Logic of Naturalism.  Berkeley: U of

California P, 1987.

Mumford, Lewis.  ÒWhat Is a City?Ó  The City Reader.  Eds. Richard T. LeGates and Frederic

Stout.  New York: Routledge, 1996.

Nasaw, David.  ÒCities of Light, Landscapes of Pleasure.Ó  Ward 273-286.

Nye, David E.  Electrifying America: Social Meanings of  New Technology, 1880-1900.

Cambridge: MIT P, 1990.

Pizer, Donald.  Dos PassosÕs U.S.A.: A Critical Study.  Charlottesville: UP of Virginia, 1988.

-----.  Realism and Naturalism in Nineteenth-Century American Literature.  Carbondale:

Southern Illinois U P, 1984.

Pizer, Donald, ed.  New Essays on Sister Carrie.  Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1991.

Raban, Jonathan.  Soft City.  London: The Harvill Press, 1974.



37

Saussure, Ferdinand de.  Course in General Linguistics.  New York: McGraw-Hill, 1966.

Schivelbusch, Wolfgang.  Disenchanted Night: The Industrialization of Light in the Nineteenth

Century.  Trans. Angela Davis.  Berkeley: U of California P, 1988.

Scuri, Piera.  Late-Twentieth-Century Skyscrapers.  New York: Van Nostrand Reinhold, 1990.

See, Fred G.  Desire and the Sign: Nineteenth-Century American Fiction.  Baton Rouge:

Louisiana State UP, 1987.

Sharpe, William and Leonard Wallock, ed.  Visions of the Modern City: Essays in History, Art,

and Literature.  New York: Columbia University, Heyman Center for the Humanities,

1983.

Shulman, Robert.  Social Criticism & Nineteenth-Century American Fictions.  Columbia: U of

Missouri P, 1987.

Stoltzfus, Ben.  ÒJohn Dos Passos and the French.Ó  Belkind 197-218.

Taylor, William R., ed.  Inventing Times Square: Commerce and Culture at the Crossroads of

the World.  New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 1991.

Vanderwerken, David L.  ÒManhattan Transfer: Dos PassosÕ Babel Story.Ó  American

Literature: A Journal of Literary History, Criticism, and Bibliography.  49:2 (May 1977):

253-67.

Veblen, Thorstein.  The Theory of the Leisure Class.  Mineola, NY: Dover, 1994.

Venturi, Robert, Denise Scott Brown, and Steven Izenour.  Learning from Las Vegas:  The

Forgotten Symbolism of Architectural Form.  Cambridge, MA: MIT P, 1977.

Walcutt, Charles C.  ÒDos Passos and Naturalism.Ó  Belkind 81-105.

Ward, David and Olivier Zunz, eds.  The Landscape of Modernity:  Essays on New York City.

New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 1992.

38

Williams, Raymond.  The Country and the City.  New York: Oxford UP, 1973.

Williams, Rosalind H.  Dream Worlds: Mass Consumption in Late Nineteenth-Century France.

Berkeley: U of California P, 1982.

Witemeyer, Hugh.  ÒGaslight and Magic Lamp in Sister Carrie.Ó  PMLA 86 (March 1971): 236-

40.

Wrenn, John H.  John Dos Passos.  New York:  Twayne, 1961.

Zunz, Olivier.  Making America Corporate: 1870-1920.  Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1990.



39

Photo Credits

Figure 1.  Hester Street, 1898.  The Byron Collection of the Museum of the City of New York.

Figure 2.  Siegel-CooperÕs Bargain Counter, 1897.  The Byron Collection of the Museum

of the City of New York.

Figure 3.  Cover Illustration and Design for Manhattan Transfer (1943 edition).  George Salter.

John M. Wing Foundation, The Newberry Library.

Figure 4.  Times Square, 1927.  Culver Pictures.

40

                                                  
Notes

1  Robert Venturi and Denise Scott BrownÕs Learning from Las Vegas examines this

transformation and the emergence of what they refer to as an "architecture of communication

over space" (8).

2  By Òphenomenal urban space,Ó I mean the space of the city as experienced and perceived, or

conceived, by its inhabitants and observers.

