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Honors English 11 
The Great Gatsby 
Definition Essay Assignment 
Due October 14th, 2014 

 
*Beaton, Kate. "Hark, a Vagrant: 259." Hark, a Vagrant: 322. Web. 27 Sept. 2011. 

 
Introduction 

Language is a volatile thing.  As we all know, the meanings of words are largely determined by the contexts in 
which they are used.  To make matters even more complicated, these meanings often evolve over time, too.  
Perhaps this is why The Great Gatsby is far more commercially successful now than it was when it was first 
published in 1925.  For this paper, you will examine The Great Gatsby and select one word that relates to one of 
the novel’s themes.  You will then argue for a specific definition of that word using evidence from the novel to 
support your definition.  It’ll be fun.  Honest. 
 
In the past, you have written papers that require five fairly simple paragraphs, all within a very definite 
structure.  This essay will reinforce some of those rules but challenge others.  It will also introduce some new 
ideas that will be of use next year and into college as you begin to write more sophisticated papers that are able 
to account for the kind of complex thinking not found in papers of the traditional five paragraph variety.     
 

Assignment 

Consider the many subjects addressed by The Great Gatsby: wealth, fame, honor, family, friendship, deceit, 
revenge, morality, money, power, etc.  First, think of a topic of your own (or from this list) and then write a 
paper in which you argue your own definition of the word using evidence from the text as well as several 
definition strategies listed below. 
 
In addition to the definition strategies, you will also want to include an evolving thesis in this paper.  The 
evolving thesis is different from a traditional thesis because, as the name implies, it “evolves” throughout your 
paper.  In a traditional five paragraph essay, your thesis is stated at the end of the introduction paragraph and 
again at the start of the conclusion.  The problem with this kind of paper organization is that everything you 
say in the body paragraph can only work to re-prove the thesis, not change it or add to it in any meaningful 
way.  Your essay is about to be much cooler.  
 
Evolving your thesis means that every time you introduce new evidence, you can use the portion of the body 
paragraph originally designed to Connect Back to the Thesis to instead function as a Clarifying Statement.  
What does this mean, you ask?  It means that instead of using the last sentence of the body paragraph to 
essentially say “This is how/why my topic sentence connects to my thesis,” you are going to say “This is how 
the evidence I just presented makes my thesis slightly more complicated and interesting.”      
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An Extremely Useful Example of What an Evolving Thesis Looks Like 

 
Now let’s look at a quick example.  Imagine a paper written on a familiar novel: The Grapes of Wrath.  For this 
paper, the pretend thesis statement is listed below.   
 

Paper Title: Sympathy for the Devil: Tom Joad and The (Rotten) Grapes of Wrath 
 
Thesis: Tom Joad is a sympathetic character in The Grapes of Wrath. 

 
Now let’s assume that the first body paragraph presents a clear topic sentence and some good evidence.  The 
analysis is robust and proves that the reader has a strong understanding of the novel.  Then comes the second 
body paragraph.  Examine the difference between each of the final sentences of the second body paragraph: 
 
Topic Sentence:  
Next, Tom is frequently the subject of ridicule among the farm owners in California. 
 
Context for Quote + Quote 
After traversing the country and experiencing incredible hardship, the Joad family comes upon a farm and Tom 
is one of the first people to approach the front gate and ask for employment.  When he approaches one of the 
shady henchman guarding the gate, the employee quickly blurts, “Hey man, I’m ridiculing you now! Garhhh!” 
(932).   

 
 

Now, where do we go from here? 
 

 
In a traditional five paragraph paper, the writer simply 
wants to look for another piece of evidence to 
support the same point that s/he has already spent 
two paragraphs proving.  The writer must arrive at the 
same point again (that Tom is a sympathetic 
character), or else risk being labeled “unfocused” and, 
therefore, incorrect. Boo. 
 

 
With an evolving thesis, the writer first proves that 
Tom is a sympathetic character.  Then, the writer 
suggests not only that Tom is sympathetic, but that 
others’ sympathies will not change his present 
condition.  From here, the writer can explore other 
pieces of evidence that further expand, reinforce 
and/or complicate this thesis.  In the conclusion, 
the writer will “wrap up” all of these points instead of 
simply restating the same point made in the 
introduction.   
 

