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Abstract 

Though F. Scott Fitzgeralôs novel The Great Gatsby lends itself to various interpretations, the one aspect of the 

novel that cannot be easily overlooked is its subtle suggestion of the psychological drama happening in its 

characters. This American novel is apparently about the jazz age and exaggerated ostentations of the American 

Dream and Americans enjoying unrestrained liberty and anonymity in an urban setting. Love triangles remain at 

the centre of the novel where desperation to get back lost love ostensibly seems to be a chief impetus for the major 

characters. Jay Gatsby appears to be striving hard to get reunited with his lost love Daisy, who is married to 

Tom. Tom is always seeking intimacy outside his marriage. Nick is attracted to Jordan Baker, whose striking 

personality traits are emotional distance and self-containment. Myrtle is married to George Wilson, who runs a 

garage but she is having an extramarital affair with Tom merely to find an escape from her husbandôs garage. 

Thus, the characters in the novel appear to be desperate for intimacy. However, considered from 

psychoanalytical approach, these characters are, in fact, running away from intimacy. The intense affair between 

Daisy and Gatsby, read through a psychoanalytical lens, becomes a charade of dysfunctional love since Gatsby 

has to climb many rungs on the social ladder in order to dwarf Tom. This research paper will attempt to have a 

critical look beneath the apparent veneer of happenings and will try to lay bare hidden motives of the characters 

in the light of psychoanalytical criticism. 
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Though F. Scott Fitzgeralôs novel The Great Gatsby lends itself to various interpretations, the one aspect 

of the novel that cannot be easily overlooked is its subtle suggestion of the psychological drama 

happening in its characters. This American novel is apparently about the jazz age and exaggerated 

ostentations of the American Dream and Americans enjoying unrestrained liberty and anonymity in an 

urban setting. Love triangles remain at the centre of the novel where desperation to get back lost love 

ostensibly seems to be a chief impetus for the major characters. Jay Gatsby appears to be striving hard to 

get reunited with his lost love Daisy, who is married to Tom. Tom is always seeking intimacy outside 

his marriage. Nick is attracted to Jordan Baker, whose striking personality traits are emotional distance 

and self-containment. Myrtle is married to George Wilson, who runs a garage but she is having an 

extramarital affair with Tom merely to find an escape from her husbandôs garage. Thus, the characters in 

the novel appear to be desperate for intimacy. However, considered from psychoanalytical approach, 

these characters are, in fact, running away from intimacy. The intense affair between Daisy and Gatsby, 

read through a psychoanalytical lens, becomes a charade of dysfunctional love since Gatsby has to climb 

many rungs on the social ladder in order to dwarf Tom and impress Daisy. This research paper will 

attempt to have a critical look beneath the apparent veneer of happenings and will try to lay bare hidden 

motives of the characters in the light of psychoanalytical criticism.  

Though in the novel the story of a passionate love affair between Daisy and Gatsby is apparently a chief 

thread among other similar but minor love stories namely those between Tom and daisy, Tom and 

Myrtle, Myrtle and George, and Nick and Jordan, for a psychoanalytical reading the interest lies not in 

the ostensible uniqueness of the love affair between Daisy and Gatsby but in the close similarity it bears 

to other less appealing romantic relationships. The underlying conviction that governs all these 

relationship is that emotional ties to another human being will lead to oneôs emotional devastation. The 

famous story of the fervent love between Daisy and Gatsby, if viewed in the light of the underlying 

conviction and compared with other romantic relationships in the novel, emerges as a drama of 

dysfunctional love.  

The relationship that most obviously exhibits several traits of fear of intimacy is the marriage between 

Tom Buchanan and Daisy. One such trait is Tomôs chronic liaisons with other women, which Jordan 

Baker becomes aware of three months after the coupleôs marriage. Jordan tells Nick,  

I saw Tom and Daisy in Santa Barbara when they came back from their 

honeymoon...A week after I left..Tom ran into a wagon on the Ventura road one night 

and ripped a front wheel off his car.     The girl who was with him got into the papers 

too because her arm was brokenð she was one of the chambermaids in the Santa 

Barbara Hotel. (81ð81; ch. 4) 

