
Critical Lens: Marxist Criticism     Text: The Great Gatsby 

 

Thesis: The Great Gatsby is a vehement indictment of the status quo; in it, F. Scott Fitzgerald sets out to 

show readers the selfish recklessness of wealth and the social problems that arise as a result of class 

stratification. 

Context/Summary:  Fitzgerald was writing this book in the height of the Roaring Twenties, during which 

time he himself was seeking to make his fortune and become one of the power players of his 

generation, both in terms of the literary scene and the burgeoning new generation of social elite.  

(citation needed) Gatsby surely reflected Fitzgeralds own observations and fears about what the sudden 

economic boom meant and where it was headed.  The book tells of Nick Carraway, a young Midwestern 

man looking to make a go of it in New York.  As he becomes increasingly entwined in the complex web 

of the rich young inhabitants of East and West Egg, the fictional home of the fashionable elite of New 

York, he witnesses the rise and ultimate demise of Jay Gatsby, a man with a shady past but a generous 

spirit who believed, above all things, in the American Dream.  Nick sees the promise of wealth and 

capitalist expansion dissolve through a series of tragedies resulting largely from the characters’ quest for 

money and power. 

Transition: The text’s anti-capitalist message is developed symbolically through the use of the landscape, 

the characters, the colors permeating the text, and the ultimate failure of Gatsby’s dream.   

 

Observation 1: The Valley of Ashes is a symbolic capitalist wasteland wherein both the people and the 

land itself are sacrificed to the gods of wealth and greed.  (THOUGHT: The bay separating East Egg from 

West Egg is also a symbol in the landscape denoting class divisions…can I work that into this paragraph?) 

Background/Elaboration: The Valley of Ashes is an area that the people of East and West Egg 

needed to travel through in order to have fun times uptown.  Described as a lifeless wasteland 

of industrial fallout (need quotation); symbolizes the true spoils of reckless greed. (Explain why) 

Evidence: Located centrally; all rich characters have to travel past it in order to get to the fun 

times uptown in NY.  Physical description: It’s a space that’s literally been trashed by 

industrialism.  (need quote)  This makes concrete the destructive side of capitalism.  The 

juxtaposition between the glamour of uptown New York and The Valley of Ashes draws readers’ 

attention to the contrast between the carefree lifestyle of the rich young upstarts that Nick 

meets and hangs out with and the wider implications of their actions (their excess is made 

possible by the increasing occurrence of places being turned into valleys of ash by capitalism and 

industrialism). (quote to support/illustrate) 

Evidence: Inhabitants--the people who live there (Myrtle and George) represent the far less 

optimistic and comfortable working class lifestyle that Tom’s crowd is happier ignoring. (need a 

quote to show what they were like, how they lived, and, if possible, some of the East/West 



Eggers’ opinions of them) By inviting us to visit Myrtle and George at the gas station, Fitzgerald 

shows us a glimpse of what some of the other products of the economic boom were; he 

emphasizes that the effect was not riches for all, but simply a stratification of the class system in 

which some folks benefitted and others were oppressed. 

Connection to thesis: By positing The Valley of Ashes as the physical symbol of the consequences 

of capitalist greed and materialism, Fitzgerald is able to provide a subtle, recurring reminder of 

the price of class stratification and industrial development. 

 

Transition: blah blah not only does the text make use of the physical landscape of the novel in order to 

highlight class struggle in Gatsby; the characters and their relationships to one another are also symbols 

of class and its discontents or something.  Observation 2: Relationships in the play represent individual 

characters’ relationships to money and power. (THOUGHT: Everyone treats everyone else like 

possessions—esp. Tom/Daisy, Daisy/Gatsby, Tom/Myrtle.  I can, I think, work that conclusion into the 

end of this paragraph.) 

Background/Elaboration: The book is rife with fraught relationships, both romantic and platonic.  

When one examines these relationships closely, one can easily discern that much of the conflict 

in each is caused by the tense relationships the characters have to class, status, and power. 

Evidence: Gatsby and Daisy—Her voice sounds like money (find the quote and contextualize it).  

Basically, Daisy represents the opportunity, power, status, and luxury that money affords.  

Gatsby is less interested in Daisy as a person than he is interested in what she symbolizes: for 

him, Daisy is the apex of all that wealth has to offer.  This symbolizes his quest for wealth and 

underscores his desire to enter the elite class, whatever the consequences (especially when we 

look at what is willing to sacrifice in order to make Daisy love him) (need quote). 

