
3 themes in the great gatsby
3 themes in the great gatsby resonate deeply with readers, exploring the complex
tapestry of American society and individual aspirations in the tumultuous 1920s. F. Scott
Fitzgerald's iconic novel, a poignant critique of the Jazz Age, masterfully weaves together
powerful motifs that continue to provoke thought and discussion. This article will
meticulously dissect three paramount themes: the corruption of the American Dream, the
stark divisions of social class and the allure of materialism, and the pervasive influence of
the past on the present. By examining these core elements, we gain a comprehensive
understanding of Gatsby's tragic pursuit and the profound commentary Fitzgerald offers on
wealth, status, and the elusive nature of happiness. Each theme contributes to the novel's
enduring power, revealing the moral decay beneath the glittering surface of the Roaring
Twenties.
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The Corrupted American Dream
One of the most profound and central themes in F. Scott Fitzgerald's The Great Gatsby is
the corruption of the American Dream. Originally envisioned as a pursuit of freedom,
opportunity, and success through hard work and merit, Fitzgerald presents a vision of this
dream distorted by unbridled materialism, moral decay, and a relentless focus on wealth for
its own sake. Jay Gatsby himself embodies this transformation, having dedicated his entire
existence to accumulating immense riches, not for personal comfort or genuine fulfillment,
but as a means to recapture a lost love and achieve a status he believes will grant him
acceptance.

Gatsby's pursuit of Daisy Buchanan is inextricably linked to his corrupted American Dream.
He believes that by becoming wealthy and living in a magnificent mansion, he can erase
the class barrier that once separated them and win back her affection. His extravagant
parties and opulent lifestyle are not expressions of joy, but rather elaborate traps designed
to entice Daisy and validate his new identity. This relentless focus on external markers of
success, rather than intrinsic values or authentic relationships, illustrates how the dream
has become hollowed out. The novel suggests that the pursuit of material wealth, when
detached from ethical foundations, inevitably leads to moral compromise and ultimately,
despair.

The novel also highlights how the landscape of the American Dream has changed. The "new
world" once promised boundless possibilities, but by the 1920s, it has become stratified



and cynical. The fresh, green breast of the new world, once seen by Dutch sailors as a
symbol of hope, is now obscured by the artificial glow of the green light on Daisy's dock – a
symbol of Gatsby's unreachable and ultimately flawed aspiration. The characters,
particularly those in the wealthy East Egg, demonstrate a moral lassitude and a
superficiality that further underscore the decay of the dream. Their lives, filled with casual
infidelity, recklessness, and a lack of accountability, reveal a society where the noble ideals
of the American Dream have been supplanted by hedonism and self-interest.

Gatsby's Illusion of Attainable Happiness
Gatsby's entire existence is built upon an illusion: the belief that he can buy happiness and
recreate the past. His single-minded devotion to Daisy is less about her true self and more
about the idealized version of her he has constructed in his mind, representing a pristine
past and an unattainable future. This illusion is a direct consequence of the corrupted
American Dream, which teaches that external possessions and achievements are the keys
to contentment. However, Fitzgerald meticulously demonstrates that these external
trappings fail to deliver genuine fulfillment.

The tragic irony of Gatsby's life is that despite achieving incredible financial success, he
remains profoundly lonely and isolated. His vast wealth brings him only superficial
acquaintances and ultimately cannot bridge the chasm between his idealized vision and the
harsh realities of his world. The narrative suggests that true happiness and meaning cannot
be purchased or manufactured; they must be built on authentic connections and genuine
self-worth, elements that are conspicuously absent in Gatsby's meticulously crafted
persona. His pursuit is not just of Daisy, but of a specific, idealized past that can never be
truly recovered, highlighting the futility of chasing a dream built on illusion and
materialism.

Social Class, Old Money vs. New Money, and
Materialism
Another dominant among the 3 themes in The Great Gatsby is the stark exploration of
social class, particularly the rigid distinction between "old money" and "new money," and
its inextricable link to pervasive materialism. Fitzgerald meticulously details how wealth
alone is insufficient to gain acceptance into the highest echelons of society. Instead,
pedigree, inherited status, and a certain unspoken code of conduct define the true
aristocracy of the East Coast, creating an impenetrable barrier for those who have newly
acquired their fortunes.