The novel also shows Tom having an affair with Myrtle. The best way for a man to escape from real 

intimacy is to divide his time, attention and interest between two women. A deeper look at Tomôs 

relationships reveals his desire to fulfil his own ego. Tom married Daisy not because he loved her but 

because his possession of her can be used as evidence of him belonging to upper strata of the society 

since Daisy represents social superiority. She is not the kind of girl who can be acquired by a ñMr 

Nobody from Nowhereò (137; ch. 7) like Gatsby. Besides, the main motive for Tom to possess Myrtle, 

whom Nick describes as a ñsensuousò, ñsmoulderingò woman with ñan immediately perceptible  
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vitalityò, is to assert his own masculine power, which explains why he flaunts her as his possession at 

fashionable restaurants. Daisy has become so much accustomed with Tomôs habit of having extramarital 

affairs that she expects it. When Tom informs her that he wants to have his supper with a group of 

strangers, she is quick enough to realise that he is pursuing another woman. She offers him her ñlittle 

gold pencilò in case he wants to ñtake down any address,ò and ñshe looked around after a moment and 

told Nick that the girl was ócommon but prettyô ò. (112; ch. 6) 

Another character who tries to evade intimate relationship is Daisy. Nonetheless, in her relationship her 

attempt to avoid relationship is not as obvious as that of Tom. Daisyôs fidelity to her husband Tom 

might give a reader an impression that she wants emotional intimacy with him. Moreover, Jordanôs 

description of Daisy after her honeymoon confirms this impression: 

ñIôd never seen a girl so mad about her husband. If he left the room for a minute sheôd 

look around uneasily and say ñWhereôs Tom gone?ò and wear the most abstracted 

expression until she saw him coming in the door. She used to sit on the sand with his 

head in her lap by the hour, rubbing her fingers over his eyes and looking at him with 

unfathomable delight.ò (81-82); ch. 4) 

Despite such an apparent interest that Daisy shows in her husband, her marriage to him was prompted 

by some other motives. Daisyôs attempt to cancel her wedding when she received a letter from Gatsby 

reveals her hidden indifference to Tom. Nonetheless, Daisy seems obsessively fond of her husband three 

months after her marriage. At a first glance, this will lead a reader to think that she is in love with Tom. 

However, given that Tom is compulsively in pursuit of women, Daisy has probably suspected him of 

infidelity, which accounts for her anxiety whenever Tom gets out of her sight. Daisy has some strong 

reason to suspect Tom of cheating on her whenever he was away from her. One such instance is when 

she gave birth to her child, Tom was not around her. Instead of hating Tom for such infidelity, Daisy 

begins to like him more. Although Daisyôs such an intense liking for Tom seems a little unexpected, it 

can be explained on a psychological ground.  

Examined from a psychoanalytical perspective, it is fear of intimacy that inspires a woman to fall in love 

with a man who is not capable of intimacy himself because her knowledge that the man she is in love 

with does not want intimacy with will assure her that such a cold relationship will not penetrate the 

protective fortification beyond which lies her real self, which is vulnerable. Daisyôs wish to keep her 

protective shell intact accounts for her growing love even when Tom was being unfaithful to her.  

Fear of intimacy with others is generally a consequence of fear of intimacy with oneself. In other words, 

the person who is not good at intra-person relationship will not be good at inter-personal relationship 

either. One of the reasons why one avoids interpersonal relationship is that it dredges up psychological 

residue of earlier family conflicts and brings into play certain traits of our personality that we are not 

prepared to deal with. The best way to ward off an encounter with such unpleasant traits is to abandon 

interpersonal relationship altogether, especially a romantic relationship. The psychological wounds that 

prompt fear of intimacy require a platform on which the original traumatising experience can be re-

enacted and a romantic relationship provides such a stage. For instance, if a person was hurt by a 

neglectful parent, he will seek such a mate who shares the same characteristics, unconsciously hoping to 

fulfil whatever psychological needs were left unfulfilled by that parent. Ironically, choosing a partner  
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who shares characteristics of the neglectful parent assures that the personôs unfulfilled psychological 

needs will remain unfulfilled. The chronic emotional trauma instils an inferiority complex in a person, 

which makes him think that he does not deserve to have his needs met.  

