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Abstract 

 

This essay is an analysis of F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby and it 

explores how identity and ideology always exist in a context of time. The American 

1920s society was influenced by theories brought by Marxism, Albert Einstein and 

Freud. This era was highly influenced by cultural influencers, individuals such as 

Fitzgerald who became one of the greatest to mould and describe the era he lived in.  

When reviewing Fitzgerald’s text almost a century later, and at the verge of entering the 

2020s, it becomes clear that some fundamental features of culture remain ever-present 

in the American culture. The multifaceted perspective presented to readers by Fitzgerald 

raises important questions regarding where the real is overruled and transformed by the 

ideal. The American 1920s was an era of contradictions which also is reflected in 

Fitzgerald’s 

ironic tone and in Gatsby’s smile. Fitzgerald offers an understanding which reaches as 

far as anyone would want to understand.  

Linchpins in this essay are the interaction between identity, ideology and social 

codes and the morality which drives actions and reactions and forms a link between the 

coexistence of contradictions. Social structures are part of history and the impact history 

possesses over culture, via nostalgia, is relevant for ideas today. Which clues do history 

and Fitzgerald’s text provide and store for us and can old ideas enlighten us to bring 

new solutions, or clarity, to apprehend anything about the future? There is a 

correspondence, a red thread, between eras such as the 1920s and the year of 2019 in the 

American society today, which explains why the ideas and ideals Fitzgerald portrayed 

as important parts of identity and culture a hundred years ago, also matter today. 
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Introduction 

 

F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby (1925) is a well-known story of a sugar-coated 

“Jazz Age” with a glossy surface, but beneath the surface a complicated relationship to 

identity and past history is revealed. Reading it as the latter the following question becomes 

relevant. This analysis will focus on constructions of identity in The Great Gatsby in the light 

of social structures in the Jazz Age. Especially, state control via social codes will be explored 

in detail. The Great Gatsby is an exploration of the American society caught “off guard” by 

the clash between past ideals and the transformative present ideals during the 1920s. This 

analysis will offer guidance first through constructions of identity, in the light of social 

structures in the Jazz Age. Secondly, the aspect of state control via social codes will be 

analyzed.  

The main theory applied for this analysis is Neo-Marxism. Marxism is relevant through 

its philosophical system which concerns and investigates historical and social determinism, 

but it also includes Georg Hegel’s idea of the dialectic. The idea of opposing forces which 

brings new perspectives (Barry 160) is also essential to the plot in The Great Gatsby. 

Fitzgerald pinpoints the difficulties in the Jazz Age in attempting to unify all American 

groups into one harmonious and affirmative whole. Fitzgerald’s text is a reflection of this 

social tension.  

The method used for this essay is inspired by post-structuralism with a special focus on 

the way Fitzgerald uses language, in combination with a comparison between Fitzgerald’s 

fictional The Great Gatsby, and the real 1920’s society with its state control and discursive 

practices. The American 1920s, its discourses, as well as Fitzgerald’s authorship are 

fundamental linchpins in this analysis. They are all closely linked to the key concepts identity 

and ideology.  
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Identity is definable as the characters’ sphere, their sense of `Self´ and their outlook, or 

as `personality`, “the existence or individuality of any one” (Johnson qtd. in Williams 233). 

Class, in The Great Gatsby, is inevitably one of the most prominent features of identity. In 

Fitzgerald’s text, the complexity of identity is evident in the contrasts between characters’ 

perspectives; for example moral ideals and social ideals are ideologically and culturally 

influenced and varying because they are partly imposed and partly created individually within 

the mind by the sense of Self and its preconditions and by its limitations and constraints. 

Independent thought is essentially emotional and emotions are generally seen as the opposite 

of logical order, which is evident in the characters’ emotional outbursts. Therefore, 

independent thought derives from characters’ personal experience and their alienation and 

dissenting opinion from the prevailing norms. Independent thinking is the powerful 

counterpart to what is partly imposed by social contexts.  

 Peter Barry describes Althusser’s theory how the state controls people by using 

“repressive structures” (167) through institutions such as the police and the army. The control 

is realized further through other levels of “ideological structures” (Barry 167) such as the 

institutions’ influence in everyday life via Church, Media and Family to reinforce ideology. 

Hegemony, expressed as “commonsense” is the inescapable bedrock of thought, it is the 

state’s control and influence in all institutions and relationships and it informs consciousness, 

experience, actions and notions (Williams 144-145).  

The notion of freedom of choice is false, according to Althusser (qtd. in Barry 167) who 

states that all possible actions are constructed to follow a pattern where all ways lead to the 

same end, an end that is predetermined by hegemonic forces. This process is essential in 

Fitzgerald’s text in the descriptions of the characters’ varying perspectives regarding morality, 

culture and notions of identity and classism. Fitzgerald emphasizes the disinterested 

carelessness among the characters, which is displayed as equally ambivalent as their concern 
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for the issues of social decay surrounding them: alternating between easy come easy go, and 

despair.    

Culture permeates everything and exists “in the minds and hearts of men” (Ward 

Goodenough qtd. in Geertz 11), which makes its interpretation torn between the personal 

private, and the public. Culture is the way the characters live and morality is the manner in 

which the characters conform to culture. Morality is dependent on the characters’ individual 

experience of their social position in any given context and how the characters perceive their 

status and evaluate the risk of losing it. When risks are low, they are more likely to break 

rules, to act on selfish impulses, than when they risk losing something. Morality is 

questionable and blurred between what is, or what should be kept private or public. The 

tension between these two concepts is vital to the conflict between the traditional and the new 

in Fitzgerald’s text.  

The public-private dichotomy is fundamental for Fitzgerald’s examination of American 

society in the 1920s. Traditionally the social life revolved around the division into three 

spheres: the private home sphere, the public work sphere, and the sphere of gentlemen’s 

membership clubs and the workers’ local pubs. That changed in the Jazz Age due to the 

growth of capitalism, which brought new technology, and people’s access to the radio, 

cinema, television and music. Fame and movie stars were new additions to the social 

structures. In her study of American culture in that era, Susan Currell mentions the new 

female jazz singers who reached millions of listeners throughout the country via the radio (78-

79). The radio and the cinema created fame for rising celebrities who became role models for 

vast masses of people, and movies gained a strong influence over culture (Currell 104-105). 

Real, famous people spent their leisure time with the rich, amusing themselves in careless 

ways, such as attending parties similar to the fictional ones held by Gatsby. Overall, fame and 

its new role models generated a demand, sometimes even obsessions, among the masses for 
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knowledge about, and a private relationship to the illusion of the movie stars’ own persona as 

well as their public screen roles (Currell 103-134). Fitzgerald was one of these celebrities who 

were admired by the masses and whose private life was at display for the masses.  

Together, new technology created an appealing new norm to the masses, which caused 

both acceptance and rejection and further division between those in favour of tradition and 

those who favoured the new. It is not a simple matter of the financial aspect of affording to 

adjust one’s mind to the new in the American 1920s; the conflict between traditionalists and 

those who wanted change is more complex than a mere class issue. The conflict is about two 

different ways of living, the rural and the urban, two different systems which have to coexist 

within the same hierarchical power-system as uniformed, in a system where inequality is not 

negotiable. The inflexibility in the power system includes the private-public dichotomy and 

the way the new blurs the distinct traditional delimitation between private-public.  

