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Introduction 

In both This Side of Paradise and The Great Gatsby, F. Scott Fitzgerald deals heavily 

with the theme of the American Dream. This has been a popular theme in American literature, or 

literature from other countries which takes place in America. Some American novels which deal 

heavily with the theme include Grapes of Wrath and Of Mice and Men by John Steinbeck, and 

On the Road by Jack Kerouac. Further reading concerning the American Dream might include 

The Bell Jar by Sylvia Plath or Three Lives by Gertrude Stein. The theme pervades large swaths 

of American literature, and so is one ripe for analysis.  

In the field of literary study, themes which are prevalent in many literary situations, as 

well as real life, are the ones most worthy to be examined. The theme of the American Dream is 

one which appears in a plethora of novels, and therefore merits some examination. According to 

the Oxford Dictionary, the American Dream is “the ideal by which equality of opportunity is 

available to any American, allowing the highest aspirations and goals to be achieved” 

(Definition). This idea inspired the ambitions of many Americans, promising an ability to attain a 

better life through the simple application of hard work. Eleanor Roosevelt, in an essay about the 

government’s duty and ability to protect the American dream, claims that “no single individual, 

of course, and no single group has an exclusive claim to the American dream” (Roosevelt). 

Again, the reader can see that the American dream should function as a great equalizer. 

In his novels, Fitzgerald tends to depict how the American Dream has been corrupted. 

According to Jonas Clark of The Atlantic, the American Dream initially represented “idealism 

[rather] than materialism” (Clark). However, in many of Fitzgerald’s stories, and in his own life, 

people rapidly become obsessed with materialism over the pursuit of individualism. For 
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example, his wife, Zelda, would not marry him without a proof of his ability to support her lavish 

lifestyle. This is also a recurring theme in his novels, and he has many characters who are 

obsessed with material gain, often at the expense of their previous goals. 

The foil is a literary device in which two characters are compared and contrasted to 

highlight a particular characteristic of the characters. For this technique to be effective, there 

must be a couple criteria. First of all, the two characters must have some similarities. These 

similarities allow the reader to connect the two and provide a foundation for a comparison to be 

made. Additionally, there must be differences between them. The differences are present to allow 

the author to highlight the specific character traits he wishes to bring to light. 

Putting these aspects together, The research question I decided on is: “How did F. Scott 

Fitzgerald use foils in This Side of Paradise (1920) and The Great Gatsby (1925) to portray the 

American Dream?” Fitzgerald uses foils in This Side of Paradise and The Great Gatsby to 

portray the corruption of the American Dream. 

Body 

This Side of Paradise, published in 1920, is F. Scott Fitzgerald’s first novel. It acts as a 

semi-autobiographical novel, as many of the storyline are similar to those experienced by 

Fitzgerald. One of the major themes in this novel is the American Dream, and how the American 

Dream becomes twisted by the societal issues of greed and status seeking. The main character, 

Amory Blaine, is born a young American socialite, and attends prep school and eventually 

Princeton. Throughout the course of his journey, he interacts with a number of characters. One of 

the most influential, and one who he has the most influence on, is Thomas Parke D’Invilliers. 
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D’Invilliers is a member of the same class at Princeton, and carries on a friendship with Amory 

long after their college years. 

The first time the audience meets Thomas Parke D’Invilliers, he appears as an unknown 

fellow student sitting across from Amory at the local diner, reading poetry. Amory appears to 

envy his sitting partners choice of reading, and feigns heightened interest in his own book, 

exclaiming “Ha! Great stuff!” (27). This is a thinly veiled attempt to show off his own 

philosophical prowess. Additionally, this works to get the attention of D’Invilliers, and the two 

Princeton men strike up a conversation about the various literature they have read. During this 

conversation, Amory’s inner commentary remarks on his opinion of D’Invilliers. He observes 

D’Invilliers’ apparent “voluminous keenness” and his matching “kindly voice” (28). Amory is 

fascinated by this new character’s higher thinking, but also worries that he might become 

associated with D’Invilliers, someone who does not heed the social conventions of the upper 

class domain at Princeton. Specifically, he is worried that the people in the diner will “mistake 

him for a bird” for associating with D’Invilliers (28). This theme will trace through their entire 

relationship, with the struggle of balancing between social acceptability and contemplating 

things which keep them more aloof. At this stage, Amory is much more concerned with the 

trivial social conventions and being popular. This is his current version of the “Dream.” On the 

other hand, D’Invilliers is concerned entirely with the higher thought involved and literature, and 

pays no mind to fitting into the crowd and engaging in the traditions and conventions of the 

Princeton student. 

