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Abstract

Theodore Dreiser’s “The Stoic”, published in 1947 as the final installment of his “Trilogy of Desire”, narrates
the tale of Frank Cowperwood - a man who appears to possess everything desirable. He is wealthy, influential
and respected by many. However, as his life nears its end, he experiences a profound emptiness within. Despite
his achievements, something vital is missing. This paper examines how Dreiser illustrates Cowperwood’s life
to reflect the challenges faced by many individuals today. In contemporary society, many pursue wealth,
status, and personal success, often neglecting their emotional needs, relationships, and inner contentment.
Dreiser reveals that a life centered solely on material gains can result in isolation, regret, and a lack of genuine
significance. The novel deals with significant existential themes, including the quest for meaning, the
sensation of emotional void, and the fundamental human yearning for sincere, loving connections. Through
Cowperwood’s experiences, “The Stoic” conveys a compelling message that remains relevant today: a
genuinely fulfilling existence demands more than just wealth and authority; it requires love, comprehension,
and a purpose that transcends self-interest.
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Introduction

In today’s fast-moving and competitive environment, individuals are continually chasing success, wealth, and
social recognition. The urge to ‘make it’ in life, through profitable careers, lavish lifestyles, and social media
validation, often takes precedence. Frank Cowperwood, the protagonist in Theodore Dreiser’s novel,
embodies this contemporary mentality. He is ambitious, clever, and resolved to ascend to the pinnacle,
regardless of the consequences. Externally, he attains everything society esteems - financial power, influence
and prestige. However, Dreiser’s narrative reveals that this external success comes with a significant personal
toll.

Despite his numerous achievements, Cowperwood remains emotionally distant and spiritually lacking. His
interactions with women are transactional instead of meaningful. He perceives love as merely another means
of control, rather than a gateway to emotional intimacy. As he ages and his health deteriorates, he starts to
recognize that something important is missing. This sense of emptiness and remorse mirrors a widespread
crisis many individuals experience today. In a modern context marked by long working hours, incessant digital
distractions and consumer culture, it’s easy to disconnect from what truly cultivates happiness, such as love,
companionship and a sense of purpose.
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Social media worsens this challenge. Individuals frequently compare themselves against others, measuring
success in terms of likes, followers or curated lifestyle images, similar to how Cowperwood gauged his worth
through his empire. Yet, underneath it all, many struggle with feelings of isolation, anxiety or emotional
detachment. Mental health concerns like burnout, loneliness and relationship issues are becoming increasingly
prevalent, especially among those who appear outwardly successful.

Dreiser’s depiction of Cowperwood serves not only as a historical narrative but as a caution that remains
relevant today. It alerts us that the pursuit of material success, if not harmonized with emotional richness and
significant connections, can result in a hollow and unfulfilling existence. Like Cowperwood, many
contemporary individuals realize too late that genuine fulfillment stems not from possessions, but from the
depth of our connections with others and the intentionality of our lives.

Frank Cowperwood: A Man with Everything but Love

Frank Cowperwood is portrayed as a man who achieves great success in life. He is intelligent, ambitious and
full of confidence. Through hard work and sharp business skills, he builds a powerful financial empire. His
life is filled with luxury, influence, and public admiration. Many look up to him for his strength, independence,
and determination.

However, behind this image of success lies a deep personal struggle. Cowperwood finds it difficult to form
meaningful emotional connections. When it comes to love and relationships, he is distant and often detached.
He does not truly understand how to connect with others on a deeper, emotional level.

Throughout his life, Cowperwood treats the women around him more like possessions than equal partners.
He is drawn to beauty, charm and submission, but he does not value emotional closeness or mutual respect.
For him, relationships are more about control and appearance than about love or companionship. He moves
from one woman to another, avoiding vulnerability and refusing to fully invest his emotions.

As he grows older and begins to suffer from a serious illness, Cowperwood is forced to reflect on his life. He
realizes that, despite all the wealth and power he has accumulated, something is missing. He feels lonely and
emotionally empty. He has no lasting relationships to give him comfort or support in his final days. This
growing sense of regret is powerfully captured in a line from Theodore Dreiser’s novel:

‘Life was a trap, or seemed so to him now. You played with things, women, money, until you were exhausted
or dead.” (“The Stoic”, Theodore Dreiser, 1947)

This reference reflects Cowperwood’s painful realization that the life he built was hollow at its core. His
pursuit of wealth, pleasure and control gave him temporary satisfaction, but not the lasting happiness or peace
that comes from genuine human connection.