 
 
 
 

Traditional Five Paragraph New Model w/ Evolving Thesis 

 
Analysis + Connection to Thesis 
The henchman’s quickness to respond to poor old 
Tom demonstrates a clear lack of  
understanding on the part of the employee and makes 
painfully clear the kind of work that Tom must do 
simply to survive.  The employee’s temperament is an 
indication of the general attitude held by many 
administrative employees in the world in which Tom 
has found himself.  Tom’s treatment here evokes a 
clear sense of sympathy from the reader.  
 

 
Analysis + Clarifying Statement 
The henchman’s quickness to respond to poor old 
Tom demonstrates a clear lack of  
understanding on the part of the employee and makes 
painfully clear the kind of work that Tom must do 
simply to survive..  The employee’s temperament is an 
indication of the general attitude held by many 
administrative employees in the world in which Tom 
has found himself.  In addition to being a 
sympathetic character, Tom’s treatment 
demonstrates that others’ sympathies are not 
enough to solve the problems he faces.   
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Definition Strategies 
This is a list of strategies that you can use in the body paragraphs of your paper.  These strategies help expand 
on your thesis, which is really just the word you have elected to use and the definition that you have given it.  
Each body paragraph will begin with a different strategy.   
 

 
A Quick Note on Formatting Your Body Paragraphs: 
 

1. Begin with a topic sentence that provides one clear reason why your TH is true  
2. As the author, you will then fully explain/develop your definition strategy 
3. then transition to the book, providing one reason why the book supports your definition. 
4. Segue into some context that leads into 
5. a specific example from the text.  Be sure to cite the page number. 
6. Then, you will analyze the two examples (the strategy and the text) side by side.  This analysis should 

be robust.  Make it count.   
7. Finally, you will connect all of your evidence back to the thesis.  The final points made in body 

paragraphs 2+3 will work to expand upon and/or complicate your original claim (see example 
on pg2).   

 
If you’re still confused, see the example on the back of this page. 
 

 

 One strategy is to give Examples of what the word means.  Examples can be hypothetical, or can be 
taken from the news, a song, a TV show, a story, etc. 
 

o “Shaq is rich.  The guy who signs his checks is wealthy.” –Chris Rock 
 

 A second strategy is Cause and Effect where the writer describes the cause of his/her word or the 
effect of his/her word. 
 

o (Focus on cause):  Wealth is inherited.  If a family is wealthy, their children will also be wealthy, 
regardless of whether their children have actually earned it. 
 

o (Focus on effect):  A result of being wealthy is that you are easily accepted into places that are 
often difficult to reach for others; competitive and prestigious colleges, for example, are 
much more likely to enroll elite, wealthy students. 
 

 A third strategy is to explain What It Is and What It Is Not. 
 

o Wealth is sustaining over generation.  Wealth is not something that can be lost, no matter 
how irresponsible a wealthy person is.   

 

 A fourth strategy is the use of an Analogy/Metaphor. 
 

o Wealth is like an exclusive party: you can only gain access by being accepted by the 
established group.  Anyone who tries to break in without being invited is a party crasher and 
s/he is quickly thrown out. 

 

 The last strategy is Etymology, or the origin of the root of a word.  It can be effective only if the root 
of the word has a connection with the definition you are arguing. 
 

o One way glamour implies falsehood is that it is based on deception.  “It was Sir Walter Scott, 
who, searching for a term that would spell magic and enchantment, had introduced into the 
literary language an old Scottish word, glamour” (Squiers, 54).  Magic and enchantment are 
both false conditions – both fabricate the true meaning of the subject. 
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Sample First Body Paragraph: 
 
Thesis:  In The Great Gatsby, the word glamour suggests the process of beautification that a person takes on in 
an effort to conceal his/her actual identity. 
 

One way glamour implies falsehood is that the word itself is based on deception.  “It was [the poet] 

Sir Walter Scott, who, searching for a term that would spell magic and enchantment, had introduced into the 

literary language an old Scottish word, glamour” (Squiers, 54).  But magic and enchantment are both false 

conditions; they both fabricate the true meaning of the person in question.  The reality of a situation is difficult 

to uncover when enchantment is present; something described as enchanting appears wonderful but conceals 

what lies beneath its surface.  Like the falsehoods inherent in magic and enchantment, glamour is deception.  

This combination of glamour and deception is also evident in Myrtle, Tom’s mistress.  Myrtle finds herself 

constantly trying to convince others that she is part of a wealthy class of New York’s high society.  In one 

scene she attempts to fit in by changing her outfits several times as an attempt to appear more glamorous.  