In addition to the inflexibility of the system, the relation between public-private is 

downsized to smaller scale in urban crowds than in rural areas due to the compressed living-

space in a city, which makes for entirely different housing circumstances. This enables 

possibilities for the characters to perceive and use privacy very differently.  

Fitzgerald’s text can be read in varying ways; this study argues that the analysis of The 

Great Gatsby is dependent on knowledge about the American 1920s. Words have changed 

meanings with time. The `Dream´ of `freedom´ encapsulated the notion to create one’s own 

identity and destiny from personal preferences (Brown 6), not by following a pre-made 

pattern. Today, almost a century later, the ready-made thinking-patterns that Fitzgerald 

criticized and advocated to be avoided have, it seems, become permanent aims. Fitzgerald 

writes: “It is invariably saddening to look through new eyes at things upon which you have 

extended your own powers of adjustment” (Fitzgerald 67). Notions of what dreams and 

freedom are, and what people dream about and aim for could, and maybe should, be based on 
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something else, perhaps even wonderful ideas, like Gatsby’s dream and notion of freedom, 

and not solely be a predetermined rout to superficial (and sometimes false) appearance and 

consumerism. 

Language is vital for ideology because the function of language is to express thought, where 

language as a system is a tool for ideology that constitutes and perpetuates the prevailing 

ideology within culture. Language is culturally and historically determined and words are 

coded (Montrose 395). They are ideologically charged and express positive or negative values 

within the social and political context of their time (the Jazz Age, in Fitzgerald’s case). 

However, the text must be contrasted by the cultural and ideological conditions of our time, 

almost a century later (Montrose 293-397,412-415).  Nettels describes how “[t]he ideas that 

words are “the great foes of reality” or “mere sounds to be bandied about until they were 

dead” were ideas of a later age” (21), that is, later than Howell’s time, and this is exactly what 

Fitzgerald used in his writing.       

 

The circumstances for the reader are ideologically determined (Montrose 415), and 

Fitzgerald, who aspired to become “one of the greatest writers who ever lived” (Brown 40), 

must have been aware of that. In other words, he was aware of the dialogue his texts had with 

history. Furthermore, according to New Historicist critics (who attempt to bridge the gap 

between Marxist historicism and poststructuralist theory), language itself is historically 

determined, while it also constitutes society and social relations: “On the one hand, the social 

is understood to be discursively constructed; and on the other, language-use is understood to 

be always and necessarily dialogic, to be socially and materially determined and constrained” 

(Montrose 395). Montrose highlights the illusive aspect involved in any attempt to find an 

authentic past in the interpretation of descriptive texts, because of the uncertainty of meaning, 

which is not a given, but it’s due to “processes of selective preservation and effacement” 
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(410). This indeterminacy is in other words the result of the (ideological) workings of the 

prevailing ideals within a community, those ideals that determine what should be collectively 

remembered or forgotten. This illusiveness is displayed and played at throughout Fitzgerald’s 

text, where any originally intended interpretations change with time or are lost altogether. In 

The Great Gatsby, the changing referentiality highlights what is unreal in the perception of 

´reality´ and reveals that all interpretations rely on very complex structures that make up what 

can be imagined and what is supported by conformity through identification with a common 

culture.  

Fitzgerald’s text is often assumed to be a historically correct account of the lived past 

(Brown 5), where “the word of the past replaces the world of the past” (Barry 178), but the 

lines between fiction and reality are blurred. Fitzgerald’s text embodies the ghostly past in 

descriptions that echo the overall (and commingling
1
) ambivalence of the Jazz Age. 

Fitzgerald’s interest in history and his “cultural insight” (Brown 3) into upper-class America 

made him “one of the more important cultural commentators America has produced” (Brown 

5). In this respect The Great Gatsby is a product of the time it criticizes and therefore valuable 

as both a creator and a creation of the Jazz Age. Fitzgerald is the poetic anthropologist-

historian of the 1920s.   

 

 

1. Identity Constructions in The Great Gatsby 

 

Looking for someone you have never met before, like the search for Gatsby, requires 

some kind of recognition. What is there to look for to identify someone? When there is lack of 

information, expectations usually guide the search, and they in turn are dependent on social 

                                                 
1
 Meaning to compound, and also, in law, a term for breach of trust, used here in both meanings, because the 

narrator, Nick, is a bond dealer. 
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codes and signifiers of social class, manners, or something else, which we presume to look 

for. Searching for an important person, Nick and Jordan try “an important-looking door” 

(Fitzgerald 30). But they do not find what they expect behind the door. They have been 

presented with imagery from rumours and shadow-versions of Gatsby: a lavishly generous 

host, a killer, a German spy, an American war veteran. In the Gothic library that Nick thinks 

might have been shipped “complete from some ruin overseas”, they find another 

representation of Gatsby, but it is still not the person they seek. Between sentences, despite all 

the information, they fail to recognize Gatsby when they first meet him (Fitzgerald 31-32). 

Yet, when they stumble into the library, a place for knowledge to be collected, they get a 

glimpse of the essence of what they were looking for, although they cannot identify the 

collector himself. The books in Gatsby’s library have real pages, but their authenticity is 

revealed with a mixture of astonishment and disbelief by the slightly drunk guest Owl-Eyes. 

The books are not important for the value or truthfulness of the knowledge they contain, but 

for what they appear to say about their owner, (the book Owl-Eyes picks happens to bear the 

title “Stoddard Lectures” which is another allusion to white supremacist Lothrop Stoddard 

who is referred to as Goddard by Tom Buchanan in his famous racist and nativist rant earlier 

in the novel). Fitzgerald uses this scene to demonstrate Gatsby’s identity in Owl-Eye’s 

shifting perspective: from his initial belief that the books were just “a nice durable cardboard” 

(30) to his ecstatic admiration of the owner’s choice to fill his library with real books: “This 

fella’s a regular Belasco. It’s a triumph. What thoroughness! What realism!” (30). This scene 

exposes the extent to which identity here is socially and ideologically constructed and says 

something about the representation of identity in the text. Just like the books in the library, 

removing one piece, if only temporary, is to alter the whole unit, and in the same way as a 

removed or added book in the shelf make or break the unity of the library, or risk the 

`cardboard´ to collapse, so will the bits and pieces of information temporarily shifted, reshape 
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the reader’s opinion about who Gatsby is, and in the end, the altered pieces leads to a partial 

collapse of Gatsby’s identity with his death. Reality can be fabricated differently depending 

on viewpoint. 

