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Abstract: Theodore Dreiser, a titan of American naturalism, etched his name into literary 

history with a potent blend of realism and social commentary. While often categorized alongside 

writers like Stephen Crane and Jack London, Dreiser's style, though rooted in the naturalism 

movement, stands apart, defined by a unique depth, a raw, almost brutal honesty, and a relentless 

exploration of human nature's complexities. This essay delves into the key elements of Dreiser's 

style, using his seminal works, Sister Carrie and The Financier, as illustrative examples 
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Introduction 

Dreiser's prose is characterized by a keen eye for detail, a meticulous 

observation of human behavior and the environment that surrounds them. He paints 

vivid pictures of his characters' inner struggles, their hopes, their fears, and their 

desires, often through long, descriptive passages. In Sister Carrie, Dreiser 

meticulously captures the bustling, yet often callous, nature of Chicago at the turn of 

the 20th century, showcasing how the city itself becomes a character, shaping the 

lives of his protagonists. He depicts Carrie's initial naivete, her gradual 

transformation, and the complexities of her moral compass, offering a nuanced 

portrayal of a woman navigating a rapidly changing world. 

Dreiser's writing is undeniably unsentimental. He refuses to shy away from 

portraying the harsh realities of life, the struggle for survival, and the inherent 

injustices of society. In The Financier, he unveils the ruthless ambition of Frank 

Cowperwood, a man who relentlessly pursues wealth and power, trampling over 

others in his quest. Dreiser doesn't shy away from showcasing Cowperwood's 

amorality, his manipulative nature, and the consequences of his actions, highlighting 

the dark underbelly of capitalism and the corruption it breeds. 

Dreiser utilizes the internal monologue with masterful precision, allowing 

readers to peer into his characters' minds, experiencing their raw thoughts and 

emotions firsthand. This technique provides a starkly realistic perspective, revealing 
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the inner conflicts that drive their actions. In Sister Carrie, we delve into Carrie's 

thoughts as she navigates the conflicting desires of love and ambition, revealing her 

insecurities and the internal struggles she faces as she navigates a world where 

women are often limited by societal expectations. 

Main part 

The settings Dreiser chooses are not merely backdrops; they are integral to his 

storytelling. They serve as both the catalyst and the consequence of his characters' 

actions. The bustling, opportunistic Chicago in Sister Carrie becomes a character in 

itself, influencing Carrie's decisions and ultimately shaping her destiny. Similarly, in 

The Financier, the ever-expanding, cutthroat world of finance in late 19th century 

America becomes the stage for Cowperwood's ruthlessness, highlighting the social 

and economic forces that drive his actions. 

Beneath the surface of Dreiser's writing lies a philosophical undercurrent that 

questions societal norms and the very nature of morality. In Sister Carrie, Dreiser 

explores the theme of fate versus free will, questioning whether individuals are truly 

free to choose their paths or if they are simply pawns in a larger, predetermined 

game. The Financier dives into the ethical implications of ambition and power, 

asking whether individuals can truly justify their actions in the face of societal 

inequalities. 

Dreiser's prose is distinct for its simple, direct language. He avoids ornate or 

flowery descriptions, instead using stark, often blunt language to convey his message 

with maximum impact. This stylistic choice reinforces the sense of realism, adding 

authenticity to his narratives. In Sister Carrie, Dreiser uses simple, everyday language 

to depict Carrie's experiences, allowing readers to connect with her struggles on a 

personal level. Similarly, in The Financier, Dreiser's language is straightforward, 

reflecting the cold, calculated nature of the financial world that Cowperwood 

inhabits. 

Dreiser uses his narratives to expose the social injustices of his time. In Sister 

Carrie, he criticizes the double standards faced by women in a society that often 

values beauty and wealth over genuine talent and ambition. The Financier, on the 

other hand, offers a scathing indictment of the corrupting influence of wealth and the 

unchecked pursuit of power, highlighting the chasm between the rich and the poor. 

Dreiser's writing is deeply influenced by Darwinian thought, particularly the 

concept of survival of the fittest. This concept manifests in his characters' struggles 

for survival, their relentless pursuit of success, and their willingness to exploit others 

to achieve their goals. In Sister Carrie, Dreiser portrays Carrie as a survivor, adapting 
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to the harsh realities of her environment and climbing the social ladder through her 

cunning and resourcefulness. The Financier illustrates Cowperwood's Darwinian 

approach to life, ruthlessly pursuing his own advancement, even if it means 

manipulating and destroying others in the process. 

While Dreiser's style leans towards realism, he does incorporate symbolism to 

enhance the depth of his narratives. In Sister Carrie, the city of Chicago, with its 

bustling energy and relentless pursuit of progress, becomes a symbol of the ever-

changing modern world, influencing Carrie's journey and showcasing the 

complexities of urban life. The Financier employs the symbolism of wealth and 

power, using them as both tools for ambition and symbols of the corrupting influence 

they can wield. 

Theodore Dreiser's writing style continues to resonate with readers today due to 

its raw honesty, its unflinching depiction of human nature, and its profound social 

critique. His works have served as inspiration for countless writers and continue to be 

studied and analyzed for their literary brilliance and their relevance to contemporary 

society. 