The inferiority complex and low self-esteem remain the main driving force behind the coupleôs 

ostentation. For example, Tom never misses any opportunity to flaunt his wealth and social position. He 

boasts about his house and stables to Nick and shows off his fond possession Myrtle to others. 

Moreover, one more remarkable thing is that all of Tomôs mistresses are from lower classes, which 

suggests his perpetual desire to bolster his insecurity psyche through power over others. Similarly, 

Daisyôs inferiority complex is implicitly stated in her choice of Tom as her husband because he is not 

faithful to her. This implies that perhaps subconsciously she has accepted that the fact that she does not 

deserve a better husband. Another trait that points at her inferiority complex is her incessant desperation 

to impress others, which is manifested in affectations. Nick notes her artifice when she ñasserts her 

membership in a rather distinguished secret society to which she and Tom belong.ò (22; ch. 1) 

ñI think everythingôs terrible anyhow . . . . . Everybody thinks soðthe most advanced 

people. And I know. Iôve been everywhere and seen everything and done everything.ò 

Her eyes flashed around her in defiant way, rather like Tomôs, and she laughed with 

thrilling scorn... 

The instant her voice broke off. . . . I felt the basic insincerity of what she has said. 

(22; ch. 1) 

Some other instances where Daisyôs affectations become obvious is at Gatsbyôs party when she tells 

Nick, ñ If you want to kiss me any time during the evening. . . . just let me know and Iôll be glad to 

arrange it for you. Just mention my name. Or resent a green cardò (111; ch. 6).  When Gatsby visits the 

Buchanans with Nick and Jordan, Daisy manoeuvres Tom out of the room and the she ñgit up and went 

over to Gatsby, and pulled down his face kissing him on the mouth... óI donôt care!ô cried Daisy and 

began to clog on the brick fireplaceò (122-23; ch. 7). Affectation is a trait of a person suffering from 

insecurity and Daisy displays a good deal of affectation. 

The lack of intimacy is found not only in the relationship between Tom and Daisy but in their 

relationship with others also. For instance, their daughter Pammy is raised by her nurse and Daisyôs 

artificial behaviour to the child becomes clear when she says ï ñCome to your own mother that loves 

you.ò (123; ch. 7). Neither Tom nor Daisy have any close bond with Nick or Jordan, though Nick is 

Daisyôs cousin and Jordan has been friends with Daisy since their childhood and spends a good deal of 

her time with the Buchanans. This explains the coupleôs frequent relocationsð in Nickôs words they 

ñdrifted here and there unrestfullyò (10; ch. 1). Their frequent moving from one place to another is not 

the cause but the result of their lack of intimacy in their relationship with others.  

Seen in this light, it is not surprising that there is no intimacy in Tomôs relationship with Myrtle. Tom 

has a relationship with Myrtle not because he loves her but simply because by this relationship he can 

stay away from his wife. Tomôs relationship with Myrtle does not involve and emotion or attachment as 

he calls her whenever he needs her. Similarly, for Myrtle her liaison with Tom simply serves as an 

escape from the monotonous garage that her husband George Wilson owns. Besides, she is more  
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attracted to Tomôs riches and his status because she is fed up with her own lower-middle class status that 

she got from George Wilson. Not only in her relationship with Tom but in her relationship with her 

husband George Wilson also upward social and economic mobility remains her chief motive. She 

thought that George Wilson was a rich man so she married him. However, when she learnt that the slick 

suit that he was wearing when he married her was not his own but borrowed, she ñcried to beat the band 

all afternoonò (39; ch. 2). George believes that the eyes in the hoarding of T. J. Eckleburg are the eyes of 

God, which betrays his psychological disorientation. Another characteristic that betrays his 

psychological disorientation is his emotional dependence on Myrtle, which ostensibly appears to be 

intimacy.  

The romance between Nick and Jordan is predicated on lack of intimacy instead of intimacy. Nick is 

attracted to complete self-sufficiency and emotional aloofness in Jordan and not any genuine emotion. 

Nick Caraway, who is the narrator of the novel, takes a note of impersonal eyes and indifference in 

Jordan Baker. 