Evidence: Tom and Myrtle--Tom likes “slumming it” with Myrtle—he finds Myrtle’s lack of 

refinement (a product of her working-class background) charming and is attracted to what he 

sees as her almost primal sexuality (need a quote).  By exoticizing her thusly, he is displaying a 

belief that, because she is of a lower class than he, Myrtle is more like an animal (and less like a 

human) than, say, he and Daisy are.  Meanwhile, Myrtle sees Tom as a way out of her own 

poverty; she sees him as a gateway to wealth and power, and is intoxicated by him because of it 

(need quote to illustrate).  Both characters see each other not simply as one another’s lovers but 

as representative of the trappings and opportunities that class presents. 

Evidence: Nick and Jordan—As Myrtle sees Tom as the gateway to wealth and power, so Nick 

sees Jordan as his ticket into the exclusive circle of East Egg elite, though he doesn’t 

acknowledge this as directly.  He vacillates between utter disgust with her (quote) to intoxication 

with her (quote); these feelings tend to mirror his general feelings towards the elite and all they 

represent throughout the book.  (need example of where they intersect). 



Connection to thesis: These and other relationships in the book underscore the complex 

relationships between the classes in the book, often by showing how the characters from 

working- and middle-class backgrounds get burned by those born into the elite class.  (Need 

more examples to establish?) 

 

Transition: Another way Fitzgerald highlights class in the book is through color imagery and symbolism.  

Observation 4: Color imagery is used to highlight distinctions between classes and to show how 

characters feel about class/money.   

Background/Elaboration: Seems unnecessary here?  Will check when drafting. 

Evidence: Green light on end of Daisy’s dock—Gatsby nightly looks across the bay at the green 

light at the end of Daisy’s dock.  You know, longingly.  The fact that it’s green like money (like 

hope, like opportunity)?  Seems pretty significant.  Green=the promise of wealth.  (Shouldn’t 

have to belabor this point since I’ve brought up this aspect of their relationship already, but still 

need a quote to show what I’m talking about here.) 

Evidence: Gold.  Daisy’s hair; that one car (Gatsby’s, right?); a lot of the stuff at the party.  

Signifies, again, the promise of wealth.  (need to cite examples with page numbers)  

Evidence: White.  Daisy’s clothes; Gatsby’s house; Gatsby’s clothes; probably more stuff I’m not 

remembering.  Symbolizes status here. 

Evidence: Myrtle’s dresses.  Aren’t they like navy blue and brown or something?  I think so.  

Check this.  If so, obviously denotes that she’s in a different class than the rest of them.  Check 

Nick’s clothes too, and George’s, for consistency.  Otherwise, may need to chuck this point.  (get 

examples w/ page numbers if it’s staying.) 

Connection to thesis: The repetition of this color imagery has the effect of reinforcing readers’ 

awareness of the differences between the classes and  the rampant materialism and supposed 

virtue of the elite classes. 

 

Transition: Of course, the most telling indictment of capitalism comes in the novel’s climax and resulting 

tragic ending: the deaths of Myrtle and Gatsby.  Observation 4: Ultimate (unjust) triumph of old 

money/elite class. 

Background/Elaboration: Daisy, through recklessness, kills Myrtle—runs her over with Gatsby’s 

car.  Tom, grieving and mad at Gatsby for trying to make a move on his wife, tells George 

(Myrtle’s husband) that Gatsby did it (basically).  George kills Gatsby.  In this way, the elite 

class—particularly Tom and Daisy, the “old money” rich people—triumph, and the people with 

working-class backgrounds end up paying the price.   



Evidence: Gatsby doesn’t get the girl or the good life (or any life at all) in the end; this is posited 

as a result of the fact that he wasn’t respected among the established elite.  He was denied 

Daisy, and thus denied acceptance into the elite class.  He paid with his life, basically. 

Evidence: We aren’t meant to like the Old Money people.  Tom is an adulterous, patronizing 

meathead; Daisy is a slave to the expectations of her jet-set peers (at best, we feel sorry for 

him).  By contrast, we are meant to sympathize with Nick and Gatsby, because they weren’t 

born into the wealth that Daisy and Tom were; they don’t take it for granted and have the sort 

of entitled recklessness that Tom and Daisy do.  (It’d be good to have that quote about 

carelessness in here somewhere).  By crafting the ending the way he does, Fitzgerald makes this 

a classic good guy/bad guy story wherein the bad guy, unfortunately, prevails.  Does this mirror 

his view of what was going on in the 20s?  I think so!  (need some secondary source material to 

back up this claim) 

Connection to thesis: Duh.  Working class/middle class suffers while elite class prevails.  

Gatekeeping keeps people like Gatsby and Myrtle out of the elite classes.  These are observations 

about life, not just about these particular characters. 

 

Conclusion: The book’s about money, mmm-kay?  We see this through the characters’ relationships to 

one another, the physical landscape, the color imagery, and the fate of the characters at the end of the 

book.  Basically, the entire book adds up to the message that the elite classes are selfish and reckless, 

and that their wealth comes as a result of them stepping on others and trashing the general landscape—

both physical and psychological—of America.   