By delving into the key elements of Dreiser's style, examining his use of 

observation, the unsentimental truth, internal monologues, and his emphasis on social 

critique, we gain a deeper understanding of the power and influence of his writing. 

His work remains a testament to the enduring strength of realism in literature, 

reminding us that the most powerful stories often stem from the starkest realities of 

human experience. 

Theodore Dreiser's writing style, with its unflinching realism, its focus on social 

critique, and its exploration of the complexities of human nature, had a profound 

impact on subsequent generations of writers. Here are some ways his style influenced 

other authors:  

Dreiser's relentless focus on the realities of life, often showcasing the grittier 

aspects of human behavior and social injustices, encouraged other writers to explore 

realism in their own work. Authors like John Steinbeck, with his portrayal of the 

struggles of migrant workers in The Grapes of Wrath, and James T. Farrell, who 

depicted the lives of working-class Irish Americans in his Chicago trilogy, were 

heavily influenced by Dreiser's embrace of realism.  

Dreiser's use of his narratives to expose societal injustices and critique the power 

structures of his time inspired a wave of socially conscious writers. Authors like 

Upton Sinclair, whose The Jungle exposed the horrors of the meatpacking industry, 
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and Richard Wright, whose Native Son explored the systemic racism faced by Black 

Americans, built upon Dreiser's legacy of using literature as a tool for social change. 

Dreiser's emphasis on internal monologues, allowing readers to access the inner 

thoughts and complexities of his characters, helped shape the development of 

psychological realism in literature. Authors like Ernest Hemingway, who explored 

the psychological impact of war and trauma in his novels, and F. Scott Fitzgerald, 

who delved into the emotional turmoil of the American Dream's disillusionment, 

learned from Dreiser's ability to delve into the human psyche. 

Dreiser's work, along with that of other naturalists like Stephen Crane and Jack 

London, contributed significantly to the rise of the naturalist movement in American 

literature. Naturalism, which emphasized the role of environment and heredity in 

shaping human destiny, found its voice in Dreiser's gritty realism and his portrayal of 

individuals struggling against powerful forces.  

Dreiser's influence on the evolution of the American novel is undeniable. His 

willingness to tackle controversial topics, his focus on social issues, and his complex 

characters pushed the boundaries of what a novel could achieve. His work paved the 

way for future generations of American writers to tackle challenging themes and 

experiment with form and style. 

Dreiser's Writing Style Beyond American Borders 

The influence of Dreiser's writing extended beyond American borders. Writers 

like George Orwell, whose Nineteen Eighty-Four explores totalitarianism and its 

effects on individuals, and Gabriel García Márquez, who infused elements of magical 

realism into his narratives, drew inspiration from Dreiser's realism, his exploration of 

societal issues, and his willingness to push boundaries. 

Theodore Dreiser's impact on literary history is vast and lasting. His style, 

marked by its honesty, its social conscience, and its profound exploration of human 

nature, has left a permanent imprint on American literature and continues to resonate 

with readers and writers across the globe. 

Conclusion 

Theodore Dreiser, one of the most significant American writers of the 20th 

century, had a profound impact on the development of literature with his realistic 

style and uncompromising depiction of American reality. 

Key features of Dreiser's style: 

• Realism: Dreiser strove for accuracy and objectivity in portraying life. He 

described everyday life, the problems and contradictions of American society, 

without embellishment or idealization. 
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• Naturalism: Dreiser was a proponent of naturalism, which emphasized the 

influence of biological and social factors on human behavior. He depicted his 

characters as victims of circumstance, often subject to the influence of heredity and 

environment. 

• Psychological Depth: Dreiser delved deeply into the psychology of his 

characters, revealing their inner conflicts, motivations, and aspirations. 

• Epic Scale: Dreiser often wrote sprawling novels with numerous characters, 

spanning significant periods of time and addressing broad social problems. 

• Social Realism: Dreiser used his literature to criticize social injustices, poverty, 

corruption, and exploitation in American society. 

The Influence of Dreiser's Style: 

• Realism: Dreiser's style inspired countless other writers to portray life 

realistically. His works helped establish realism as the dominant literary style in the 

20th century. 

• Social Realism: Dreiser was a pioneer of social realism in American literature. 

His work inspired many writers who addressed social issues, poverty, and injustice. 

• Psychological Depth: Dreiser made significant contributions to the 

development of psychological literature, describing the depth of human emotions and 

internal conflicts.2 

• Naturalism: Dreiser popularized naturalism in American literature, influencing 

many authors who explored the interaction between man and his environment. 

Dreiser's Legacy: 

• "Sister Carrie" (1900), "The Financier" (1912), "The Titan" (1914), "The 

Genius" (1915), "An American Tragedy" (1925) - these novels became classics of 

American literature and had a significant impact on the development of the literary 

process. 

• Dreiser made a significant contribution to shaping the image of the American 

writer, who sought accuracy and objectivity in portraying life and was not afraid to 

raise uncomfortable topics. 

• His works continue to be relevant and interesting to read today, describing 

eternal human problems and social conflicts. 

In conclusion, Theodore Dreiser had a profound influence on the development 

of literature, creating a new style of realism that allowed for a deeper and more frank 

portrayal of American life and its problems. 
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