Dreiser uses Cowperwood’s life to deliver a timeless message: material success alone cannot lead to a
fulfilling life. Emotional relationships, love and sincere human bonds are equally, if not more, important.
Without them, even the most successful individuals can end up feeling isolated and unhappy.

In the end, “The Stoic” reminds us that a life without love and emotional depth is an incomplete one.
Cowperwood’s story is not just a portrait of a powerful businessman, but a deterrent tale about the dangers of
neglecting the heart while chasing the world.

Romantic Realism and Modern Relationships in Theodore Dreiser’s “The Stoic”

In today’s fast-paced world, many people continue to follow a path similar to that of Frank Cowperwood, the
central character in Theodore Dreiser’s novel. They focus on achieving success, building wealth and gaining
social recognition - often at the expense of emotional connection and genuine love. Influences such as social
media, career ambitions, and societal expectations frequently lead people to prioritize external achievements
and appearances over internal fulfillment. As a result, modern relationships often lack depth, emotional
closeness and long-term commitment.

Many individuals find themselves in partnerships that are casual, one-sided or driven by control rather than
mutual respect and emotional support. These relationships may offer temporary satisfaction, but they often
fail to provide the comfort, stability and shared understanding that define true love.

Frank Cowperwood’s journey illustrates this problem clearly. Throughout his life, he has been involved with
several women, but his relationships are based largely on physical attraction, social status or convenience. He
views women not as equal partners, but as symbols of his success, valued for their beauty or obedience rather
than for their minds or emotions. He seeks control rather than connection, and as a result, he fails to build any
meaningful or lasting bond. This emotional emptiness becomes increasingly clear as he ages and begins to
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suffer from illness. Despite his great financial success, Cowperwood reaches the end of his life without having
experienced true emotional intimacy.

In contrast, Berenice Fleming, the woman who remains with Cowperwood during his final days, represents a
more meaningful and compassionate view of love. She is not drawn to Cowperwood’s wealth or influence.
Instead, she values kindness, emotional connection and the well-being of others. Berenice is thoughtful,
empathetic, and sincere. Unlike Cowperwood, she does not chase personal gain at the expense of relationships.
After his death, she chooses to use a portion of his fortune to build a hospital in India, fulfilling his final
wishes and turning his wealth into something that benefits others.

Dreiser beautifully captures Berenice’s insight into Cowperwood’s life with the line:

“She saw now that Cowperwood had not been so much wrong as misled-trapped by the world’s values.” (“The
Stoic”, Theodore Dreiser, 1947)

This extract reflects a powerful and timeless truth. Many people, like Cowperwood, are not cruel or selfish by
nature. Rather, they are shaped by a world that places too much importance on material success, power and
outward image. They come to believe that wealth and control are the keys to happiness, only to discover too
late that emotional connection and compassion are what give life its true meaning.

Through Berenice, Dreiser offers a more hopeful and inspiring path. Her character reminds us that love is not
only about romance - it is about caring for others, building strong and respectful relationships, and finding a
deeper purpose in life. She shows that emotional fulfillment comes from generosity, empathy and the desire
to make a positive difference in the lives of others.

In a modern world that often promotes self-interest and competition, the novel encourages readers to reflect
on what truly matters. It reminds us that love, kindness and emotional honesty are essential to a meaningful
life. True success is not measured by wealth alone, but by the strength of our relationships and the positive
impact we have on the world around us.

Existentialism and Emotional Emptiness in Modern Life: A Reflection through “The Stoic”
Existentialism is a philosophical approach that focuses on the individual’s search for meaning, identity, and
purpose in a world that often feels uncertain or indifferent. Thinkers like Jean-Paul Sartre, Seren Kierkegaard
and Albert Camus emphasized that life does not come with ready-made meaning. Instead, each person must
define their values, make conscious choices and take personal responsibility for creating a life that feels truly
authentic. At its core, existentialism encourages us to live with honesty, emotional awareness and self-
reflection, rather than simply following what society expects.