The novel vividly contrasts the established wealth of East Egg with the flashy, recently
acquired riches of West Egg. East Egg, home to Tom and Daisy Buchanan, represents "old
money"—wealth that has been passed down through generations, conferring a sense of
innate superiority and entitlement. Their homes possess a certain tasteful decay,
suggesting a long history of luxury without the need for ostentatious display. In contrast,
West Egg, where Gatsby and Nick Carraway reside, is characterized by "new
money"—wealth gained through recent, often questionable, means. Gatsby's mansion,
though grander and more extravagant, is seen by the old money elite as vulgar and lacking
the subtle refinement of inherited status. This distinction creates a fundamental tension
that permeates the entire narrative, defining relationships and dictating social interactions.



Materialism serves as both a symptom and a cause of the class divisions depicted. While
both old and new money characters engage in lavish consumption, their attitudes towards
their possessions differ. Old money characters like Tom and Daisy take their wealth for
granted, using it to maintain their comfortable, somewhat cynical lives without ever truly
appreciating its value or the effort it took to acquire. New money characters, especially
Gatsby, use materialism as a tool to gain acceptance and prove their worth. His entire
lifestyle is a performative act, designed to impress and to mask his humble origins. The
accumulation of expensive goods, from cars to clothes to mansions, becomes an end in
itself, rather than a means to a more meaningful existence.

The Snobbery and Hypocrisy of Old Money
The novel sharply critiques the snobbery and hypocrisy inherent in the old money class.
Characters like Tom Buchanan exemplify this perfectly. Despite his immense wealth and
privileged background, Tom is portrayed as crude, arrogant, and morally bankrupt. He
openly flaunts his mistress, expresses racist views, and treats those he deems socially
inferior with contempt. Yet, he holds an unwavering belief in his own superiority and is
quick to judge Gatsby's "new money" origins and his alleged involvement in illicit activities,
even as he himself is morally compromised.

Daisy, too, embodies the superficiality and moral emptiness of her class. She is drawn to
Gatsby's glamour but ultimately remains tethered to Tom and her secure, established
position. Her inability to fully commit to Gatsby, and her eventual retreat into the protective
embrace of her old money world, reveal the powerful, almost suffocating, influence of social
standing. The carelessness with which Tom and Daisy navigate their lives, leaving
destruction in their wake without consequence, underscores Fitzgerald's commentary on
the moral bankruptcy of a class that believes itself above accountability. Their insulated
world allows them to literally and figuratively get away with murder, reinforcing the idea
that money not only buys comfort but also immunity.

The Inescapable Influence of the Past
The pervasive and often inescapable influence of the past is another critical element among
the 3 themes in The Great Gatsby. Fitzgerald demonstrates how memories, past
relationships, and former selves cast long shadows over the present, driving characters'
motivations and ultimately shaping their destinies. Jay Gatsby's entire identity and his
relentless pursuit of Daisy are profoundly rooted in his desire to reclaim a specific moment
from his past, believing he can literally turn back time and erase the intervening years.

Gatsby's ambition is fueled by his memories of his courtship with Daisy five years prior. He
believes that if he can only amass enough wealth and recreate the circumstances of their
earlier love, he can magically rewind time and restore their relationship to its original state.
This intense longing for the past is symbolized by the green light at the end of Daisy's dock,
which represents not just Daisy herself, but the idealized version of their past and the
future he envisions for them. He clings to the belief that the past is not just prologue but
can be entirely rewritten, a dangerous illusion that ultimately leads to his downfall.

The other characters are also trapped by their pasts in various ways. Daisy is defined by
her past choices and the security they offered, ultimately proving unable to break free from
the comfort of her old money life with Tom. Tom, a former college athlete, constantly



references his past glory, using it to inflate his ego and assert his dominance in the present.
Even Nick Carraway, the narrator, is initially drawn to the allure of the East, hoping for a
fresh start, but ultimately finds himself entangled in the destructive patterns of the past,
eventually retreating back to the West.

The Impossibility of Reliving the Past
Fitzgerald powerfully conveys the tragic impossibility of truly reliving the past. While Gatsby
desperately tries to recreate moments and feelings, he is continually met with the harsh
reality that time moves forward, and people change. When he finally reunites with Daisy,
their interactions are fraught with the weight of five years of separate experiences. The
Daisy he remembers and idealizes has made choices, lived a different life, and matured (or
perhaps stagnated) in ways that make a simple return to their former relationship
impossible. His famous declaration, "Can't repeat the past? Why of course you can!" is
tragically contradicted by the narrative's unfolding events.