Fitzgerald questions reality through the particular choice of books that Owl-Eye presents 

to Nick and Jordan. The descriptions of books, as everything else in the plot, are at a constant 

contradictory tension with each other, which is presented with irony by Fitzgerald. He shows 

how the printed matter really matters also regarding the idea that what is placed also can be 

replaced within one unit; being it a brick, a book or thought, the contradictions are ever-

present and inescapable. There is a reference to theatre and stage-acting, saying that life is a 

theatre and we are all, sometime foolish, actors in it. Gatsby plays his role as a successful 

upper class gentleman, yet he is aware of the made-up aspects of it and the rules that come 

with the role: rules which are equally important as law is to others. Gatsby finds others’ 

puzzlement about his mythical past amusing because he wants to become a legend, a trait that 

Gatsby shares with Fitzgerald. To illustrate, Gatsby’s library is presented to guests through 

someone else, since rumours and myths here are crucial media in the conduct of upper class 

character. The liberty Gatsby allows himself is always a reflection of what his large party 

expects of him. He keeps the large party at his mansion to escape the examination a smaller 

one would require (Fitzgerald 33). Because in a smaller group, his identity sprung from 

rumours would have been revealed by scrutinizing eyes that would have undermined Gatsby’s 

position and exposed him to society as merely an imposter among the wealthy, but not due to 

any lack of wealth. However, there is a distinction between inherited money and social 

climbers’ money because without the attachment to a family name wealth is considered 

questionable. The notion of identity and wealth as inherited is crucial to American upper-class 



Skogberg Lundin 9 

   

 

identity in the real society
2
 and the fictional one. The ambivalence about the legitimacy of this 

perception is questioned in Fitzgerald’s text, which points to an ideological aporia, the 

paradox of the inherited class identity and the myth of the self-made man, the American 

Dream in the 1920’s. This is fundamental in The Great Gatsby, which questions the idea 

whether a class-journey is possible at all.      

Daisy’s question “What Gatsby?” (Fitzgerald 9), when the name is introduced to her 

in the plot at the beginning of the text is essential, because several perspectives of Gatsby are 

presented to ascertain what Gatsby is. The remark also connects to the enigma around Gatsby, 

and to the general strange familiarity that is conveyed throughout the text, where the 

characters’ perceptions shift between knowing someone intimately, or seemingly not knowing 

the person at all. The contrast involves the relationship Daisy has with her husband and the 

relationship she had earlier with Gatsby, and it reappears in Daisy’s later remark “´Who is 

“Tom”?´” (Fitzgerald 53). Gatsby’s identity is questioned, destroyed and re-created 

repeatedly. In fact, many characters are shaped and reshaped by Fitzgerald, to show the 

process of change or re-creation which constitutes an identity. There is not a granule in any 

identity that resists the ever-changing processes of time, and with it, the ductile mind also 

adapts to contemporary ideas. Gatsby owns his past, his personality and his uncorrupted 

dream, they belong to him, not to the social systems which he appears in and his self-reliance 

has to give in to. But there is tenacity in Gatsby’s faith.  

 Clearly, Fitzgerald highlights identity not mainly as an issue of class, but as a matter of 

ideological construction. It is built around others’ expectations and demands as well as the 

character’s own dreams and wishes. Nick and Jordan fail to recognize Gatsby as the host, in 

                                                 
2
 The rise of businessmen during the real American 1920s who gained great influence to form the American 

society, were a new force which altered the social hierarchy (Currell 173). 
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his own home, partly because the boundaries of who, or what, Gatsby is, are blurred by the 

expectations of what they look for, which denote the word `millionaire´ in the American 

1920s. Who can for certain tell fact from fiction, `truths´ from lies, or distinguish one social 

member class from another? Fitzgerald does not stop at describing ideology, he brings his 

readers into the plot with the questions asked via the characters - What do you think?  

The clash between what the different characters’ think, and thereby base their actions 

on, continues throughout Fitzgerald’s text. In the relationship between Gatsby and Tom, the 

host is defined through its distinction from its opposite - the guest. In The Great Gatsby, the 

characters alternately play the roles of host and guest. In his introduction to deconstructive 

criticism, Barry (64) describes the etymological relationship between these terms as 

antagonistic, which also expresses the relationship between the characters in Fitzgerald’s text. 

All guests (derived from the Latin word hostis) are potential enemies (hostile) and not always 

welcomed. Yet the guests are necessary spectators at the social scene and their attendance is 

estimated for the purpose of having spectators of the show; they are witnesses for the social 

control systems more than they are welcomed for their own merit, especially by Gatsby and 

Tom. However, the guests are always carefully observed by the host (also derived from 

hostis), which in turn may be an unfriendly one with an agenda: the underlying notions of 

breaking rules and social codes, the `fluttering´
3
, which barely conceals the self-righteous 

attitudes among and between the guests and hosts. These guest-host roles are constantly 

shifting, but always present and the roles denote the inequality between social roles as 

inevitably hierarchical.  

Tom and Gatsby are never equals, but they both claim the role of the host. This is 

especially evident in the hotel scene where there is no predetermined host ranking. There is 

also the notable difference in how Tom always controls the situation by setting the direction 

                                                 
2. This term will be explained further later in the text.          



Skogberg Lundin 11 

   

 

for a crowd, while Gatsby disappears into the crowd as, at times, an invisible spectator of 

human secrecy. The relationship between Daisy and Myrtle expresses another tension 

between the roles of hostess-guest, in The Great Gatsby, as their rivalry is not openly public. 

The uncertainty and the characters’ constant look-out for situations where condemnation 

might lead to punishment, if they are caught, make them all suspicious enough to talk in 

codes. The main characters are trying to separate their private lives from their public roles 

sphere, where they constantly are surrounded by a crowd, may it be servants or guests, which 

generates a culture to speak in codes, despite that what they say must be intelligible for their 

surrounding crowd. For example Daisy’s remark,“[i]n case there’s a fire, or a flood,` she 

explained, `or any act of God`“ (Fitzgerald 68).They are never alone and have no wish to be 

alone either, when they can feel alone in company. But there is still the anxiety of unpleasant 

consequences which is why some public “secrets” never are addressed, they just exist or are 

swept under the carpet. This behaviour causes separation and connection, and the tension that 

arises between these two states of mind and their conflicting ideas and ideals confirms or 

rejects assumptions of identification.  

Aspects of ownership and belonging surface as crucial elements to identification and 

identity itself and convey identity as transitions between attitudes. Daisy’s existence is a long 

line of fulfilling duties, to belong to someone else, to be a good daughter, to marry the right 

man and be a good wife to Tom, to be a mother and to be a graceful hostess. But motherhood 

for Daisy is to never get to participate, neither at birth nor in Pammy’s upbringing where the 

nurse is in control. Daisy never makes any plans, which is evident in the hotel scene where 

Tom and Gatsby control the situation. Identity is opinions which consist of and are influenced 

partly by experiences, and partly imposed by others and by social rules and codes.  

Yet, alienation from situations and thoughts, human secrecy, and privacy are described 

as ambivalent by Fitzgerald in how it sometimes is a privilege and at other times forced upon 
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the characters. For example, Nick tries to escape situations where his presence is required to 

justify other characters’ behaviour, to make ”them feel more satisfactorily alone”, while in 

company (Fitzgerald 60), Fitzgerald draws a parallel to the “casual watcher”, the ever-present 

constant observer, who takes different shapes in the text, such as Owl-Eye and guests, but also 

denotes a remoteness which goes beyond the characters and their reactions in the text 

(Fitzgerald 24). It is a request for answers to the questions that Nick and the casual watcher 

cannot find answers to but still ask themselves.  