3  My reading of these two novels is not based on a Òna•ve realistÓ or Òna•ve reflectionistÓ

assumption that their depictions of the city and its inhabitants are literally true, but instead on the

view that these two novels convey, in a complex and sometimes indirect form, fundamental

features of the city and its subjects and their interactions at these two historical moments.  Nor do

I think that these novels should be regarded merely as products of ideology, though they might

sometimes fall into the traps of the dominant ideology or to some extent reproduce it, as some

recent critics argue, however oppositional they might have been intended to be (and clearly both

Dreiser and Dos Passos evince some degree of opposition to capitalist ideology in these works).

The relationships between the formal aspects of these two works and their particular

representations of the city have been examined by numerous critics.  On Sister Carrie, see

Christophe Den Tandt, Philip Fisher, June Howard, Amy Kaplan, Richard Lehan (1969, 1991),

Walter Benn Michaels, Donald Pizer (1984), and Robert Shulman.  On Manhattan Transfer, see

in particular Bart Keunen (whose ÒThe Plurality of Chronotopes in the Modernist City NovelÓ

deserves credit for doing justice to the complexity of Dos PassosÕs polymorphous technique),
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and also Joseph Warren Beach, Allen Belkind, Peter Brooker, Malcolm Cowley, Alfred Kazin,

George Knox, Donald Pizer (1988), Ben Stoltzfus, Charles C. Walcutt, and John Wrenn.  For

more wide-ranging discussions of these relationships, see Robert Alter, Blanche Housman

Gelfant, Richard Lehan (1998), Diane Wolfe Levy, Raymond Williams, and William Sharpe and

Leonard Wallock.

4  There are several excellent Marxist and New Historicist studies of Sister Carrie that focus

specifically on capitalism, commodity fetishism, and the construction of identity.  See in

particular, Rachel Bowlby, Amy Kaplan, Walter Benn Michaels, and Robert Shulman.  By

contrast, my approach focuses on how the nature of desire in these processes is specifically

connected to transformations of the urban environment.  Other readings of Dreiser that take up

the issue of desire include Randolph Bourne, Clare Virgina Eby, Barbara Hochman, June

Howard, Lawrence E. Hussman Jr., Richard Lehan (1969, 1991), James Livingston, and Fred G.

See.

5  In the 1900s, these electric signs were still concentrated on Broadway and around what was

then known as Longacre Square (now Times Square) due to a restriction imposed by an

agreement between the Broadway and Fifth Avenue ownersÕ associations (Berman 109).  On the

history of Times Square, see Marshall BermanÕs excellent On the Town: One Hundred Years of

Spectacle in Times Square and William R. TaylorÕs edited collection, Inventing Times Square:

Commerce and Culture at the Crossroads of the World.  By 1925, the year Dos PassosÕs

Manhattan Transfer was published, it is estimated that there were over 12,000 electric

advertising signs in New York City (Brevda 80).  For histories of street lighting and the ways in

which it transformed the urban night, see also David NyeÕs Electrifying America, Wolfgang
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SchivelbuschÕs, Disenchanted Night, and David NasawÕs ÒCities of Light, Landscapes of

Pleasure.Ó

6  On the other hand, these two modes of retail, the pushcart and the department store, have been

at odds from the first appearance of department stores in the mid-nineteenth century to the

present-day.  On the history of this conflict in New York City, see Daniel BluestoneÕs ÒThe

Pushcart Evil.Ó

7  Though it focuses primarily on French department stores, Rosalind H. WilliamsÕ Dream

Worlds remains one of the best explorations of the history of consumption and of the

development of department stores.

8  Bourne was perhaps the first critic to observe that Òthe insistent theme of Mr. DreiserÕs work is

desire, perennial, unquenchable,Ó arguing that whatever the shortcomings in DreiserÕs writing,

Òhe would be significant as the American novelist who has most felt this subterranean current of

lifeÓ (243).