When Mrs. McKee compliments her outfit, Myrtle replies, “Oh this old thing?  I only throw it on when I don’t 

care what I look like” (34).  Myrtle pathetically attempts to enchant her audience with fancy clothes; she relies 

on learned behaviors and glamorous external appearances to make herself appear to be something that she 

most certainly is not.  Instead, she is deliberately deceiving her audience.  As the reader understands, Myrtle is 

simply concealing her real identity: the wife of a car mechanic who lives in the valley of ashes. 

 
Remember: The first body paragraph will simply work to reinforce your thesis.  Your “evolution” will take 
place in the clarifying statements of body paragraphs 2 and 3.   
 
Taking the above paragraph into consideration, see if you can identify the parts listed below.  Then, use the 
abbreviations in the left of the grid to mark in the above margins where these specific parts can be found. 
 
TS Begin with a topic sentence that provides one clear reason why your TH is true 

DS As the author, you will then fully explain/develop your definition strategy 
then transition to the book, providing one reason why the book supports your definition. 

CX Segue into some context that leads into 

EX a specific example from the text.  Be sure to cite the page number. 

AN Then, you will analyze the two examples (the strategy and the text) side by side.  This analysis should be robust.  
Make it count.   

CS Finally, you will connect all of your evidence back to the thesis.  The final points made in body paragraphs 2+3 
will work to expand upon and/or complicate your original claim (see example on pg2).  We call this the 
clarifying statement. 
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The Evolving Thesis in the Definition Essay 

 
The best way to try to understand what an evolving thesis should look like in your Definition Essay is 

to compare it to what a traditional thesis would look like in the same essay.  Compare the following two 
outlines for the Definition Essay.  The one on the left is a traditional thesis (this is not what you will be doing 
for this essay, but it is what you are probably used to doing), and the one on the right is an evolving thesis – 
this is what yours will be like. 

 

 TOPIC: DECEIT 

 TRADITIONAL THESIS EVOLVING THESIS 

Intro Thesis statement: 
“As one can see in The Great Gatsby, deceit is the 
tendency to mislead others through lies.” 

Thesis statement: 
“As one can see in The Great Gatsby, 
deceit is the tendency to mislead 
others through lies.” 

Body 1 
*Work to 

mainly prove 
thesis 

Evidence: 
When Gatsby was courting Daisy years ago, he gave 
her a false sense of security. 
Connect to thesis: 
 “Gatsby tried to deceive Daisy by making her think 
that he had more money than he really did.” 

Evidence: 
When Gatsby was courting Daisy 
years ago, he gave her a false sense of 
security. 
Connect to thesis: 
 “Gatsby tried to deceive Daisy by 
making her think that he had more 
money than he really did.” 

 *So your first body paragraph simply gives evidence to support your thesis – you 
don’t need to complicate your claim until the 2nd and 3rd paragraphs.  This makes it 
easier, I promise. 

Body 2 
Work to add 
something to 

the 
argument. 

Evidence: 
Jordan lies to Nick about being engaged to another 
man. 
Connection to thesis: 
“Jordan is deceiving Nick by lying to him about 
being engaged when she really isn’t.” 

Evidence: 
Jordan lies to Nick about being 
engaged, possibly because she is not 
interested in getting involved with 
Nick. 
Clarifying Statement: 
“Deceit works to mislead others by 
lying in order to push others away.” 

Body 3 
Work to add 
something to 

the 
argument. 

Evidence: 
Myrtle is deceptive when she has a party at her 
apartment and changes clothes three times in order 
to make her guests think she is wealthy.  She lies and 
says that her nice gown is something she puts on 
when she doesn’t care what she looks like. 
Connection to thesis: 
“Myrtle misleads others through lies to make them 
think she is wealthier than she really is.” 

Evidence: 
Myrtle doesn’t want others to know 
her true economic situation, so she 
tells her guests that her nice gown is 
something she puts on when she 
doesn’t care what she looks like. 
Clarifying Statement: 
“Deceit can be used like a mask in 
order to cover up something that one 
doesn’t want others to know.” 
 

Conclusion 
 

“Gatsby, Jordan, and Myrtle are all deceitful because 
they tell lies in order to mislead others.” 

“In The Great Gatsby, deceit is defined 
as telling lies to mislead others for the 
purpose of pushing others away or as 
a way to mask one’s true self.” 
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 TOPIC: DREAMS 

 TRADITIONAL THESIS EVOLVING THESIS 

Intro Thesis statement: 
“Dreams in The Great Gatsby are a source of misery 
and emptiness.” 