Amory struggles for a long time to make D’Invilliers into a more conventional Princeton 

man. He assumes that because his version of the American Dream is to become a very popular 
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and influential man at Princeton, this should also be D’Invilliers’ goal. We see Amory lecturing 

D’Invilliers on the importance of “Livingstone collars and dark ties” (29). D’Invilliers chafes 

against this insurgency against his unconventionally aloof tendencies. Amory decides to leave it 

alone for the time being, but continues to attempt to normalize Tom throughout their time 

together. It is interesting to note that the worry he had in their first meeting came true, with the 

main freshman body of Princeton noticing the amount of time the pair spent together and 

bestowing them with the desultory allusion to “Doctor Johnson and Boswell” (29). Even so, the 

contrast between the pair remains. Amory continues to revel in the social conventions of the 

school, which D’Invilliers would consider small. This gap between the two allows Fitzgerald to 

make his commentary on the desire to conform and how that fits into the American Dream. 

Obviously, Amory cares much more about achieving the standard idea of the American Dream. 

He thinks the best way to do this is to conform completely to the social conventions of his 

environment, even at the expense of his cognitive integrity. He spends much of his time trying to 

convince Thomas D’Invilliers to do the same. This pressure Amory applies to D’Invilliers is also 

the result of his desire to be as aloof and thoughtful as D’Invilliers. 

Eventually, Amory succeeds in narrowing the gap between himself and Thomas 

D’Invilliers. Tom begins to fit into the social conventions of Princeton in small ways at first. The 

previously mentioned lectures on the appropriate fashions to be worn seem to have taken some 

sort of effect, as in this scene, Tom is “clothed by Brooks, shod by Franks” (45). This represents 

his apparently growing desire to attain the same American Dream that Amory Blaine has been 

chasing for his time at Princeton. Even so, here D’Invilliers seems to have much the same 

reaction to this as Amory has in recent scenes. While he seems to be pursuing the American 
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Dream, he also seems to chafe against this mindless conformation to social expectations. He says 

“I’m sick of adapting myself to the local snobbishness of this corner of the world” (45). Here, the 

reader can see that D’Invilliers has joined Amory in being a functioning part of the Princeton 

scene, but D’Invilliers enjoys fitting in considerably less than Amory does. D’Invilliers even 

points out the fundamental differences between the two. He claims that Amory is like a “rubber 

ball,” able to adapt to the societal norms in any given situation. Again, there is a clash between 

who the pair are trying to be, as well as who they are at the time. Amory is mostly 

conventionalized and mostly happy to be that way, even bragging that he was born a “cynical 

idealist” (46). On the other hand, D’Invilliers seems to think that he is becoming too 

conventionalized, and is trying to escape that situation. 

By the midpoint of the book, Tom appears to be completely conventionalized, and by the 

end, he becomes exactly like the Princeton men that he and Amory complained about earlier in 

the story. Near the end of their time at Princeton, Tom and Amory are having a conversation 

about one of their classmates. This classmate is a radical thinker, far removed even from Amory 

and D’Invilliers. Amory praises him, claiming he is the only one of his peers who is his “superior 

in mental capacity” (Fitzgerald 71). Tom, originally the loftier thinker of the two, responds “It’s 

a bad time to admit it--people are beginning to think he’s odd” (71). Here, Amory has succeeded 

in his earlier goal of conventionalizing D’Invilliers. However, it seems that he now regrets taking 

on the challenge. He ridicules Tom because he “used to stand out against ‘people’” but now, he 

is speaking negatively about another student who isn’t a conventional thinker. Finally, at the end 

of Tom and Amory’s relationship in the book, Tom has joined the workforce as a journalist. He 

has achieved the common goal of the time, but he has sacrificed his ability to stand out from the 
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crowd. At the beginning of Amory and Tom’s friendship, D’Invilliers was the lofty thinker with 

the higher goals of being a “pretty fair poet” (45). However, by the end of their relationship, he 

ridicules the poets, and has practically given up on his dreams. 