 

I wanted to get out and walk eastward towards the park through the soft twilight, but 

each time I tried to go I became entangled in some wild, strident argument which 

pulled me back, as if with ropes, into my chair. Yet high over the city our line of 

yellow windows must have contributed their share of human secrecy to the casual 

watcher in the darkening streets, and I saw him too, looking up and wondering. I was 

within and without, simultaneously enchanted and repelled by the inexhaustible 

variety of life. (Fitzgerald 24)  

Piece by piece the perception of difference and `variety` in the individual is explored by 

Fitzgerald in this quote. Language defines thoughts and actions and they are tangled with 

other characters’ thoughts and actions, as chains to the chair. Yet, identity is diverse in the 

sense that it is easily abandoned with a short journey, or by the change of address, or dress 

(Fitzgerald 21). To those who want to leave they find themselves too `entangled` to exit, that 

is, to leave ideology, or the plot behind, (especially for the narrator Nick). The point of 

`human secrecy´ and its share to `the casual watcher´ denotes how contradiction always is part 

of secrets and how what is kept secret reveals a reason for secrecy, which is usually 

ideologically determined by culture and fundamental to appearance and a character’s identity.     
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Identity is also part of a national identity which has to be created and linked to history, 

for example, via the association to British history and Shakespeare’s texts. Fitzgerald uses 

short intermissions in the text that account for what the first lines of The Great Gatsby state, -

which is that not much has to be communicated to hint or mean a great deal more (3). The 

unsought confidences and connections are revelations that are usually “plagiaristic and marred 

by obvious suppression” (3)
4
, as Fitzgerald describes them. This is true of the entire text, and 

especially in passages like this: 

[A] pair of enormous eggs, identical in contour and separated only by a courtesy 

bay…they are perfect ovals…they are both crushed flat at the contact end – but their 

physical resemblance must be a source of perpetual wonder to the gulls that fly 

overhead. To the wingless a more interesting phenomenon is their dissimilarity in 

every particular except shape and size. (Fitzgerald 5)   

To the wingless “gulls” (gullible people) who let things go over their heads, scenery and 

identity could appear to be simple and shallow, unproblematic reflections of the `landscape` 

as well as uncomplicated descriptions of the people in the text. The contours, that initially in 

The Great Gatsby looked alike, can be altered. What seemed to be similarities are in fact not 

always similar. Fitzgerald conveys several important aspects in the text with the complex 

layering of interpretations with this one description. This is neither a simple, nor a shallow 

description of the scenery. Arnold Shaw (5) describes Fitzgerald’s writing and the era as 

partial to epigrams and `wisecracks`, which `courtesy` (court easy) in a number of ways 

exemplifies. `Bay´ associates many aspects of interpretations in connection to courtesy, the 

phonological similarity between bay and pay, Jay and Fay (Daisy’s name), which implies 

further connotations. Hence, these connotations become a reference to the rivalry between 

Tom and Gatsby which consists of more complicated and deeper issues than those that 

                                                 
4
 Even in this quote there is ambiguity, except for denoting destruction: “marred” is also phonologically 

associated with “married”. 
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involve Daisy. It refers to the social roles which define the identity of Tom and Gatsby; 

having a name and a place connected to one’s identity is fundamental to entitlement of rights 

and ownership in a capitalist system. Tom’s greatest objection to Gatsby is that he considers 

Gatsby to be “Nobody from Nowhere” (Fitzgerald 83) making all sorts of claims. It concerns 

the strife of keeping one’s position while preventing others from reaching the same position, 

because clearly the number of self-made men has to be kept low, for the aristocrats, like Tom, 

to feel, and to be, in control. It is also about rights, what belongs to whom and under which 

circumstances the characters’ patronizing actions can be considered to be right or wrong, 

legally or morally. It is also a metaphorical reference to the Prologue in Romeo and Juliet, 

(1597) especially to the similarities between the eggs that describes two Houses, only 

comparable at the surface level, and the “two household both alike” (Shakespeare 31). 

However, the similarities are not without additional adaptations of the plot to the American 

1920s’ social and cultural conditions. Family matters and the authority of the Family in the 

hierarchical system remain crucial elements.  

Identity in The Great Gatsby is projected when it is desirable and denied or ignored 

when it is unsuitable to the characters’ purposes. In the old historical chamber of 

enlightenment, the library, the owl-eyed man asks Nick and Jordan what they want and what 

they expect (30). This is an invitation to search for connections but not to trust without a 

dissection of the content behind the cover picture. Moreover, all the cultural references in the 

plot of The Great Gatsby delivers additional information to identity via social constructions 

via all the small details of great importance which easily could be overlooked as merely 

settings. The song lyrics are invaluable speaker assets that inform without being intrusive or 

made explicit in Fitzgerald’s text. It makes The Great Gatsby more decipherable for some, 

and more unavailable for others.  
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Several new technological inventions emerged in the Jazz Age. For example, during the 

Jazz Age the telephone was a new invention and Fitzgerald makes the most of it infusing it 

with the possibilities to stalk in private realms, in homes, and to effectively monitor and 

control events and facts both near and far. “With his hands still in his coat pockets he stalked 

by me into the hall, turned sharply as if he were on a wire, and disappeared into the living-

room. It wasn’t a bit funny” (Fitzgerald 55). Gatsby’s hidden hands could contain anything 

casually concealed, yet present. Gatsby is stalking through Nick, into the `living-room´ of the 

upper-class, always aware of the control reaching everywhere and Gatsby is the master of 

disguises, he only reveals what he intends to reveal. But being on wire also implies puppeteers 

in actions and, through them, “players” and acting.   

According to Conn’s (386-388) description of Fitzgerald and his wife Zelda, reality and 

fiction have lent themselves, partly, a blurred identity in The Great Gatsby where Fitzgerald 

have borrowed material from real life to his fictional story. Thereby, the characters’ identities 

gain an even more complex structure through the infusion of real life identities. Facts and 

fiction inevitably become interchangeable and undistinguishable as entirely separable notions. 

Identity also becomes the foundation for an outlook that notions of `Other` can be based upon; 

here the notion of identity is something categorical which can be determined and comes with 

restrictions for what it can contain, and thus, what it cannot contain, what is other, unfamiliar, 

uncharacteristic, the re-occurring “they” all those “other people” who are not included in the 

group, but are ever-present in thought), and link characters to groups, culture, society and 

nationality (Fitzgerald 27, 114).   

“A pause followed this apparently pointless remark. Daisy looked at Tom frowning, and 

an indefinable expression, at once definitely unfamiliar and vaguely recognisable, as if I 

had only heard it described in words, passed over Gatsby’s face” (Fitzgerald 77).  

