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Annotation. This article examines the dynamics of character development in Theodore Dreiser’s 

novel Jennie Gerhardt. The study focuses on the psychological, moral, and social transformation 

of the protagonist within the framework of American naturalism. It analyzes how Jennie’s 

personality is shaped not by individual freedom or personal ambition, but by poverty, social 

inequality, and gender constraints. The research demonstrates that Jennie’s character 

development is closely connected to emotional endurance and gradual psychological decline 

under external social pressures. The findings suggest that Dreiser presents Jennie as a symbol of 

human vulnerability and silent resilience in an unjust society. 
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Introduction 

Theodore Dreiser’s Jennie Gerhardt is one of the most significant examples of 

American naturalist fiction, in which human life is presented as being controlled by social 

and environmental forces. The novel tells the story of a young woman who grows up in 

poverty and experiences a life shaped by hardship, sacrifice, and moral complexity. 

Unlike traditional literary heroines who follow a path of clear moral or social success, 

Jennie is portrayed as a realistic character whose life is determined by conditions beyond 

her control [1, 2]. 

From the beginning of the novel, Dreiser emphasizes the harsh reality of social life 

and the vulnerability of individuals who lack economic stability. He writes that “life was 

very hard for those who had no money or protection” (Dreiser, 1994, p. 37). This idea 

establishes the foundation of Jennie’s world, where survival depends not on personal 

strength alone but on external support and social circumstances. Therefore, Jennie’s 

character development should be understood as a process influenced by naturalistic 

determinism rather than individual choice [3, 4]. 

Methodology of research. This research is based on qualitative literary analysis 

and close reading of Jennie Gerhardt. The study applies the principles of American 

literary naturalism and social determinism to interpret the development of the 

protagonist’s character. The analysis focuses on textual evidence from the novel, 

examining key episodes that reveal Jennie’s emotional, psychological, and moral 

transformation. The study also considers feminist literary perspectives in order to 

understand the role of gender and social expectations in shaping Jennie’s identity. 

Through this approach, the article aims to demonstrate how Dreiser constructs character 

development as a response to environmental forces rather than individual autonomy. 

Results and discussion. The early stage of Jennie Gerhardt’s character is defined 

by innocence, obedience, and emotional dependence. Growing up in a poor family, she 

learns responsibility at a very young age and becomes sensitive to the needs of others. 

Her personality is shaped by economic hardship, which forces her to suppress personal 
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desires in favor of family survival. At this stage, Jennie does not possess strong 

individual agency; instead, she reacts to circumstances imposed on her by society. 

Dreiser presents her as emotionally gentle and morally unformed, but this innocence is 

already under pressure from poverty and instability [5, 6]. 

The first significant transformation in Jennie’s life occurs through her relationship 

with Senator Brander. This relationship marks the beginning of her emotional 

vulnerability and introduces the theme of dependency. Jennie does not engage in this 

relationship out of moral failure but rather as a result of social and emotional insecurity 

[7]. Dreiser subtly suggests that her actions are influenced by lack of protection and 

guidance, highlighting the naturalistic idea that human behavior is shaped by 

environment rather than moral intention. This stage demonstrates the beginning of 

Jennie’s psychological exposure to a world where survival often depends on emotional 

compromise [8, 9]. 

As Jennie becomes involved with Lester Kane, her life becomes even more 

complex and socially problematic. This relationship places her in direct conflict with 

societal norms and moral judgment. Although Jennie experiences deep emotional 

attachment, society interprets her situation as morally unacceptable. Dreiser, however, 

challenges this interpretation by presenting Jennie as a victim of circumstances rather 

than a morally corrupt figure. Her emotional conflict reflects the tension between 

personal feelings and social expectations. At this point, Jennie begins to experience 

internal psychological strain, as she is forced to navigate between love, survival, and 

social rejection [10, 11]. 

One of the most important aspects of Jennie’s character development is her 

capacity for sacrifice. Throughout her relationship with Lester Kane, she consistently 

prioritizes his well-being over her own emotional needs. Her willingness to remain by his 

side during his illness demonstrates compassion and loyalty, yet it also reflects emotional 

exhaustion and self-neglect. Dreiser describes her endurance as something almost 

instinctive, suggesting that her actions are driven more by emotional conditioning than 

conscious moral decision-making (Dreiser, 1994, p. 219). This stage of her development 

reveals a paradox in her character: outward strength combined with internal emotional 

depletion [12, 13]. 

Jennie’s character also represents a broader social critique of gender inequality in 

early twentieth-century America. As a woman with limited economic independence, she 

is particularly vulnerable to social judgment and dependency. Her life illustrates how 

women in her position are often forced into roles defined by male authority and 

economic necessity. Dreiser uses Jennie’s experiences to expose the limitations placed on 

women within patriarchal society, where moral standards are often applied unevenly 

depending on gender and social class [14]. 

In the final stage of the novel, Jennie appears to achieve a form of emotional 

stability, but this stability is not the result of triumph or success. Instead, it reflects a 

gradual adaptation to suffering and loss. Her acceptance of life is characterized by 

emotional restraint rather than happiness. Dreiser suggests that in a harsh social 

environment, survival often requires emotional suppression rather than fulfillment. 

Therefore, Jennie’s final state can be interpreted as a form of psychological withdrawal 

rather than true resolution. Her character development concludes not with 

transformation into a heroic figure, but with quiet endurance shaped by long-term 

emotional struggle [15]. 

Conclusion.The analysis of Jennie Gerhardt demonstrates that the protagonist’s 

character development is a complex process shaped by social determinism, gender 

inequality, and emotional sacrifice. Jennie’s life does not follow a traditional pattern of 

growth or success; instead, it reflects a gradual movement from innocence to emotional 

vulnerability and finally to psychological endurance. Dreiser presents her not as a 

conventional heroine, but as a realistic representation of human survival under 

oppressive social conditions. Her character embodies the naturalistic idea that 

individuals are shaped and often limited by forces beyond their control. Ultimately, 

Jennie Gerhardt stands as a symbol of silent resilience and emotional complexity within 
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American literary tradition. 
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