9  For a perceptive reading of Sister Carrie via VeblenÕs theory of pecuniary emulation and

invidious comparison, and, conversely, VeblenÕs theories via DreiserÕs works, see EbyÕs

discussion in Dreiser and Veblen: Saboteurs of the Status Quo.  Eby, too, takes up the

Òpsychology of desireÓ operative in Òthe shift from a production-oriented economy to a

consumption-driven oneÓ (109).  ÒOnce individuals start constructing favorable self-images by

purchasing products intended to have a short shelf life,Ó she notes, Òcapitalist institutions (firms

producing goods, advertising agencies selling goods, mass media distributing the advertising,

and so on) grow increasingly powerful and, more significant, increasingly difficult to dislodgeÓ

(109).
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10  For SaussureÕs schema of signification, see Course in General Linguistics; for LacanÕs, see

ÒThe Instance of the Letter in the Unconscious.Ó

11  In Dreiser and His Fiction, Hussman observes that ÒDreiser employs a variety of terms to

describe and translate desire.  At times he refers to mystic longing, unreasoning passion, or

chemic compulsion, but always the reference is to the fact that his charactersÕ desires are

unquenchable.  They are so because the objects of these desires are not sufficient to explain the

intensity of the longingsÓ (12).  I would argue that it is capitalismÕs constitution of desire as

lackÑa lack that can only be addressed through acquisitionÑthat makes that desire inherently

unsatisfiable.

12  The same can be said of HurstwoodÕs clothing and manner.  In conversation with Hurstwood,

Carrie Òheard, instead of his words, the voices of the things which he represented.  How suave

was the counsel of his appearance!  How feelingly did his superior state speak for itself!Ó (88).

13  In his analysis of Sister Carrie in Hard Facts, Fisher cogently traces DreiserÕs hierarchy of

labor determined by a progressively greater Òselling of the selfÓ (162).

14  GelfantÕs ÒWhat More Can Carrie Want?  Naturalistic Ways of Consuming WomenÓ takes up

the question of gender and consumption in Sister Carrie.  For a broader survey, see Victoria De

Grazia and Ellen FurloughÕs edited collection, The Sex of Things: Gender and Consumption in

Historical Perspective.

15  A Deleuzean economy of desire, especially (but not exclusively) by virtue of its radical

juxtaposition to Freudian and Lacanian economies of desire based on lack, finds significant

parallels in the work of a number of recent gender theorists, in particular Luce Irigaray and her

conception of the female Imaginary, based on a lack of (Lacanian) lack.
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16  I use ÒinterpellationÓ here in the Althusserian sense of the ÒhailingÓ or ÒsummoningÓ of the

subject by an agency of capital, urging her to take up a particular subject position.  The concept

owes as much to Lacan, including LacanÕs ideas discussed in this essay, as to Marx.

17  In his autobiographical work Dawn, Dreiser reports that the merchandise at the hardware

company he worked for in Chicago similarly called out to him, ÒYou need me!  You need me!

You need me!Ó (338-339).

18  In LacanÕs ÒThe Mirror Stage,Ó he discusses the first moment in which the ÒIdeal-IÓ is

precipitated through the childÕs recognition and identification of the self with his or her mirror

image.  It should be emphasized that this recognition and identification are actually a mis-

recognition (Lacan uses the word ÒmŽconnaisanceÓ) and mis-identification:  in the Mirror Stage,

the Ideal-I is precipitated through a confusion of the image in the mirror with the being standing

before it.  This originary conflation of the self with the mirror image, Lacan notes, is the source

or prototype for many of the subjectÕs subsequent secondary identifications (with Òrole models,Ó

the idealized images presented by advertising, etc.).

19  The construction of CarrieÕs identity as an actress is one of the most discussed aspects of the

novel, see, for instance, Jennifer Costello Brezina, Deborah Garfield, Barbara Hochman, and

Hugh Witemeyer.  For a study of Òthe mimetic moment in American comedyÓ from 1890

through the end of the 1920s, when Òimitations, especially imitations of well-know performers,

were largely the province of female comics,Ó see chapter 3 of Susan A. GlennÕs The Female

Spectacle (74).  Glenn links these comic practices to Òa larger cultural reorientation toward new

concepts of selfhood, concepts that used theater and theatricality as central metaphorsÓ (88).

