
the great gatsby rhetorical analysis
The Great Gatsby is not merely a tale of love and loss; it is a profound commentary on the
American Dream, societal norms, and the pursuit of happiness. F. Scott Fitzgerald's 1925 novel has
become a cornerstone of American literature, not just for its narrative but also for its intricate use of
rhetorical devices. Through the lens of a rhetorical analysis, we can appreciate how Fitzgerald crafts
his characters, setting, and themes to evoke a powerful emotional response and provoke critical
thought in his readers.

Understanding Rhetorical Analysis

Rhetorical analysis involves examining how an author uses language to persuade, inform, or
entertain an audience. It goes beyond the surface meaning of the text to explore the techniques
employed, including:

- Diction: The choice of words and their connotations.
- Imagery: Descriptive language that appeals to the senses.
- Symbolism: The use of symbols to convey deeper meanings.
- Tone: The author's attitude toward the subject or audience.
- Narrative Style: The way the story is told, including point of view and structure.

In the case of The Great Gatsby, Fitzgerald employs these techniques masterfully to create a rich
tapestry of themes, including class disparity, the elusive nature of the American Dream, and the
moral decay of society.

The Role of Diction and Tone

Fitzgerald's choice of words significantly enhances the themes and emotions of the novel. The
language used by different characters often reflects their social status and perspectives on life.

Class Distinctions

The characters of Gatsby and Tom Buchanan epitomize the stark class differences within the novel.
Fitzgerald uses sophisticated and elaborate language when presenting Gatsby, contrasting it with
the crude, straightforward diction of Tom. For instance, Gatsby's dialogue often includes poetic and
romantic elements, indicative of his dream-like pursuit of Daisy. In contrast, Tom’s speech is marked
by arrogance and a sense of entitlement, reflecting his old money status.

This dichotomy in diction serves to underscore the broader theme of social stratification in the
1920s. The use of elegant language for Gatsby highlights his aspirations for a higher social standing,
while Tom's rough language roots him firmly in a world of privilege. Fitzgerald's tone is often critical
of the world of the elite, suggesting that wealth does not equate to moral superiority.



Imagery and Symbolism

One of Fitzgerald's most notable techniques is his use of imagery and symbolism, which enrich the
narrative and provide deeper insights into the characters and themes.

The Green Light

The green light at the end of Daisy’s dock is one of the most prominent symbols in The Great Gatsby.
It represents Gatsby's unreachable dreams and the broader concept of the American Dream itself.
The light is both alluring and frustrating; it signifies hope and aspiration, yet it remains perpetually
distant, emphasizing the theme of unattainable goals.

Fitzgerald’s imagery surrounding the green light is evocative, filled with nuances that reflect
Gatsby’s inner turmoil. The light’s constant presence in the narrative serves as a reminder of the
elusive nature of happiness and success, suggesting that the pursuit of these ideals can lead to
despair rather than fulfillment.

The Valley of Ashes

Another powerful symbol in the novel is the Valley of Ashes, a desolate wasteland that lies between
West Egg and New York City. This bleak landscape represents the moral and social decay resulting
from the uninhibited pursuit of wealth. It serves as a stark contrast to the opulence of Gatsby's
parties and the extravagant lives of the Buchanans.

Fitzgerald’s imagery in this section of the novel is stark and haunting, filled with ashes and dust,
which symbolizes the emptiness and disillusionment that often accompany the American Dream. The
Valley of Ashes not only highlights the consequences of excess but also serves as a reminder of the
working class, embodied by the character of George Wilson, who is trapped in a cycle of poverty and
despair.

Narrative Style and Point of View

The narrative style of The Great Gatsby also plays a crucial role in its rhetorical impact. The novel is
narrated by Nick Carraway, who serves as both a participant and observer in the story. This dual
perspective allows readers to gain insights into the lives of the other characters while also
questioning Nick's reliability as a narrator.

First-Person Perspective

By using a first-person point of view, Fitzgerald invites readers to experience the events through
Nick's eyes. This perspective creates a sense of intimacy and immediacy, allowing readers to
connect with the characters' emotions and struggles. However, it also raises questions about bias



and interpretation. Nick's judgments and feelings about Gatsby and the other characters influence
readers' perceptions, which adds complexity to the narrative.

