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An Analysis of F. Scott Fitzgerald's "The Great Gatsby": Unmasking the American 

Dream 

F. Scott Fitzgerald's "The Great Gatsby" stands as an enduring masterpiece that not only 

captures the essence of the Roaring Twenties but also serves as a poignant 

commentary on the elusive nature of the American Dream. Published in 1925, the novel 

weaves a tale of wealth, love, and societal decadence against the backdrop of the Jazz 

Age. In this critical analysis essay, we will dissect the novel's themes, characters, and 

narrative techniques to unravel Fitzgerald's scathing critique of the American Dream 

during the Jazz Age. 

The Illusion of the American Dream: 

At the heart of "The Great Gatsby" lies a pervasive theme: the illusion of the American 

Dream. Fitzgerald employs Jay Gatsby, the enigmatic protagonist, as a symbol of the 

pursuit of wealth and social status as a means to attain happiness and love. Gatsby's 

lavish parties and opulent lifestyle mask a profound sense of emptiness, exposing the 

hollowness of the American Dream when driven solely by materialism. Fitzgerald, 

through Gatsby, challenges the notion that prosperity equates to fulfillment, asserting 

that the dream is often an illusion that ultimately eludes those who grasp for it. 

Character Complexity and Social Critique: 

Fitzgerald's characters are not merely players in a narrative but embodiments of societal 

archetypes. Jay Gatsby, with his self-made fortune and unrequited love for Daisy 

Buchanan, encapsulates the aspirational drive of the Jazz Age. Tom Buchanan, on the 
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other hand, personifies the old money aristocracy and the moral decay that 

accompanies it. Daisy, trapped in a loveless marriage, serves as a commentary on the 

societal expectations imposed on women during the era. Through these characters, 

Fitzgerald critiques the moral bankruptcy inherent in the pursuit of the American Dream, 

exposing the flaws within the societal fabric of the time. 

Narrative Technique: The Unreliable Narrator and Symbolism: 

Fitzgerald employs the narrative perspective of Nick Carraway, a character within the 

story, as the lens through which readers perceive the events. Nick's status as an 

unreliable narrator adds complexity to the narrative, forcing readers to question the 

veracity of the events presented. This narrative technique mirrors the elusive nature of 

the American Dream itself, as what is presented on the surface often masks deeper, 

more complex truths. Additionally, Fitzgerald uses symbolism, such as the green light at 

the end of Daisy's dock and the Valley of Ashes, to infuse the novel with layers of 

meaning that extend beyond the surface plot, further enriching the reader's experience. 

The Tragic Denouement and Reflection: 

"The Great Gatsby" culminates in a tragic denouement, shattering the illusions carefully 

constructed by the characters. Gatsby's death becomes a stark reminder of the perils of 

blind ambition and the emptiness that can accompany the relentless pursuit of the 

American Dream. The novel's conclusion prompts readers to reflect on the 

consequences of societal decadence and the human cost of the relentless pursuit of 

wealth and status. 



 

 

In F. Scott Fitzgerald's "The Great Gatsby," the glittering façade of the American Dream is 

meticulously deconstructed to reveal the disillusionment and moral decay beneath. 

Through intricate characterizations, narrative techniques, and symbolism, Fitzgerald 

offers a scathing critique of the societal values of the Jazz Age. As readers navigate the 

opulent world of Gatsby and his contemporaries, they are compelled to confront the 

timeless question of whether the American Dream, in its pursuit, can ever truly lead to a 

fulfilling and meaningful existence. 