The past, in The Great Gatsby, is not a malleable entity that can be molded to fit present
desires. Instead, it is a foundation upon which the present is built, and its irreversible
nature prevents characters from escaping its consequences. Gatsby's inability to accept
this fundamental truth leads him to chase a phantom, a ghost of a dream that can never be
fully grasped. The novel serves as a poignant reminder that while the past shapes us, we
must live in the present and move towards the future, rather than endlessly attempting to
rewind the clock. The tragic ending reinforces the idea that an obsessive focus on a lost
past can blind individuals to current realities and prevent them from finding genuine
happiness or peace.

The Enduring Legacy of Gatsby's Themes
The examination of these 3 themes in The Great Gatsby—the corruption of the American
Dream, the stark realities of social class, and the inescapable pull of the past—reveals why
F. Scott Fitzgerald's masterpiece remains one of the most significant works of American
literature. Through the tragic figure of Jay Gatsby and the lavish, yet ultimately hollow,
world of the Jazz Age, Fitzgerald offers a timeless critique of ambition, materialism, and the
human tendency to idealize what is lost or unattainable. The novel exposes the glittering
façade of wealth to reveal the moral decay beneath, questioning the very foundations of
success and happiness in a society increasingly defined by consumption and superficiality.

Gatsby's struggle to recreate a lost love and elevate his social standing through immense
wealth serves as a cautionary tale for generations. His fatal flaw lies not just in his illegal
activities, but in his unwavering belief that money can buy history, love, and acceptance.
The divisions between old money and new money, so sharply drawn in the novel, continue
to resonate in contemporary discussions about wealth inequality and social mobility.
Furthermore, the characters' collective inability to escape their pasts, whether through
longing, nostalgia, or regret, speaks to a universal human experience, highlighting the
complex relationship between memory, identity, and destiny. These powerful themes
ensure that The Great Gatsby continues to be relevant, prompting readers to reflect on the
true cost of their dreams and the values that truly matter.



FAQ Section About The Great Gatsby Themes

Q: What are the three primary themes explored in The
Great Gatsby?
A: The three primary themes explored in The Great Gatsby are the corruption of the
American Dream, the stark divisions of social class (particularly old money vs. new money)
and materialism, and the inescapable influence of the past on the present and future.

Q: How does The Great Gatsby portray the American
Dream?
A: The Great Gatsby portrays the American Dream as having become corrupted and
distorted by materialism and a relentless focus on wealth. Jay Gatsby embodies this
corrupted dream, believing that accumulating vast riches will allow him to achieve
happiness and win back his lost love, Daisy, but ultimately finds it hollow and destructive.

Q: What is the significance of "old money" versus "new
money" in the novel?
A: The distinction between "old money" (inherited wealth, represented by characters like
Tom and Daisy Buchanan in East Egg) and "new money" (recently acquired wealth,
represented by Jay Gatsby in West Egg) is crucial. It highlights the rigid class structure,
where inherited status grants an unshakeable sense of superiority and entitlement, while
new money, no matter how vast, is often seen as vulgar and unable to buy genuine
acceptance into the elite circles.

Q: How does the past affect the characters in The Great
Gatsby?
A: The past profoundly affects the characters, especially Jay Gatsby, whose entire life is
driven by a desperate desire to reclaim a specific moment and relationship from his past
with Daisy. The novel shows how memories and past choices cast long shadows, preventing
characters from moving forward and often leading to tragic outcomes, as they
unsuccessfully attempt to repeat or rewrite history.

Q: Why is materialism a significant theme in The Great
Gatsby?
A: Materialism is significant because it is deeply intertwined with the corrupted American
Dream and social class. Characters, particularly Gatsby, use extravagant possessions and
displays of wealth not for genuine comfort, but as a means to gain status, impress others,



and achieve an idealized vision of happiness or belonging. The novel critiques how this
focus on external trappings leads to moral emptiness and superficial relationships.

Q: Does The Great Gatsby offer a hopeful or pessimistic
view of society?
A: The Great Gatsby generally offers a pessimistic view of society, particularly the upper
echelons of the Jazz Age. Fitzgerald critiques the moral decay, carelessness, and
superficiality that he observes, suggesting that beneath the glittering surface of wealth and
endless parties lies a profound emptiness and a lack of genuine human connection. The
tragic ending reinforces this pessimistic outlook.

Q: What role does illusion play in these themes?
A: Illusion plays a central role. Gatsby constructs an elaborate illusion about Daisy and their
past, believing he can make it real through wealth. The American Dream itself, in the novel,
becomes an illusion of endless opportunity, masking the harsh realities of class and moral
compromise. Characters often live in self-deception, preferring comforting illusions over
inconvenient truths, which ultimately contributes to their downfall or emotional stagnation.
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