20  In her analysis, Eby links consumption to Òinvidious comparisonÓ and the emulation that

succeeds it, arguing that ÒOne of VeblenÕs most frequently overlooked points is that Ôthe motive



45

                                                                                                                                                                   
that lies at the root of ownership is emulationÕÑnot, as it turns out, consumption.É.Focusing on

CarrieÕs recreating of herself and enhancing of her personal value by assuming ever more elusive

desires,Ó she observes, ÒDreiser constructs a bildungsroman of invidious comparisonÓ (1998,

117).

21  This scene, along with a host of other evocative scenes from novels, popular songs, art, and

films featuring Times Square are analyzed in Berman.

22  In many ways, the city and the theater prove to be interchangeable throughout the novel.  As

Garfield observes, ÒDreiser labors to depict the city as a mega-stage, an extension of the

theaterÉgradually defin[ing] the two as twin spheresÑeach a reflection of the otherÓ (224).

Den Tandt, Bowlby, and Fisher all specifically link the theater to the urban economy, arguing

that the theater mirrors (and naturalizes) capitalismÕs commodification of people and things.  In

ÒWhat Is a City?Ó the great historian and theorist of the city Lewis Mumford took a more benign

view of these connections: ÒÉthe city creates the theater and is the theater.  It is in the city, the

city as theater, that manÕs more purposive activities are focused, and work out, through

conflicting and cooperating personalities, events, groups, into more significant culminationsÓ

(185).

23  In his deconstructionist reading of Manhattan Transfer, Walter Brevda rightly argues that

ÒFor Dos Passos, then, the latent meaning of 1925 Times Square was its portent as the first sign

of the postmodern age of representation, self-referentiality, and skepticism.  Indeed, there is

much in Manhattan Transfer which today we might call postmodernÓ (89).

24  It is true that Freud also distinguishes between things (objects which sometimes function as

symbols or signs) and words (signs which can also, as in some cases of schizophrenia,

sometimes function as things), and considers the role of both in the overall economy of desire.
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For Freud, however, this economy is ultimately governed by the connection to things, or, along

the Saussurean lines discussed earlier, to the primary relations between the signified and the

thing itself.  Thus, the ultimate prototype of the fetish (phallus) is always the materiality of the

penis.  For Lacan, by contrast, the overall economy of desire is governed by the signifier and

more specifically by the signifierÕs Òform,Ó such as the lack itself of castration or the form (a

triangle itself, as it were) of Oedipal triangulation, which, as a signifier, becomes detached from

the ultimate material referent or even the signified.  This is the type of detachment that we find in

Dos PassosÕs depiction of urban subjectivity.  This difference between Freudian and Lacanian

economies of desire is obviously quite significant, as Dos PassosÕs novel illustrates, even though

both economies of desire share the determination of desire in terms of lack, absence, and as such

are both, jointly, criticized by Deleuze and Guattari.

25  Pizer (1988) argues that Dos PassosÕs characters are constituted in relation to Òlegendary roles

within the American success mythÓ (along with, one might add, other legendary roles such as

that of Lady Godiva) (16).  Advertising has obviously played a significant part in the

development and dissemination of many of these American roles and myth(s).

26  These terms and concepts are, of course, FreudÕs.  His model of the psyche posits two

primary, conflicting instinctual drives:  Eros, the creative, sexual drive, and Thanatos, the

destructive, death drive (from which issues human aggression).  Both drives, at various points,

are in conflict with the demands and restrictions of the external worldÑÒthe reality principle.Ó

27 For an interesting reading of the novel focusing on the character of Jimmy Herf and the

corruption of political discourse, see David L. Vanderwerken.

28  For studies of the interrelationship between early twentieth-century New York skyscrapers

and corporate identity, see also Gail Fenske and Deryck HoldsworthÕs ÒCorporate Identity and
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the New York Office Building: 1895-1915Ó and Olivier ZunzÕs ÒInside the SkyscraperÓ in

Making America Corporate: 1870-1920.


