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The American Dream in Decay:  

Symbolism and the Pursuit of Happiness in 'The Great Gatsby’ 

 

F. Scott Fitzgerald's "The Great Gatsby" offers a poignant critique of the American 
Dream, revealing the decay of its ideals through symbolism and the portrayal of the 
characters' pursuit of happiness. Set against the backdrop of the Roaring Twenties, 
a period of unprecedented prosperity and excess, the novel explores the emptiness 
and disillusionment lurking beneath the surface of the American Dream. 

Central to the narrative is the character of Jay Gatsby, a self-made millionaire who 
embodies the quintessential American Dream of success and upward mobility. 
Gatsby's lavish parties, extravagant lifestyle, and obsession with the past symbolize 
the superficiality and materialism that have come to define the American Dream in 
the Jazz Age. Despite his wealth and social status, Gatsby remains disillusioned 
and unfulfilled, his pursuit of happiness ultimately leading to tragedy and despair. 

Symbolism permeates the novel, reflecting the decay of the American Dream and 
the moral corruption of its characters. The iconic green light at the end of Daisy 
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Buchanan's dock, which Gatsby gazes at longingly, symbolizes the unattainable 
nature of his dreams and desires. Similarly, the Valley of Ashes, a desolate 
wasteland between West Egg and New York City, represents the moral and spiritual 
decay underlying the facade of prosperity and excess in the Jazz Age. 

The characters in "The Great Gatsby" are driven by the pursuit of happiness, yet 
they are ultimately consumed by their own greed, ambition, and disillusionment. 
Daisy Buchanan, Gatsby's romantic obsession, symbolizes the empty pursuit of 
wealth and social status, as she chooses security and comfort over love and 
authenticity. Tom Buchanan, Daisy's husband, embodies the arrogance and moral 
decay of the old money elite, using his wealth and privilege to assert dominance 
and control over others. 

Through the tragic downfall of Gatsby and the moral corruption of its characters, 
"The Great Gatsby" exposes the hollowness of the American Dream and the 
emptiness of materialism and excess. Fitzgerald's use of symbolism and imagery 
underscores the decay of the ideals that once defined the American Dream, 
revealing the darker truths lurking beneath the surface of the Jazz Age. Ultimately, 
"The Great Gatsby" serves as a cautionary tale about the dangers of placing too 
much emphasis on wealth, status, and superficial success, reminding readers of the 
true meaning of happiness and fulfillment in life. 

 


