
English 11 Honors   
Unit I: The Jazz Age in Context   
Romanticism at a Glance  
 
One of the many pleasures of reading The Great Gatsby comes when 
characters with competing worldviews get together to share an awkward 
moment.  For Fitzgerald, his characters’ attitudes about race, class, and 
gender all seem to stem from a more fundamental understanding of 
how the world works.  
 
Understanding the complexity of this novel, then, requires an 
understanding of some of the more dominant worldviews that take 
shape in Gatsby’s early chapters.  Literary critic Nicolas Tredell1 provides 
a brief description of two such worldviews: The European 
Enlightenment and The Romantic Movement, both of which play 
an important role in the novel.  Each of these movements is responsible 
for ushering in new attitudes that significantly shape how people make 
sense of the world around them.  Use the chart below and consider 
which Gatsby characters seem to align themselves with these ideas.  We’ll 
discuss your thinking in class. 
 

 European Enlightenment Romantic Movement 
 
 

What it was 

A movement that challenged the role of 
tradition in everyday life, especially 
concerning superstition and intolerance 
associated with the Catholic Church. 
Enlightenment thinkers used reason and 
logic to challenge the established order, and 
championed science as the best way to solve 
the problems of mankind. 

A cultural and artistic movement that began as 
a reaction against the attitudes brought about 
by the Enlightenment, especially as a way to 
combat the use of reason to understand the 
natural world.  Instead of science, 
imagination is key, with intuition and 
sentiment seen as more valuable than 
absolute truth. 

 
 

When it was 

Approximately late 17th century through 
early 19th century, though many ideas were 
falling out of favor in Europe by this time.  
Nevertheless, elements of the 
Enlightenment still shape our thinking 
about the role of science and industry. 

Approx. mid 18th century to early 20th century.  
Although, like the Enlightenment, this is a 
movement that was responsible for attitudes 
re: nature, the imagination, and spirituality that 
still register today. 

Major Voices Renee Descartes, John Locke, Voltaire, J.J. 
Rousseau, Baruch Spinoza, Newton, 
Immanuel Kant 

William Blake, Percy Bysshe Shelley, John 
Keats, Lord Byron, Walter Scott, Goethe  

 
Defining 

Characteristics 

-Belief in power of reason 
-The role of logic and science (e.g. 
scientific method) in solving the problems 
of man 
-Advancing knowledge; seeking “clarity” 

-Reaction against industrial revolution, and 
Enlightenment ways of understanding man 
and nature (esp. changing landscapes) 
 

 
 

Qualities Relied 
Upon 

Reason Over Feeling 

Objectivity Over Subjectivity 

Science Over Art 

Conformity Over Transgression 

Moderation Over Extremism 

Clarity Over Ambiguity 

Respect for Limitations Over Quest for transcendence 

Satisfaction Over Disappointment 
 

 

                                                 
1 If you’re interested in learning more about these ideas and how they relate to The Great Gatsby, consider checking out  
Tredell, Nicolas. Fitzgerald's The Great Gatsby: A Reader's Guide. London: Continuum, 2007. Print. 

 

Wanderer Above the Sea of Fog,  
Caspar David Friedrich, 1818. 


