American Literature






The Great Gatsby
Possible Essay Topics

DIRECTIONS:  Write a convincing, informative, and well-organized response to one of the topics below.  Be sure to support your stance with specific evidence from the novel.

A. Argue for or against the following statement:  The title The Great Gatsby is obviously ironic because, by the end of the novel, we realize that there is nothing "great" about Jay Gatsby.  He is a phony, a liar, and a gangster who gets exactly what he deserves.  Finally, Gatsby is no better and no worse than Tom, Daisy, and the rest of their "rotten" crowd.

B.  Argue for or against the following statement:  The world of The Great Gatsby is a world without God.  Fitzgerald makes clear throughout the novel either that God does not exist or that we in the twentieth century are no longer able to believe in His existence.  The Great Gatsby shows humanity, for better or worse, alone in the universe.

C.  Argue for or against the following statement:  Nick Caraway is a growing, maturing, developing character who not only understands both himself and his world far better at the end than he had at the beginning (as especially the first two and last two pages of the novel make clear) but who himself becomes a different--and better--person as a result of his experience.

D.  Argue for or against the following statement:  The prevailing tone of The Great Gatsby is one of bleakness and despair.  The despair is especially powerful at the end of the novel, when we come to realize that the most careless and irresponsible people have survived and prospered but the most caring and responsible people have been defeated and destroyed.  The novel concludes without a shred of hope.

E.  Argue for or against the following statement:  One of the major themes of The Great Gatsby is the foolishness of believing in and living by moral standards.  Indeed, everything in the novel suggests that, in the twentieth century, it makes no sense to worry about right and wrong, good and bad, or ethical distinctions of any kind.  But it makes perfect sense to do whatever is necessary in order to protect yourself and to survive.  Nick himself accepts this amoral approach when he realizes, "There are only the pursued, the pursuing, the busy, and the tired" (Chapter IV).

F.  Fitzgerald uses language creatively and innovatively in The Great Gatsby.  He writes, for example, of a wrecked car that "crouches" in the garage, of a dog biscuit that decomposes "apathetically" in a saucer of milk, or the "ferocious indifference" of Gatsby's colleagues, and of the "ecstatic cahoots" between Gatsby and Nick.  Using these or other examples, explain the connection between the wording and phrasing of The Great Gatsby and the view of life the novel communicates.

G.  Argue for or against the assertion that the eyes of Doctor T.J. Eckleburg clearly imply that, in the wasteland of twentieth-century America, God has disappeared.

H.  Use the following quotation as a basis for a reflective essay in which you examine a theme Fitzgerald develops in The Great Gatsby:

"Gatsby believed in the green light, the orgiastic future that year by year recedes before us.  It eluded us then, but that's no matter--tomorrow we will run faster, stretch out our arms farther. . . and one fine morning      So we beat on, boats against the current, borne back ceaselessly into the past." (182)