Thesis statement: 
“Dreams in The Great Gatsby are a source of misery and 
emptiness.” 

Body 1 Evidence: 
Gatsby dreams of getting another chance with 
Daisy, but it is too late, because she is married to 
Tom. 
Connect to thesis: 
 “Gatsby’s dream of being with Daisy tortures him 
because he knows that he can never have her.” 

Evidence: 
Gatsby dreams of getting another chance with Daisy, but 
it is too late, because she is married to Tom. 
Connect to thesis: 
 “Gatsby’s dream of being with Daisy tortures him 
because he knows that he can never have her.” 

Body 2 Evidence: 
Myrtle dreams of being wealthy and important, but 
she lacks the means for economic mobility since 
she didn’t marry rich. 
Connection to thesis: 
“Myrtle’s unfulfilled dreams cause her misery.” 

Evidence: 
Myrtle tries to get a taste of the American Dream by 
having an affair with Tom, but her unfaithfulness begins 
a chain of events that ultimately ends her life. 
Clarifying Statement: 
Even if one gets a taste of their dreams, like Myrtle, there 
is the potential that things could end badly because of the 
unrestrained obsession for something that one cannot 
have.” 

Body 3 Evidence: 
Nick leaves the Midwest in search for something 
more exciting, but once in New York he eventually 
realizes that he cannot be happy there. 
Connection to thesis: 
“Nick thought that he would be happy in New 
York, but he realizes that his dream of happiness 
was a source of emptiness because living in New 
York does not make him any happier.” 

Evidence: 
Nick is unhappy in the Midwest, so he assumes that 
moving somewhere more exciting (New York) will make 
him happier and fulfill his dream of happiness. 
Clarifying Statement: 
“Dreams that are based on running away from something 
- in Nick’s case, unhappiness caused by the monotony of 
the Midwest lifestyle – are bound to fail and cause even 
more unhappiness.” 

Conclusion 
 

“Gatsby, Myrtle, and Nick all experience misery 
and emptiness because of their dreams.” 

Dreams in The Great Gatsby are a source of misery and 
emptiness, and the dreamers are deceived by the hope of 
achieving their dreams, or are using dreams as an escape 
from unhappiness.” 
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Intro Examples for the Definition Essay 
 

Your introduction for the Definition Essay will be structured very similarly to the kinds of introductions you are used to.  
You will have a catchy opening statement, some background info on what your chosen topic (word) means and how it relates to The 
Great Gatsby, and you will end with your thesis statement.  Here are a couple of example intro paragraphs to give you an idea of 
what yours might look like. 
 
Title: “The Measure of Pleasure”  
Intro:  
 The pursuit of happiness, or further, the notion that pleasure is nature’s only intrinsic good, has been 
the doctrine held by humans as long as time itself.  It is quite a strange philosophy that whatever one does is 
solely based on the fact that one may derive gratification from the action.  It very well may be the only reason 
one gets out of bed in the morning.  Stemming from this interesting point of hedonism is debauchery. A word 
that seems to roll off of the tongue, debauchery implies indulgence in pleasure (usually activities involving sex, 
alcohol, etc.) Most recently, America in the 1920s was known for its flapper and speakeasy lifestyles, where 
both debauchery and the seeking of amusement through the flesh and liquor were rampant. It is during this 
time period that The Great Gatsby, written by F. Scott Fitzgerald, takes place. The novel is about a rich man 
named Jay Gatsby who tries, albeit unsuccessfully, to win back the love of his life, the wedded Daisy. Many 
sequences in The Great Gatsby show, in vivid detail, the blatant epicureanism and excessive profligacy that 
characterized the twenties. From these scenes, a key point may be made - debauchery defines the wealthy. 
 

 
Title: “The Reality of Dreams” 
Intro: 
 Everyone has dreams that fill their imaginations but many times these unrealistic fantasies lead to 
despair.  Throughout the novel, The Great Gatsby, by F. Scott Fitzgerald, the characters are on a journey to reach 
their most desirable dreams.  The 1920s was a time of prosperity and success for people in America.  The idea 
behind the American Dream was that all people could succeed through hard work.  Those who were not living 
the American Dream wished that one day they too would be fortunate enough to reach this coveted lifestyle.  
As time passed, it became evident that the American Dream was merely a fantasy and unattainable for most.  
Throughout The Great Gatsby dreams are the source of misery and emptiness within the characters. 
 