Nick's reflections on the events also serve as a critique of the society he inhabits. Through his
observations, Fitzgerald highlights the moral ambiguity and superficiality of the wealthy, suggesting
that their lives, though glamorous, are ultimately hollow.

Thematic Exploration

Through his rhetorical techniques, Fitzgerald delves into several overarching themes that resonate
throughout the narrative.

The American Dream

The American Dream is a central theme in The Great Gatsby, and Fitzgerald's rhetorical choices
illuminate its complexities. While Gatsby embodies the ideal of self-made success, his tragic end
serves as a cautionary tale about the darker side of this dream. The novel suggests that the pursuit
of wealth and status can lead to moral decay and unfulfilled aspirations.

Fitzgerald's use of symbolism, such as the green light and the Valley of Ashes, reinforces the idea
that the American Dream is often an illusion, attainable only to a select few while remaining forever
out of reach for others.

Love and Desire

The theme of love, particularly the destructive nature of idealized love, is also prevalent. Gatsby's
infatuation with Daisy is rooted in a romanticized vision of her, which blinds him to her flaws and the
reality of their situation. Fitzgerald's imagery and character development highlight the dangers of
such idealization, suggesting that true love must be grounded in reality rather than fantasy.

Conclusion

In conclusion, The Great Gatsby is a rich tapestry woven with intricate rhetorical devices that
enhance its themes and emotional depth. Fitzgerald’s masterful use of diction, imagery, symbolism,
and narrative style invites readers to engage critically with the text, examining the complexities of
the American Dream, class disparity, and the nature of love. By unpacking these rhetorical elements,
we gain a deeper understanding of the novel's enduring relevance and the societal issues it
addresses, making The Great Gatsby a timeless classic in American literature. Through this analysis,
we see that the true beauty of Fitzgerald's work lies not just in its narrative but in its compelling
exploration of the human condition.



Frequently Asked Questions

What rhetorical devices does F. Scott Fitzgerald use to convey
the theme of the American Dream in 'The Great Gatsby'?
Fitzgerald employs symbolism, imagery, and irony to illustrate the disillusionment of the American
Dream. The green light at the end of Daisy's dock symbolizes Gatsby's unattainable goals, while the
valley of ashes represents moral decay.

How does Fitzgerald's use of narrative perspective enhance
the rhetorical impact of 'The Great Gatsby'?
The novel is narrated by Nick Carraway, whose subjective viewpoint allows readers to explore
themes of reliability and moral ambiguity. His reflections provide a critical lens through which the
events and characters are analyzed, enhancing the rhetorical complexity.

In what ways does Fitzgerald utilize contrast as a rhetorical
strategy in 'The Great Gatsby'?
Fitzgerald contrasts the opulence of East Egg with the desolation of the valley of ashes to highlight
class disparities. This juxtaposition serves to critique the social stratification of the 1920s and
underscores the emptiness of wealth.

What role does irony play in the characterization of Jay
Gatsby?
Irony is prevalent in Gatsby's character, as he is both a self-made millionaire and a tragic figure
yearning for a past that never truly existed. This irony emphasizes the hollowness of his success and
the futility of his dreams.

How does Fitzgerald's diction contribute to the overall tone of
'The Great Gatsby'?
Fitzgerald's choice of sophisticated and evocative language creates a tone that oscillates between
romanticism and cynicism. This dichotomy reflects the novel's exploration of the allure and
disillusionment of the Jazz Age.

What is the significance of the motif of sight and blindness in
'The Great Gatsby'?
The motif of sight and blindness underscores the theme of perception versus reality. Characters like
Tom Buchanan are metaphorically blind to their own moral failings, while Gatsby's idealism blinds
him to the true nature of his dreams and relationships.



How does Fitzgerald's depiction of women contribute to the
rhetorical themes in 'The Great Gatsby'?
Fitzgerald's portrayal of women, particularly through characters like Daisy Buchanan and Jordan
Baker, highlights the constraints placed on them by society. Their roles reflect the limited agency of
women in the 1920s, reinforcing themes of gender and social expectation.
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