The characters communicate and act in a code they all know and share.  
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Currell describes the cinema palaces as “[a] cross-class fantasy of upward mobility, the 

deluxe picture palaces represented the ascendency of a new consumer democracy” (109). The 

stars of cinema palaces inflicted in the crowd a sense of what they could buy, (which is a 

Marxist influence concerning consumerism) as well as, what they could become, what they 

should believe in, and ultimately what one could dare to dream of, and what to strive for, all 

offered by and delivered in the creation of a common code. This surfaces some of the 

American 1920s’ ideology caught off guard behind the facades.      

 

Names are important identity markers. A linguistic quirk concerns the underlying 

structure of the origin of names. `Jay´ is connected to real new millionaires in the decade 

(Tyson 287 & 291). But, it is also a term for “a chatterer” (Cresswell 130), which Gatsby 

occasionally is and his guests also chatter about him. The nickname for ´Tom´, `Tommy´, is a 

term for a British soldier (Cresswell 222). `Daisy` is the flower that originates from other 

continents brought to America (Cresswell 161-162). Daisy is a nickname for Margaret, Latin 

for pearl, (Cresswell 161) with all the connotations associated with genuine pearls: the 

process of ripping shells open to find any. The pearl-necklaces occur in situations where 

reinforcement is required.  

Names have a deeper meaning in Fitzgerald’s text, where the origins of the names 

themselves put together denote the clash between ideas about love, marriage, heritage and 

notions of belonging to a certain class. Tom fights the war for the traditional and Jay is the 

hostile `new´ insisting on the `old` which he makes `sport` of in every possible aspect. The 

characters’ names also express the broad historical background of the American people 

through their derivatives from other continents, such as Europe and India
5
. They are brought 

together into one national identity, however, not without difficulties in finding `common 

                                                 
5
 Jay is a common name in the state of Gujarati, India, meaning ´victory´, ´the one who is happy. 

(Behindthenames.com & Babynames.merchat.com)  
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ground´. `Nick` derives from the Greek `Nicholas´ meaning “victory of the people” 

(Cresswell 175) which also serves a sub-function with his positioning and actions as a 

container of the perspectives and the one in charge of the reader’s outlook. Yet, what he 

`nicks´ is up to the reader to verify exactly what the “checker” (Fitzgerald 9) from Midwest 

“checks”. That is, Nick governs the plot by stealing and adding pieces of information. The 

name Myrtle representing fidelity (Cresswell 172) is also at conflict with the character it 

denotes.            

At the surface, Fitzgerald conveys an outside perspective of a local upper-class 

community and he describes what they do and to some extent why. But he leaves uncertainty 

regarding some events as a mystery to be developed further by the reader. Yet, at a deeper 

level, Fitzgerald cannot escape himself and, therefore, his characters’ opinions are 

inescapably part of what he prompts - an ambivalent and nostalgic wish for the ghosts of the 

past to come alive. These perspectives are conflicting and ambivalent opinions, which also are 

changing along the way. The disparity between the personal character and the impersonal 

commercial society are evident in every aspect of The Great Gatsby. Fitzgerald “could never 

forgive the rich for being rich” (Brown 2) which also the character Nick states in the 

beginning of his text, but with an exception for Gatsby, via his past, which also is the 

unsolvable knot of the plot. The scorn for the rich and their attitudes permeates the entire text. 

Gatsby is only forgiven for being rich when he is dead.    

Regarding attitudes to identity constructions, Gatsby’s perspective is that identity is 

created and therefore can be altered. In contrast, Tom’s outlook is that identity is fixed and 

predetermined by birth. Fitzgerald and Clifford Geertz both describe identity as creative 

processes through a “canvas” (Fitzgerald 111) and through the pigments used to define a 

pattern, a framework of a mind (Geertz 10), upon which imagination can be created or 

projected. This is evident at Gatsby’s funeral when his identity once again becomes only a 
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canvas. At this point, Owl-Eye, the unexpected guest at the funeral repeatedly takes his 

glasses off, to wipe them “outside and in” (Fitzgerald 111), because the rain washes over them 

(and clouds Owl-Eyes vision) while Nick reflects over that he cannot remember Gatsby; “he 

was already too far away” (Fitzgerald 111). What is projected onto the canvas, the identity of 

the character, consists of the meaning which is infused into it by social standards and social 

codes, by expectations and experiences, rumours, imaginations and interests of the state; 

which include that every character have their role and function and are expected to follow the 

rules that come with these norms. They are under continuous assessment by the state and 

controlled in reports of varying kinds from the ever-present surveillance. Identity also 

emerges from dreams and the Self and it is imposed by others as the invisible `common gaze`: 

the hegemonic prevailing ideology in the community.  

Now we turn to the chronicling aspect of Fitzgerald’s narrative in the era which 

Fitzgerald named. This aspect is important because of Fitzgerald’s position in the real society 

and as an author who infused his version of reality into his fictional worlds. Society in this 

context refers to the real American society during the 1920s. Fitzgerald describes it as“[i]t 

was the hour of a profound human change, and excitement was generating on the air” (61). 

Yet, it seems to be only ´an hour´ of change, because afterwards it all went back to order 

again, as things reached the point where the narrator reaches the limit of his tolerance 

(Fitzgerald (3). Fitzgerald begins the novel by stating that a judgemental attitude is wrong (3). 

This is followed by representations of severe critique of not only the characters, but of his 

contemporary society via the description of Tom: 

His speaking voice, a gruff husky tenor, added to the impression of fractiousness he 

conveyed. There was a touch of paternal contempt in it, even towards people he liked- 

and there were men at New Haven who had hated his guts. `Now don´t think my 



Skogberg Lundin 19 

   

 

opinion on these matters is final` he seemed to say, `just because I´m stronger and 

more of a man than you are.` We were in the same senior society (Fitzgerald 7). 

 

Tom embodies the society as partly ignorant, superficial, brutal and `fractious`, but still 

eagerly seeking approval from the ones living in between - the “overlooked” (Fitzgerald 5). 

Fitzgerald criticizes society for these features, while he shows the relationship between a 

society and its individuals as a symbiotic one. The senior society mentioned refers to the 

hierarchical power structure in the 1920s’ America rather than to actual age. The `overlooked` 

could also be included among those “alone in the unquiet darkness” (Fitzgerald 16) of the 

night, outside the limelight: the servants and other characters who do not only carry out orders 

from the upper class but also function as extra eyes of control.  

The links between identity and society become evident in Fitzgerald’s portrayal of Tom 

via his perspective of society, which is related to the political and social situation in the Jazz 

Age. The description of Tom is contrasted by the descriptions of Gatsby, which, already from 

the start, consist of many very different impressions: the portrayal of the man standing at the 

lawn in the night (Fitzgerald 15-16), through Owl-Eyes’ spectacles, as well as the host at the 

party who does not initially introduce himself to his especially invited guest (Fitzgerald 30-

32). The line between society and identity, the public and the private, become blurred, and so 

does reality: “I tossed half-sick between grotesque reality and savage, frightening dreams” 

(93), writes Nick in the beginning of the chapter in which Gatsby is killed. The mind makes 

little difference between dreams and reality, fiction and facts, which sometimes can be 

replaced or confused by their counterpart. 