ñSometimes Daisy and Miss Baker talked at once, unobtrusively and with a bantering 

inconsequence that was never quite chatter, that was as cool as their white dresses and 

their impersonal eyes in the absence of all desire.ò (16-17; ch. 1). 

The words chosen by Nick to describe what he finds ñpleasingò are óinsolentô, óimpersonalô, ócoolô and 

ócontemptuousô. This reveals his unwitting preference for aloofness, which he appreciates in Jordan. He 

appears to be interested in her as long as she seems to belong to a faraway world, the world of 

ñrotogravure pictures of the sporting life at Ashville and Hot Springs and Palm Beachò (23; ch. 1), a 

world seemingly untouched by emotional realities. Nonetheless, as soon as the atmosphere of the 

Buchananôs household gets too emotionally untidy, he beats a hasty retreat. After the untimely death of 

Myrtle, Nick stops going to the Buachananôs house even though Jordan invites him.  

ñIôd be damned if Iôd go in; Iôd had enough of them for one day and suddenly that 

included Jordan too. She must have seen something of this in my expression for she 

turned abruptly away and ran up the porch steps into the houseò (150; ch. 7). 

Nick desperately attempts to repress painful memories of his past so that he can remain 

emotionally insulated. This is evident when he narrates how he drifted apart from Jordan. ñI donôt 

know know which of us hung up with a sharp clickò (163; ch. 8). However, later Jordan reminds 

him that it was he who did ñthrow her overò (186; ch. 9).  

Fear of intimacy pervades Nickôs other relationships also. Before Nick met Jordan he was believed to 

have been involved in two relationships. Though he admits that he was rumoured to have been engaged 

to an old friend back in Wisconsin, he came east to escape local rumours about him and the girl. Despite 

Nick insisting that she was just an old friend, it becomes clear that she was more than just an old friend 

when Nick says, ñfirst [he] had to get [him]self definitely out of that tangle back homeò (64.ch. 3). If 

this relationship had not been really serious, he would not have had to make such a painstaking effort to 

get out of it. In the same way, when he was in New York, he ñhad a short affair with a girl. . . . who 

worked in the accounting departmentò at his place of business, ñbut her brother began throwing mean 

looks in his direction so when she went on her vacation in July he let it blow quietly awayò (61; ch. 3).  
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This points to Nick tendency to run away from emotional attachment. Whenever the relationship was 

about to become intimate, he got rid of it, perhaps, to avoid an emotional scar. Thus, the narrator Nick 

also emerges as a master of avoidance and denial.   

Like other characters, Jordan also strives to remain emotionally insulated, which is conveyed by her 

ñcool insolent smileò. It is her desire to remain emotionally distant that determines her choice of friends 

and her career. She is a golf champion by profession, which provides her with glamour and ñthe bored 

haughty face that she turned to the worldò (62. Ch. 3) to evade intimacy with others. While choosing her 

friends, Jordanôs priority is the social image instead of real warmth of feeling, which protects her from 

real intimacy. Nick was prompt to notice that Jordan ñinstinctively avoided clever menò who might see 

through her scheming. Since Nick is also afraid of real intimacy, her choice of Nick poses no threat to 

her. 

Though the passionate affair between Daisy and Tom appears to be a counterpoint to other relationships 

of psychological convenience, including that between Tom and Daisy, the relationship between Gatsby 

and Daisy is not much different from other relationships where psychological convenience is more 

important than real intimacy. Daisy could not marry Gatsby because he did not belong to an upper class, 

Therefore, she married Tom Buchanan, who hails from an upper class. However, after her marriage with 

Tom, she gets attracted to Gatsby only because Gatsby has managed to raise his social standing. Thus, 

her feelings for Gatsby need reinforcement of the same social status that Tom has. When during a heated 

argument Tom divulges Gatsbyôs real origin, Daisy is shocked and runs away immediately: 

ñGatsby began to talk excitedly to Daisy, denying eevything, defending his name 

against accusation that had not been made. But with eery word she was drawing 

further and further into herself, so he gave that up and only the dead dream fought on 

as the afternoon slipped away. . . struggling. . . towards that lost voice across the room.  

The voice begged again to go. 