Thomas Parke D’Invilliers is used as a foil against Amory Blaine to showcase 

Fitzgerald’s thoughts on the damaging effects of the American Dream. Amory’s efforts to 

conventionalize D’Invilliers and force him to pay attention to the social conventions of the 

Princeton scene cause D’Invilliers to lose any sense of his individualism. While this does allow 

D’Invilliers to achieve a conventional sense of success, this is really an adulteration of the 

American Dream.  Instead of striving to become what he wanted to become, his personal ideals 

were heavily influenced by the societal pressure to seek a higher status. We see that when 

D’Invilliers follows a less conventional mindset than Amory, he is happier than Amory. The 

reverse is also true. At the end of the story, when Tom is more conventional than Amory, Amory 

appears to be happier, or at least has a more marked purpose in his life. 

The Great Gatsby, which if oft considered to be Fitzgerald’s masterpiece, was published 

in 1925. At this point, Fitzgerald and his wife, Zelda, were living in the French Riviera. Again, 

this novel deals heavily with the theme of the American Dream, and how it had become 

corrupted in the modern American society, especially among those who had been successful in 

attaining the Dream. To help expose this theme, Fitzgerald uses another foil concerning the main 

character of the book. This time, the foil is between Jay Gatsby and Tom Buchanan. These are 

both American men, nearly equally wealthy, and living under similar conditions. Because of the 

similarity between the two characters, Fitzgerald is able to highlight their differences to make his 

point about the corruption of the American Dream. (129) 
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These two characters both live on the East Coast, on peninsulas located on opposite sides 

of a “courtesy bay” (Fitzgerald 6). Naturally, they both live in enormous mansions, as they are 

very wealthy men. The only difference between the geography of their living situations is that 

Gatsby lives on the West Egg, while Buchanan lives on the East Egg (6-7). While these two 

peninsulas are almost identical in both shape and size, Fitzgerald, through Carraway, relates the 

existence of a “bizarre and not a little sinister contrast between them” (6). This contrast is the 

contrast between old and new money. While Gatsby and Buchanan may be equally rich, 

Buchanan’s money has been in the family for generations, while Gatsby is a self-made man. The 

difference between the old and new rich can be seen in the descriptions of the houses on the East 

Egg compared to those in the West Egg. The houses in the East Egg are described as “even more 

elaborate than expected” (7). The house Carraway is referring to is an old house, belonging to 

multiple owners at different times. On the other hand, Gatsby’s house is referred to as “spanking 

new under a thin beard of raw ivy” (6). The distinction that is made here is again the distinction 

between old money and new money. Even though Gatsby has arguably achieved the American 

Dream by becoming unfathomably rich, he is still inferior to those who had the Dream handed to 

them. 

Another interesting distinction between the two characters is their treatment of women in 

the novel. Tom, while married to Daisy, is openly having an affair with another woman, Myrtle. 

He has no qualms about flaunting his ability to do whatever he wants, even to the extent of 

taking Myrtle out to meals where he knows his acquaintances will be. Fitzgerald writes that “His 

acquaintances resented the fact that he turned up in popular restaurants with her and, leaving her 

at a table, sauntered about, chatting with whomsoever he knew” (21). Tom also seems to have a 
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disdain for women, and even tends to be rather abusive towards them. For example, Myrtle and 

Tom are in an argument and “making a short deft movement, [he] broke her nose with his open 

hand” (32). In all ways, Tom Buchanan, the guardian of the American Dream, treats women 

horribly. On the other hand, Jay Gatsby’s treatment of women seems wonderful at first glance. 

He seems to be exceedingly loyal to one, and only one, woman: Daisy Buchanan. He “hadn’t 

once ceased looking at Daisy” (75). While this is talking about one incident where he is with 

Daisy, it might as well be extended to the entire story, as it is all a play to win Daisy’s love. 

However, upon closer inspection, we see that he is also quite sexist. He is seeking Daisy as if she 

is a trophy to be won. Obviously, this is a sexist and damaging position. Daisy seems to be aware 

of the plight of women in this story when she says of her daughter: “I hope she'll be a fool--that's 

the best thing a girl can be in this world, a beautiful little fool” (16). Either way, the American 

Dream, no matter new money or old money, seems to include women. 