Although Theodore Dreiser was not directly associated with existentialist philosophy, his novel presents many
ideas that reflect this way of thinking, particularly through the life of Frank Cowperwood. Cowperwood
spends most of his life chasing money, influence and recognition. He is ambitious and strategic, building a
vast business empire and surrounding himself with luxury. On the surface, he appears to be a man who has
achieved everything. But emotionally, he is distant, detached and ultimately unfulfilled.

Cowperwood rarely stops to question the deeper meaning of his actions. He focuses on external success -
wealth, control and social standing, without considering whether these things truly satisfy him on a personal
or emotional level. He avoids vulnerability and forms shallow relationships, often treating others, especially
women, as tools to support his ambitions rather than as equals in a shared emotional journey. Over time, this
way of living leaves him isolated and empty inside.

This pattern reflects what existentialist thinkers like Sartre warned against. Sartre described a condition called
bad faith, where people hide behind social roles and expectations instead of facing the truth of who they really
are. They follow routines, seek approval, and chase status - not because it brings genuine happiness, but
because it feels safe. Kierkegaard, another key existential thinker, called this emotional emptiness the
‘sickness unto death’ - a condition where a person loses touch with their true self because they avoid deep
self-awareness and emotional engagement.

Frank Cowperwood’s life mirrors both of these concerns. He avoids asking hard questions about himself and
fails to form meaningful connections with others. Only when he becomes seriously ill does he begin to reflect
on his choices. As he faces death, he realizes that the money, power, and possessions he worked so hard for
cannot give him peace. Dreiser captures this moment of insight with a striking line:

‘Life was a trap, or seemed so to him now. You played with things, women, money, until you were exhausted
or dead.” (“The Stoic”, Theodore Dreiser, 1947)

IJCRT25A5841 | International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org | ql5


http://www.ijcrt.org/

www.ijcrt.org © 2025 IJCRT | Volume 13, Issue 5 May 2025 | ISSN: 2320-2882

This quotation reveals Cowperwood’s late understanding that material success, without emotional depth or
purpose, leads to a life that feels empty and unfulfilled. It is a moment of painful self-awareness - he sees that
he has spent his life chasing things that ultimately lacked true value.

In the modern world, Cowperwood’s story feels more relevant than ever. Many people today face similar
struggles. The pressure to succeed in careers, maintain a perfect image on social media, and meet societal
expectations often overshadows deeper emotional needs. People may seem successful outwardly, but inside,
they may feel disconnected, anxious, or lost, just like Cowperwood.

The present novel offers a timeless message that resonates in today’s context: emotional honesty, meaningful
relationships and personal purpose are essential to a fulfilling life. Without these, even the most impressive
achievements can feel hollow. Dreiser’s novel reminds us that we must take time to reflect on who we are and
what truly matters to us - not just what society says is important.

In this way, “The Stoic’ becomes more than a story about one man’s downfall. It becomes an existential lesson
for all of us. It encourages modern man to live with greater awareness, to question surface-level goals, and to
build lives grounded in truth, connection and emotional depth. Rather than simply following the world’s
standards of success, we are reminded to define success in our terms - by seeking love, kindness and purpose
that endure even when everything else fades.

The Relevance of “The Stoic” in Today’s World

The themes explored in Theodore Dreiser’s novel continue to hold deep meaning for modern readers. In
today’s fast-paced, competitive world, many people, like Frank Cowperwood, the novel’s central character,
are driven by the pursuit of success. Wealth, social status and public image are often seen as the main signs
of achievement. From social media platforms to professional milestones, society tends to reward those who
appear powerful, productive and in control. Yet, behind these outward accomplishments, many people struggle
with emotional disconnection, inner stress, and a lack of genuine purpose.

Dreiser’s portrayal of Cowperwood reflects this modern dilemma. Cowperwood is a man of great ambition.
He works hard, takes bold risks and builds a financial empire. On the surface, his life looks perfect - he has
money, status and a luxurious lifestyle. But as the story unfolds, we see that he is emotionally distant and
unable to form meaningful relationships. His success comes at the cost of love, vulnerability and emotional
fulfillment. As he faces aging and illness, he is forced to confront a painful truth - the things he spent his life
chasing have not brought him lasting happiness or inner peace.