Fitzgerald’s description of the setting in which he lays the scene in chapter two, “where 

ashes grow like wheat into ridges and hills and grotesque gardens; …with a transcendent 

effort, of ash-grey men who move dimly and already crumbling through the powdery air” 
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(16), is part of a section that sums up the entire contemporary American society and the plot 

of The Great Gatsby in less than one page of well-chosen words. It includes an image of the 

older society, the railroad, communicating with the new transport infrastructure in the 1920s, 

“the motor road [which] hastily joins and runs beside it for a quarter of a mile” (Fitzgerald 

16). However, what seems to be an unproblematic social transition is in fact not without its 

problems. The “faceless blindness” that Fitzgerald describes is the new identity created to fit 

the impersonal and commercial American society, with its grey cars driven by “grey men” 

(16), where “the invisible track” (16) is the pathway which very few even dare to dream 

about. But `occasionally´ a traveller “gives out a ghastly creak, and comes to rest” (16). It is a 

hopeless hope, to deviate from the norm, but only possible for the few. Otherwise there would 

be a `road´ of `ghastly creaking cars´, that is, the free individuals outside of the system of 

order, - not a narrow track, invisible or not. The characters are all controlled by “checkers”, 

and these are mostly faceless ones, like the “ash-grey men [who] swarm up with leaden 

spades and stir up an impenetrable cloud, which screens their obscure operations from your 

sight” in a world of bond-dealers (Fitzgerald 16). These `ash-grey men´ represent the social 

structures within the text and also in the 1920’s America which includes: surveillance, 

traditional perspectives on family and marriage, patriarchal hierarchy, intolerance of 

difference, the conflict concerning whether social class is mobile or not, and equality in 

transition, which all must be kept in order. Fitzgerald’s characters do manage to escape, at 

least for a while, before they are brought back in line.   

 

 

2. Morality and State Control Through Social Codes 

Marriage is one of the confinements the characters have to deal with, and during the 

influence of the 1920s’ just recently repealed Sedition Act of 1918 about criticizing the 
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political establishment (Currell 3) and Fitzgerald covertly protests by describing how a breeze 

blows through the room: “A breeze blew through the room, blew curtains in at one end and 

out the other like pale flags, twisting them up towards the frosted wedding-cake of the ceiling, 

and then rippled over the wine-coloured rug, making a shadow on it as the wind does on the 

sea” (Fitzgerald 7). The past history is “fading”, the notion of marriage is “frosted” from 

above, from the Church and government, and it has been brought to the low level of “rugs” 

where the “shadows” veil what travels across the waters with the (new) wind. This is a 

reference to what happens behind the facades in the 1920s’ America. Identity is partly a 

matter of Family and Marriage, which also has its confinements, to conform to restrictions to 

its ceiling. What is marriage worth if “sophisticated” people (Fitzgerald 13), like Daisy points 

out, have their own arrangements alongside the glossy imagery of a happy marriage in the 

upper class of the Jazz Age? The all-round nervous fluttering in The Great Gatsby is to some 

extent a fear of punishment from the ceiling (the state) crashing down on them with 

punishments for their loopehole from being entirely at the mercy of state control in their 

flirtatious behaviour and its consequences. Fitzgerald balances his critique of Marriage as a 

social system in a very subtle, even a sophisticated way, for his contemporary readers. After 

all, what harm is there in a breeze, when “Civilisation’s going to pieces” (Fitzgerald 10) as 

Tom occupies the readers’ mind with?  

Fitzgerald critiques the prevailing notion of race and class as absolute, fixed and 

limiting, by portraying them as merely constructions which the characters apply or disregard 

as it suits them. Classism (Tyson 56) is a crucial and complex issue in the American society 

and in The Great Gatsby. Fitzgerald captures the fluttering in his contemporary America 

where things seldom are called by their name and everything is kept afloat between hostility 

and acceptance. All the reoccurring `fluttering´ in Fitzgerald’s text contains many notions 

including an ironic reference to language and how meaning dissolves when denoting. The 
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word primarily denotes the nervousness of characters when they venture beyond their 

confinements in varying ways. But it also encapsulates Fitzgerald’s references to birds, which 

are common in idioms to allude to ideas which must be somewhat concealed from 

surveillance. Fitzgerald uses `gulls´, `ghostly birds´ and `chickens´ to categorize people. 

`Fluttering´ also captures the essence of Gatsby’s and the other characters’ identity and 

personality as well as the rise and fall of ideas; as identity shifts it causes confusion. The 

´fluttering´ occurs in the first chapter four times within the range of eight pages, as the 

narrator, Nick, makes a closer encounter with the other characters. Fitzgerald conveys the 

exact moment of shifts, breaking points; in a very concrete way, the word flutter is placed in 

the sentences so as to denote the moment of the change from something into something else. 

After the establishment of this notion of change in connection to the wind that blows through 

the house, and throughout the plot, the word is after this visit replaced by other words which 

denote the same basic idea of setting afloat uncertainty, nervousness and what is moving in 

the air but is not tangible. Fitzgerald infuses the story with semi-disguised remarks such as 

“Does the gasoline affect his nose?” (Fitzgerald 55). The characters’ influence in society 

which is gained by profit from selling commercial goods impacts the social systems and is 

part of the calculated risk-taking in the society, where corruption causes discomfort for those 

who get accused.  

A reoccurring theme in The Great Gatsby is the trust the characters seek by other 

characters when they confide their secrets, to not be accused for their actions. Here codes are 

crucial to what is revealed, when, and to how it is conveyed. The characters are unsure of 

whom they can trust with their secrets, to keep them private. Nobody says what they mean, or 

mean what they say, which makes the hot day the longest day of the year, because it reveals 

what long has been suppressed. This is the longest day because there is no plan for it, as Daisy 

states early, and she misses out on the chance for change. In the scene where Tom realizes 
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what Daisy’s remark about Gatsby being cool, this hot day, becomes unmasked, in one of 

Tom’s turn-taking of being the host, Tom suggests that they take the car to town; which is the 

centre of capitalism and power, despite the risk that Gatsby and Daisy might flee on the way 

to town. Away from the heat of the moment and from being host-guest, neither Tom nor 

Gatsby play it cool. Daisy cannot keep to one choice, because it is not really her choice to 

make, which also pinpoints the position that not choosing can seem to be a choice, where 

choosing actually is not optional due to financial circumstances and unequal distribution of 

power between Tom and Daisy. She is almost a piece of furniture, with the exception of 

breathing and sometimes being confused, in Tom’s perspective. Life for these characters is a 

brutal, capturing playhouse where actors either are in the green limelight or replaced and 

forgotten - if not overlooked and controlled. 

Originality usually derives from something almost forgotten but only barely lost, which 

is a reoccurring notion in The Great Gatsby. This aligns Fitzgerald’s text with Emerson’s 

wish for originality in contemporary literature (Conn 166-167). Yet, not entirely so, because 

ideology is still there, it is unavoidable - for it is the same sun that shines today also (Conn 

167) and the same “sense of wonder” (Conn 165) that the European Transcendentalists 

wanted to reintroduce into American culture during Emerson’s time, shines ever so brightly at 

the end of The Great Gatsby.  