 
Title: [none] 
Intro: 
 Success is something that most strive to achieve.  But what is success?  The Great Gatsby, by F. Scott 
Fitzgerald profiles a seemingly successful character by the name of Jay Gatsby; however, as the plot unfolds, it 
becomes apparent that his obvious material wealth may not necessarily parallel the overarching success of his 
life.  Clearly, there is more to success than the monetary value of one’s assets.  If success isn’t merely 
materialistic, than what is it?  In The Great Gatsby, success is defined as a state of overall happiness and 
satisfaction. 
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Conclusions in the Definition Essay 
 

As with any conclusion, the one you will write for your Definition Essay will function as the glue that 
binds all your main points together in one place.  Unlike other conclusions, this one will present an evolved 
version of your initial thesis – not the same thing that you have in the introduction.  You will work to show 
that you have proven your initial thesis, but you will also show how the work you did in your body paragraphs 
has helped evolve your thesis into something more interesting and complicated.  To do this, you must: 
 

 Present your final, evolved definition of your word (this is your evolved thesis) 

 Clearly wrap up all of your main points 

 Make sure to end with an interesting send-off. 

 
 
Example: 
 
Initial Thesis: “In The Great Gatsby, success is defined as a state of overall happiness and satisfaction.” 
Conclusion: 
 According to The Great Gatsby, success is defined as a state of overall happiness and satisfaction 
combined with close personal relationships and a lasting legacy.  The unfortunate truth of Gatsby’s life is that 
despite his endless wealth, he is not a successful person.  He is unhappy and lacks overall satisfaction, has no 
close relationships with other people, and most importantly, leaves almost no legacy of his life.  Those who 
attended his parties may soon forget the man named Jay Gatsby, but American literature certainly will not.  
Although, as a person his life proved to be unsuccessful, as a character in The Great Gatsby, he lives on.  The 
legacy Fitzgerald leaves with those who read his story is a message to live life to the fullest.  Gatsby shows the 
reader that the important things in life are happiness, relationships, and making a lasting impact, and that 
money is an afterthought.  If people can take his advice to heart, then society may become a little more 
successful. 
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English 11H  
Gatsby Definition Essay Rubric 
Circles = This is an area in need of improvement 
+ = You did a great job here! 
 
Introduction      (3 pts ea.)                              
________/12pts 

 Hook sentence  

 Author; title underlined 

 Brief description of the text and the word 

 Clear thesis that clearly states your word and provides a 
definition 

Paragraph Structure    (4 pts ea.) 
Paragraph #1                                                     
________/24pts 

 Topic Sentence uses transition, clearly describes the ¶’s 
purpose & supports thesis 

 Clear use of definition strategy 

 Clear trans. into evidence from the book 

 Evidence demonstrates support for TS and is clearly cited 
using MLA style 

 Analysis demonstrates strong understanding of the novel   

 Connection back to TH  
Paragraph Structure    (4 pts ea.) 
Paragraph #2                                                   
________/24pts 

  Topic Sentence uses transition, clearly describes the ¶’s 
purpose & supports thesis 

 Clear use of definition strategy 

 Clear trans. into evidence from the book 

 Evidence demonstrates support for TS and is clearly cited 
using MLA style 

 Analysis demonstrates strong understanding of the novel 
and evolves the TH into a new and more highly evolved 
claim 

 Clarifying statement describes the newly evolved claim 
Paragraph Structure    (4 pts ea.) 
Paragraph #3                                                   
________/24pts 

 Topic Sentence uses transition, clearly describes the ¶’s 
purpose & supports thesis 

 Clear use of definition strategy 

 Clear trans. into evidence from the book 

 Evidence demonstrates support for TS and is clearly cited 
using MLA style 

 Analysis demonstrates strong understanding of the novel 
and evolves the TH into a new and more highly evolved 
claim 

 Clarifying statement describes the newly evolved claim 
Conclusion     (3 pts ea.)                                  
________/9pts 

 Revisits  most evolved form of thesis  

 Wraps up all main points 

 Implications – ends with an  interesting thought related to 
your discussion 

Mechanics           (2 pts ea.)                              
________/8pts 

 Strong command of diction & syntax  

 Varied sentence patterns  

 Control of pronoun / antecedent agreement  

 Control of subject / verb 

 
Total ___________________ / 101 
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