This realization is something that continues to resonate in today’s world. With increasing pressure to achieve
and compete, many people become so focused on external goals that they lose touch with their emotional
needs. Relationships become secondary to professional ambition. The pursuit of more - more money, more
recognition, more control, often replaces the deeper questions of what truly matters in life.

Dreiser’s novel offers a powerful reminder that a life built solely on ambition can lead to emotional emptiness.
Cowperwood’s story is not just about personal failure; it is a warning to all of us. It reminds readers that
success without love, emotional honesty and self-awareness is incomplete. His life, though filled with material
wealth, lacks emotional richness and human connection. In his final days, he is left with regret, not because
he failed in business, but because he failed to find meaning beyond it.

For modern readers, the message of “The Stoic” is both simple and profound: Do not wait until the end of life
to discover what truly matters. Make time to reflect. Prioritize relationships built on trust, respect and
compassion. Take care of your emotional well-being, not just your financial goals. Real success is not
measured by numbers in a bank account or the size of a house, but by the depth of one’s relationships, the
sincerity of one’s choices and the peace one feels at heart.

In a world filled with noise, competition and distraction, Dreiser’s novel urges us to pause and consider the
bigger picture. What kind of life are we building? Are we living according to our values, or are we simply
following the path society sets for us? The present novel encourages readers to live intentionally - to ask
meaningful questions, seek genuine connections and define success not just by what we achieve, but by who
we become.

More than seventy years after it was published, Dreiser’s present novel remains strikingly relevant. It speaks
to the emotional struggles of modern life and challenges us to rethink our priorities. Through Cowperwood’s
story, Dreiser offers a timeless lesson: a fulfilling life is not built on what we accumulate, but on what we
give, who we love, and how honestly we live.
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Conclusion

Theodore Dreiser’s “The Stoic” is far more than the story of a successful businessman - it is a deep and
moving reflection on the emotional emptiness that often lies beneath a life focused only on material
achievement. Through the rise and decline of Frank Cowperwood, Dreiser explores a central truth of human
experience: that wealth, power and public success cannot replace the need for emotional connection, self-
understanding and a meaningful life.

Cowperwood’s life is marked by ambition and control. He achieves financial greatness and social recognition,
but he fails to build relationships based on love, trust or emotional honesty. His emotional detachment and his
tendency to treat people, especially women, as objects or tools reveal his inability to form lasting, fulfilling
bonds. As he grows older and faces death, Cowperwood is forced to confront the reality that his life, while
successful in the eyes of society, has left him feeling lonely, disconnected, and unfulfilled.

In contrast, Berenice Fleming brings a different vision of what a meaningful life can look like. She is
thoughtful, caring and grounded in empathy. Unlike Cowperwood, she is not driven by self-interest or social
status. Instead, she finds value in helping others and living with purpose. After Cowperwood’s death, she
honours his last wishes by using part of his wealth to build a hospital -an act that reflects her deeper
understanding of love, responsibility and service to others. Berenice’s choices show that even in a world filled
with ambition and pressure, it is still possible to live a life rooted in compassion and purpose.

The novel reflects key ideas found in existential philosophy, such as the struggle for meaning, the pain of
isolation and the need for individuals to define their values. Dreiser’s novel warns against the dangers of living
without self-reflection and emotional depth. It reminds readers that the pursuit of outward success can become
a distraction from the deeper questions: Who are we? What do we truly value? What kind of life will leave us
at peace?

In today’s society, where people often measure worth through productivity, wealth and image, Dreiser’s
message remains especially relevant. His novel invites us to pause and consider whether our lives reflect what
we truly believe in. It encourages us to focus less on appearances and more on what makes life meaningful,
such as love, kindness, honesty and emotional growth.

Ultimately, the present novel offers a timeless lesson. It shows that real fulfillment does not come from
possessions or titles, but from the way we connect with others, the values we live by, and the legacy we leave
behind. Dreiser’s work continues to speak to the modern human experience, urging us to live not just with
ambition, but with heart, integrity, and purpose.
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