I became aware of the old island here that flowered once for Dutch sailors’ eyes - a 

fresh, green breast of the new world. Its vanished trees, the trees that had made way for 

Gatsby’s house, had once pandered in whispers to the last and greatest of all human 

dreams; for a transitory enchanted moment man must have held his breath in the 

presence of this continent, compelled into an aesthetic contemplation he neither 

understood nor desired, face to face for the last time in history with something 

commensurate to his capacity for wonder. And as I sat there brooding on the old, 
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unknown world, I thought of Gatsby’s wonder when he first picked out the green light at 

the end of Daisy’s dock (Fitzgerald 115).    

The characters all have some sort of magical green light (whether the light is a notion of 

magical nostalgia, or green for money, or the unexplored land) to guide them and to guard 

them. This light is momentarily like the light from a beacon which once offered a safe passage 

for sailors. But a beacon can also be used to shed light on some things and hide others, even 

´to mar´ them in a vibrating darkness as well as it can be used to govern within the circular 

(and panoptic) light the beacon transmits everything within a set circle and beyond it. The 

characters’ actions, like the light from the beacon, cause repercussion (in the society 

Fitzgerald has created for them) where what is lit, informs and permeates everything and 

everyone.    

Fitzgerald begins The Great Gatsby by stating that “[r]eserving judgement is a matter of 

infinite hope” (3). During a series of deviations from this reservation, which  involves 

disregard, nonchalance and detachment, developments lead to a new understanding:  

“[c]onduct may be founded on the hard rock or the wet marches, but after a certain point I 

don’t care what it’s founded on” (Fitzgerald 3). Ideology plays a major role throughout 

Fitzgerald’s text in which it is revealed only at the borders where the ideology is visible in 

what is `Other´. Social groups apply the rules of conduct differently, even so, these rules 

govern, determine and categorize what is considered to be odd and therefore has to be 

reported to the control systems. The sense of security is fundamental to ideology, to insure 

that people stay within the rules which guarantee safety and belonging instead of punishment 

and banishment. Nick considers the idea that Daisy should leave her home obvious, but the 

reasons for why she does not leave, why she cannot leave only hints the hidden processes 

behind social systems and how the mind has to adapt to certain rules to avoid devastating 

consequences. Security is only found within the social context and that is also the reason why 
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Daisy is trying to find a suitable marriage for Jordan, who has no family connections and risks 

becoming poor and alone. The reason for this is that the poor in the Valley of Ashes are left 

out of the social security and they are only mentioned as nationalities and thereby reduced and 

alienated from being complete Americans. The poor and the working class belong to someone 

else more than they own anything themselves. They are simply seen as dust living in the 

shadows between the necessary connections of owners and their places for profit from 

production. The poor are used as casual scenery and sometimes they are payed attention to as 

entertainment as pass time for the rich. Despite that they are the ones who enable the lifestyle 

of the upper class and that they are ever-present in the upper class society and in the plot, the 

poor and working classes remain as disposable as dust to the rich. The workers have even 

become part of production. The workers and poor are the half invisible link to the world 

outside the characters’ context. The portrayal of them is a crucial reflection of the relationship 

in a real society which authors must pay attention to in order to create credibility for their 

fictional world.  

Ideology permeates everything. Some ideas are clear and solid, while others are 

obscured, because beneath marches and swamplands, the foundation, ideology, is difficult to 

detect. The ambivalence expressed by Nick exemplifies the limitations of attempting to 

equalize all viewpoints. There is always something, one ideology, one idea which must be 

given precedence in any given situation. The only way to get a glimpse of ideology is when 

one of the characters disagree, or surprisingly agree, with something in a situation, or when 

the reader cannot relate to an idea expressed by the characters.  

Fitzgerald was committed to describing the experience of his era (Berman 31), to see 

beneath the surface. The characters are blind to some perspectives as Fitzgerald states in the 

The Great Gatsby, which is exemplified with the reoccurring references to “foul dust” and the 

“foul river” (Fitzgerald 4, 16 & 114). In each character’s worldview, their attitude is the only 
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proper way to interpret everything in the world.  In this regard Fitzgerald bends the 

boundaries of perception for the reader through the narrator, who changes the viewpoint, 

while still maintaining one character’s thinking processes. In the end, the reader may consider 

the ´foul dust´ as either the obstacle of logic that clouded Gatsby’s dream, or as the obstacle 

of emotions, dreams, that clouded Daisy’s logic, in Tom’s view. The narrator enables both 

options as possible viewpoints, but `cuffs´ Tom’s behaviour, before he returns to his nice 

hometown.     

Fitzgerald makes sport of the old stories through old words, new lyrics, rumours and 

allusions to Christianity in a brilliant way. Gatsby’s independence to several aspects of what 

the state advocates as morally correct behaviour reinforces Tom’s dislike of Gatsby 

throughout the text. Gatsby’s reoccurring expression “Old Sport” puzzles Tom, because he 

cannot recognize it, nor can he connect it to something he feels that he should be familiar to, 

which makes Tom alienated from the context of the term, to Gatsby’s delight. There are also 

several references to Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, in an “ironic” way (Conn 386), such as 

the frequent mentioning of roses, one of the most familiar symbols from act two, scene two in 

Romeo and Juliet in connection to class and social norms and their impact on identity. Daisy 

spots what she assumes to be a visitor from the Old World on the lawn: “There’s a bird on the 

lawn that I think must be a nightingale come over on the Cunard or White Star Line… It’s 

romantic, isn’t it, Tom?” (Fitzgerald 12). The scene that includes this moment shows the very 

different ideals and dispositions Daisy and Tom once had regarding marriage, before they 

became cynical about life. This change is made evident by modern technology; it is not the 

nightingale but the phone call that denotes the `new dawn`, that interrupts Daisy. 

Furthermore, Fitzgerald connects the scenes of the brutal death with the scene where Gatsby 

is standing in the moonlight watching, with the line “He might think he saw a connection in it 

- he might think anything” (92). This statement is followed by a scene that recalls the most 
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iconic one from Shakespeare’s play: “[s]o I walked away and left him standing there in the 

moonlight –watching over nothing” (Fitzgerald 93). This is the de-familiarized American 

1920s’ version of the balcony-scene. The lover is waiting for her outside her window, but in 

the modern age “her voice is full of money” (Fitzgerald 76), and he waits in vain for her.  

In spite of the modern inadequacies that keep romantic dreams and dreamers at bay, 

Gatsby’s story captures the pursuit of something solid among everything that is perishable and 

mortal and shows greater anxiety over a social and emotional ´death´ than over physical 

death; but there is hope as well. Gatsby’s relentless determination to attain his dream and 

fulfil his love recalls another Elizabethan poet’s maxim: “For whatsoeuer from one place doth 

fall, / Is with the tide vnto an other brought: / For there is nothing lost, that may be found, if 

sought” (Spenser 22).  