Another area where it appears the men differ is in their tendency to be selfish or selfless. 

Buchanan is an overtly selfish man. After Gatsby mentions the fact that he knows Daisy, Tom 

proceeds to tell Nick that “women run around too much these days to suit [him]” (85). While this 

might seem like a further indication of his rampant sexism, instead, in conjunction with his 

ongoing affair, it shows his selfishness. He believes that anything he sees and desires should be 

his, and will not tolerate any of his possessions, including his women, to do anything which 

might endanger his ownership of them. This shows that, in order to be rich and stay that way, 

one must become selfish and abandon all social convictions. Alternatively, it could be said that 

becoming rich causes one to become extremely selfish, and focus on the material value of things. 

In much the same way, Jay Gatsby is also selfish. Initially, he appears to be a selfless man. He 
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throws massive parties without any expectations of being invited to parties in return. He then 

offers Nick a spot within his company, in order to help him make more money than he is at his 

current position. However, these apparently selfless acts each act as a route through which he can 

accomplish personal gain. The parties that he throws are to attract the attention of one person: 

Daisy Buchanan. Additionally, the position that he offers Carraway is a favor done in return for 

his assistance in Gatsby’s attempt to woo Daisy. In this way, while not as overtly controlling and 

selfish as Buchanan, Gatsby is equally as selfish.  

Tom Buchanan and Jay Gatsby each represent a version of the American Dream. Tom 

Buchanan is the version in which he inherited the money, and has been able to live in the Dream, 

free from any real inhibitions for his whole life. On the other hand, Gatsby’s version of the 

Dream is one in which he made his own money, and was able to rise to an equal footing with 

those who inherited the wealth. This speaks against the purity of the American Dream in a 

couple ways. First of all, Gatsby was never able to attain the same social status as Buchanan. 

Instead, he was forced to live on the less fashionable area for the new rich, never able to fully 

assimilate with the wealthy. Additionally, the reader can see that both versions of the American 

Dream lend themselves to low moral values. Fitzgerald uses these to make his argument that the 

American Dream had failed. 

Conclusion 

By utilizing foils between characters in his works, Fitzgerald is able to highlight aspects 

of society that would otherwise be less effectively described. In This Side of Paradise, he utilizes 

the foil of Thomas Parke D’Invilliers and Amory Blaine. These two characters are similar 
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because of their similar class status, as well as being in the same year at Princeton. Furthermore, 

they hold similar views on politics, philosophy, and literature. Fitzgerald is able to leverage the 

small differences between them to emphasize the effects of the social conventions on the two 

young men. In a natural progression from the ideal American Dream described in the intro, Tom 

moves from a strict individualist to quite interested in material gain. The main interesting aspect 

of this description is the evolution of the foil from the beginning to the end. Initially, Tom starts 

out as the less conventional of the two, and he ends up far more conventional by the end of the 

story. 

In The Great Gatsby, on the other hand, the foil seems to be much less dynamic. The 

interesting thing about this one is the subtlety of the foils treatment of Jay Gatsby. Again in this 

foil, we see two similar men, Tom Buchanan and Jay Gatsby. They are extremely wealthy white 

men living in nearly identical geographic locations. Here, the difference at first appears to be in 

their demeanour towards various things in their lives. Gatsby seems to treat everyone in his life 

better than Tom does. However, if the reader looks deeper into some of the quotations from each, 

they can see that Gatsby and Tom are far more similar than they were originally thought to be. 

This allows Fitzgerald to make the commentary that no matter the situation, the American Dream 

will be corrupted by material gain. 

The commentary made by Fitzgerald in these two novels is extremely interesting. He 

seems to be revolting against the societal extravagance which was prevalent in the 1920s. His 

cynical style also seems to match with what are called the “Lost Generation.” It would be 

interesting to examine the treatment of the American Dream in Fitzgerald’s other novels and 

short stories. Additionally, one could examine the writing from the other members of the Lost 
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Generation to see how they treated the idea of the American Dream. Finally, it would be 

interesting to examine how Fitzgerald’s personal life would have shaped the themes he spoke 

about in his works, including the American Dream. 
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