ñPlease, Tom! I canôt stand this any more.ò 

Her frightened eyes told that whatever intentions, whatever courage she had had, were 

definitely gone.ò (142; ch. 7).  

All the dedication and commitment Tom had for Daisy and Daisyôs desire to live with Gatsby vanish for 

her when she realises that Gatsby does not hail from ñthe right side of the tracks.ò  

The novel is aptly described as a psychological drama because there are characters that become 

psychological pawns in the novel. Myrtle and Gatsby work as psychological pawns for the Buchanans. 

Tom uses Myrtle to escape real intimacy in his marital life and Daisy uses Tom to buffer herself against 

from Tomôs extramarital liaison. Tomôs flaunting his mistress outside the Buchanan household does not 

hurt Daisy as much as Tomôs receiving Myrtleôs telephone calls at home does. Having an affair with 

Gatsby provides Daisy with a respite from her worsening marital life. She thinks that having an affair 

with her past love Gatsby is an appropriate retributive action for her husbandôs chronic liaison. This 

explains her indifference at Tomôs womanising at Gatsbyôs party. Thus, Daisyôs affair with Gatsby is 

meant not for intimacy but for psychological convenience. However, Daisyôs need to take revenge on  
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Tom by having an affair with Gatsby betrays the fact that inadvertently she attaches a great importance 

to her marriage and it is the importance of her marriage that makes it safe for her to be with Gatsby 

again without getting emotionally involved. As long as she keeps using Gatsby as a psychological pawn, 

she is not likely to develop the emotional bond that she had with Gatsby before her marriage.  

Since Myrtle and Gatsby are psychological pawns in the novel, it is symbolic that Tom kills Gatsby and 

Daisy kills Myrtle. It was Daisy who was driving Gatsbyôs car, which killed Myrtle. It is not accidental 

that Tom sends George Wilson, who is enraged because his wife was killed by Gatsbyôs car, to Gatsbyôs 

house. Daisy lets Gatsby own up the responsibility for Myrtleôs death, which implies that she uses him 

merely as a psychological pawn.  

The most challenging task for many readers is to unravel motives hidden inside Gatsby and to see how 

even this great lover also is escaping intimacy. That Gatsby kept a scrapbook of all news items 

concerning Daisy, he was loyal to her even though she was married to Tom and made an arduous 

journey from rags to riches only to win her back makes it difficult to understand how he fears intimacy.  

Although Gatsbyôs professed goal is to win Daisyða belief that many readers subscribe toðDaisy is 

merely a stepping stone to his goal instead of the goal itself. At his early age Gatsby exhibits an 

ambition to become successful as the boyhood schedule of Jimmy Gatz was divided in the self-

improvement tradition of Ben Franklin, physical exercise, study of electricity, sports, practice of 

elocution and poise and study of needed inventions. This means that he had already begun to dream of 

his journey from rags to riches. Gatsbyôs impoverished parents who could not provide him with a better 

up-bringing and his miserable childhood sowed seeds of ambition in him. He disowns his parents 

because of the psychological pain of feeling inferior that he went through in his young age: ñhis 

imagination had never really accepted them as his parents at allò (104: Ch. 6). In order to escape his real 

past, which was painful, Gatsby invents his past and says that ñall died and he came into a good deal of 

money.ò (70; ch. 4) However, his invented past becomes a metaphor for his desperation to disown his 

painful past and assert his belongingness to a fashionable class. It is this desire to run away from his 

painful past and assert his membership in a fashionable class that attracts him to Daisy, who herself is 

very ambitious and is not a a woman that can be acquired by ñMr Nobody from Nowhereò (137; ch. 4).  

Gatsby idealises Daisy in such an exaggerated way that she no more seems to be flesh and blood. He 

thinks that she can do no wrong; she will always be loyal to him and she will never change. Ironically, 

such an exaggerated idealisation makes it difficult for Gatsby to feel any real affinity with Daisy. In 

such an idealisation a real human being is substituted for an ideal, which has no real existence.  

Thus, a psychoanalytical reading of the novel reveals something totally contrary to what the novel is 

popularly believed to portray. A romantic relationship, in this novel, gives an outlet to unresolved 

psychological conflicts.  
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