The Spenser quote indicates how power structures perpetuate themselves over centuries; 

although changed they remain inescapable and fundamental in any given society. Old social 

virtues are ´renewed´ as American values in the 1920s and fulfil the double ideological 

purpose of controlling (or, following Althusser, interpellating) individuals and perpetuating 

the old social order. Edmund Spenser’s older text about virtues is relevant because Fitzgerald 

refers to virtues in general as still valuable parts of identity and social values: “Everyone 

suspects himself of at least one of the cardinal virtues, and this one is mine: I am one of the 

few honest men that I have ever known”(39). Nick’s statement is placed in the context of a 

vague understanding of a promise he has not kept, nor honoured, which somewhat 

undermines his assertion.  

In fact, the characters are all, at one point or another, caught with one or several 

fabrications of reality. Fitzgerald’s usage of the word suspect also corresponds well with the 

overall suspicion the characters radiate. The mentioning of cardinal values also visualises the 

connection to the past through older references such as to Christianity, to the role of the 
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Church, and to Shakespeare in the scene where Gatsby stands outside Buchanan’s house 

(Fitzgerald 93). The scene is passed by as a familiar almost-memory brought by `the tide´, 

before it becomes unfamiliar again as it reaches a new shore, which is the American 1920s, 

and Fitzgerald’s style of writing. In the spirit of Shakespeare’s puns, the time of “breakfast” 

(Fitzgerald 97) alludes to the time in the plot leading to the point where everything breaks 

fast. Tom’s credibility as a sympathetic authority is already dissolved, as Fitzgerald puts it” 

[t]he transition from libertine to prig was so complete” (83), and Gatsby’s identity is “broken 

up like glass” (Fitzgerald 94). 

The need for an alter ego is most desperate in The Great Gatsby where it is added to the 

general ´flutter´ of the Jazz Age. Some things from the past are washed ashore and made very 

tangible overt, but they are represented in a new uniform: for example, the sad attention payed 

to Gatsby’s folded shirts as they unfold, in contrast to the lyrics of The Love Nest (Fitzgerald 

59). Gatsby uses a public private life sphere to mask conditions and prevent circumstances 

from being scrutinized by others. Other characters hide from their public roles in privacy, like 

Jordan Baker, Daisy, Tom, Nick and occasionally also Gatsby. The characters’ intentions are 

revealed within some groups and disguised or denied in others’ company. The expressions of 

privacy in The Great Gatsby are contrasted by the crude and intrusive control in reports by the 

characters, rumours among hostile guests, the newspapers and the police officers. Fitzgerald’s 

text shows the impossibility for the characters to exist anywhere without being supervised by 

someone. Moreover, the reports on these characters sometimes are correct, and at other times 

they are not, as Fitzgerald is keen to show throughout The Great Gatsby. The American 1920s 

are reflected in the characters’ anxiety of being judged by inquisitive others and the state and 

being punished for their actions. 

Uniforms are mentioned as a wish for “the world to be in uniform and at a sort of moral 

attention for ever” (Fitzgerald 3). Gatsby fears that his uniform might be lost, for after all, he 
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is almost nobody without his surface. Even the “monograms of Indian Blue” (Fitzgerald 59) 

represent and allude to a significant aspect of Gatsby’s identity because they denote an aspect 

of diversity in identity. The uniform in The Great Gatsby is a signifier of the connection 

between state, nation, society and identity. Partly, it is something concrete and visible to unite 

a group as one unit with the same foundation and with the same goals and aims, and partly it 

recognises the surface as crucial to the deeper structures of a society. It expresses an order, a 

wish, and demand to conformity, a unifying conduct of manners and thoughts. It 

communicates: this is who we are, adapt or move out of the limelight. But it also adds to the 

tragic and irony in the wish for conformity in a very diverse Jazz Age where some identities 

are ignored or denied.       

 

 

Conclusion 

 

The characters’ positioning in society determines their actions and personalities in 

public and private spheres, where hierarchical and political notions determine their success or 

failure based on the validity of their authentic identities and born rights. A character’s origin 

determines political influence and the character’s claims of ownership and belongingness, 

which constitutes authentic validation. The faceless society constitutes the public through the 

grey mass, and identity is intimately linked to social hierarchy, marriage and control of 

boundaries, which are not to be trespassed without a cost, as Gatsby among others 

experiences. Yet, all of this is described by Fitzgerald in ways that maintain the tensions and 

connections and keep the distance to the viewpoints, with the indifferent and reluctant attitude 

to form any conclusive opinions about content. The canvas is spoiled by death, but it still 

contains and conveys the imagination which can be manifested beyond. Uncertainty fades 
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away and the remaining gaps of information become insignificant. Death is beyond the point 

where neither Nick nor anyone else cares about reports about missing information. Death is 

beyond the point where anything is relevant, passed the point when what anything is founded 

upon ceases to matter. The unreported become as frivolously insignificant as dust in the wind, 

where what was, but no longer is, is returned to its unknown state of being.         

Yet, ideology is inescapable; we are never alone, we are always accompanied by it, 

because ideology informs everything. Language itself consists of a system that reinforces 

what already exists, and what we think and do is ideologically determined. We are free as 

long as what we think freely is consistent with what we believe, which also is predetermined 

by ideology. Identity, individuality and nation in The Great Gatsby is captured in the 

characters’ use of language, and in the way language is used by Fitzgerald to portray 

disguised and layered information, which goes beyond the words on the page and creates a 

multifaceted (and ideological) perspective to every turn made by the characters. Unity, 

whether it is expressed explicitly or implicitly, can be constructed and perceived differently, 

but yet within one uniform.   

The Great Gatsby is the American version of Shakespeare’s tragic Romeo and Juliet, 

brought into the American 1920s. The American history is prompted to be separated from the 

European which is portrayed as false emptiness. But the identity of the nation is somewhat 

confused and bruised by politics, ideology and contemporary culture; it is a colourful mosaic. 

The past is unrecoverably lost as only a dream, a lingering illusion that persistently resonates. 

Fitzgerald blurs these past `Other´ identities and assimilates them all to the `grey men´, 

watched over by the billboard blue eyes of Dr. T.J. Eckleburg, which represent and keep order 

for the faceless power, the state power which arises from the disguised clever men, who are 

wired at all time, to control all order. The only thing in America in the 1920s that is classless 

and never changes or dies is, as Fitzgerald writes, the capacity for wonder - hope.  
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The dilemma in Fitzgerald’s text is the desire to go back in time to something that still 

exists in the mind of the characters, but no longer exists in their grey society: the simplicity in 

nostalgia about the notion of possibilities in the past, which now have turned into current 

impossibilities, the request for a path that leads backwards instead of further ahead. The 

characters experience the dull notion that other choices might led them into other directions, 

closer to their dreams. Dreams are as ever-shifting as the words that denote them. Fitzgerald 

conveys freedom to create a personality as sprung from wonderful personal imaginations, to 

explore new possibilities. But, freedom is also relative, like Einstein’s theories, and the 

characters are, like their identities, trapped within the confinements of social constructions, 

including the aspect of time and space, where only occasionally a late (and freed) `ferryboat´, 

unlike the ghastly cars, can be expected to be un-ruled, away from the beacon light of safety 

and control and left un-scrutinized by bright light, and left to the mercy of waves.   
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