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Title: The Illusory American Dream in F. Scott Fitzgerald's 'The 

Great Gatsby' 

F. Scott Fitzgerald's novel 'The Great Gatsby' is a quintessential work of American 

literature, exploring the themes of wealth, excess, and the American Dream during the Roaring 

Twenties. The story, narrated by Nick Carraway, revolves around the enigmatic millionaire Jay 

Gatsby and his relentless pursuit of the American Dream. This essay aims to analyze the novel's 

depiction of the American Dream, highlighting its illusory nature and its ultimate futility. 

 

The American Dream: A Hollow Ideal 

The American Dream is a foundational concept in American culture, representing the belief that 

anyone, regardless of their background, can achieve success, prosperity, and happiness through 

hard work and determination. 'The Great Gatsby' scrutinizes this ideal, revealing that it is often 

hollow and unattainable. 

Jay Gatsby, the novel's central character, embodies the pursuit of the American Dream. Born as 

James Gatz, he transforms himself into a wealthy and mysterious figure through illegal activities 

to win the love of Daisy Buchanan. His lavish parties, extravagant lifestyle, and the opulent 

mansion in West Egg seem to epitomize success. However, the emptiness of his achievement 

becomes evident as the narrative unfolds. Gatsby's life is characterized by loneliness and an 

unfulfilled desire for an idealized past. His dream of rekindling a romance with Daisy and 

recreating their love from years ago is tragically unattainable. 
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Furthermore, the novel illustrates the moral decay associated with the pursuit of the American 

Dream. Gatsby's wealth is amassed through criminal enterprises, and his obsession with Daisy 

leads him to engage in dishonest and unethical behavior. This underscores the idea that the 

pursuit of the Dream can lead individuals down a morally questionable path, undermining their 

own values and principles in the process. 

 

The Illusion of Wealth and Excess 

Fitzgerald employs symbolism and vivid imagery to depict the illusion of wealth and excess as a 

central theme in the novel. One of the most iconic symbols is Gatsby's extravagant mansion, 

which is described as having "a colossal affair" and "a whole pitful of oboes and trombones and 

saxophones and viols and cornets and piccolos." This mansion represents the façade of success 

and prosperity that Gatsby has carefully constructed. However, despite its grandeur, the mansion 

remains empty and devoid of genuine human connection. It is a symbol of the hollowness of 

material wealth and excess when they are pursued without purpose or meaning. 

The novel's famous parties at Gatsby's mansion further emphasize the emptiness of this excess. 

These parties, described as "riotous excursions," are characterized by their opulence and 

extravagance. Yet, they serve as a platform for superficial social interactions, where people 

indulge in reckless behavior and excess to mask their own dissatisfaction. The revelry and chaos 

at Gatsby's parties underscore the shallowness of this lifestyle and the individuals who partake in 

it. 

Daisy Buchanan, the object of Gatsby's affection, also embodies the illusory nature of wealth and 

excess. She is married to Tom Buchanan, who represents the old money aristocracy, and her life 
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appears to be one of privilege and luxury. Yet, Daisy is ultimately unfulfilled and unhappy. She 

is torn between her desire for Gatsby and the security of her marriage to Tom. Her inability to 

make a genuine choice underscores the emptiness of her own life, despite the appearance of 

wealth and privilege. 

 

The Green Light: A Symbol of Unattainable Dreams 

The green light at the end of Daisy's dock serves as a powerful symbol in 'The Great Gatsby.' 

Gatsby gazes at the green light across the bay, believing it to be a beacon of hope and the 

fulfillment of his American Dream. The green light represents his unattainable dream of winning 

Daisy back and recreating their past. This symbolizes the overarching theme of the novel, as 

Gatsby's dream is just out of reach, forever receding into the distance, much like the elusive 

nature of the American Dream itself. 

The color green, often associated with envy, is a fitting choice for the light, as it underscores the 

jealousy and yearning that characterize Gatsby's pursuit of his dream. It is also a color linked to 

money, highlighting the materialistic nature of his ambition. The green light symbolizes the 

unattainability and ephemeral nature of dreams in a world driven by wealth and excess. 

 

In F. Scott Fitzgerald's 'The Great Gatsby,' the American Dream is portrayed as an 

illusory and ultimately unattainable ideal. The characters, especially Jay Gatsby, are consumed 

by their pursuit of wealth, success, and happiness, only to find that their dreams are empty and 

hollow. The novel uses symbols like Gatsby's mansion, the extravagant parties, and the green 

light to underscore the shallowness of a life driven by the pursuit of the American Dream. 
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Fitzgerald's exploration of the illusory American Dream continues to resonate with readers 

today. It serves as a cautionary tale, reminding us that the relentless pursuit of material wealth 

and success can lead to moral decay and spiritual emptiness. 'The Great Gatsby' challenges us to 

reevaluate our own beliefs about the American Dream and to consider what truly matters in the 

pursuit of happiness and fulfillment. 


