
Ques. Discuss The Crack-Up in the context of the Great Depression. 

Ans. The Crack-Up by F. Scott Fitzgerald must be read not only as a personal confession but 

also as a cultural document shaped by the historical realities of the Great Depression. Written in 

1936, at a time when America was still reeling from economic collapse, the essays reflect the 

psychological and moral consequences of a society that had lost its faith in prosperity, progress, 

and the myth of inevitable success. Fitzgerald’s personal “crack-up” parallels the larger collapse 

of national optimism that followed the stock market crash of 1929. 

During the 1920s, Fitzgerald had emerged as the literary voice of the Jazz Age, celebrating 

youth, wealth, glamour, and restless ambition. His earlier works captured the buoyant confidence 

of a society intoxicated by economic growth and material success. However, the onset of the 

Great Depression shattered this atmosphere of exuberance. Massive unemployment, financial 

ruin, and widespread poverty replaced the illusion of endless opportunity. In this changed 

climate, the values that had once defined the 1920s appeared hollow and fragile. 

The Crack-Up embodies this transition from optimism to disillusionment. Fitzgerald describes 

his “emotional bankruptcy,” a phrase that resonates strongly with the economic bankruptcy 

surrounding him. Just as banks failed and fortunes disappeared, he experienced a collapse of 

inner resources. The metaphor of bankruptcy suggests that his emotional and imaginative capital 

had been exhausted. He had lived, as he admits, on borrowed hope—sustained by belief in future 

success and by the admiration of others. When the external structures of wealth and acclaim 

crumbled, his internal confidence collapsed as well. 

The Great Depression also altered the position of the artist in American society. In the 

prosperous 1920s, writers like Fitzgerald were celebrated as chroniclers of a glamorous era. In 

the 1930s, however, literature increasingly turned toward social realism and political 

engagement. Writers were expected to address poverty, labor struggles, and systemic injustice. 

Fitzgerald, whose art had often focused on romantic aspiration and psychological nuance, found 

himself somewhat out of step with the dominant literary mood. His declining popularity during 

this period intensified his sense of isolation and failure. 



Moreover, the Depression exposed the fragility of the American Dream—a central theme in 

Fitzgerald’s earlier fiction. In The Crack-Up, the belief in inevitable upward mobility is replaced 

by a sober acknowledgment of limitation. Fitzgerald realizes that ambition alone cannot 

guarantee success. The essays thus mark a profound shift in his worldview: from romantic 

idealism to restrained realism. This shift mirrors the broader national movement from speculative 

exuberance to cautious survival. 

Fitzgerald’s psychological disintegration can also be interpreted as symptomatic of generational 

trauma. The generation that had come of age during World War I and flourished in the 1920s 

now faced economic devastation and cultural uncertainty. The collapse of financial systems was 

accompanied by a collapse of faith in institutions and ideals. Fitzgerald’s confession that he had 

“lost the sense of being a person” echoes the wider loss of identity experienced by many 

Americans during the Depression. Individual worth seemed increasingly tied to economic 

success; when that success vanished, self-confidence eroded. 

Yet The Crack-Up is not merely an expression of despair. In confronting his breakdown, 

Fitzgerald adopts a tone of sober acceptance. He abandons the illusions of grandeur that once 

fueled his ambition and embraces a more modest, resilient stance. This adjustment reflects a 

broader societal adaptation during the Depression, as Americans learned to endure hardship with 

pragmatism rather than romantic optimism. 

In conclusion, The Crack-Up is deeply rooted in the historical context of the Great Depression. 

Fitzgerald’s personal crisis mirrors the economic and cultural collapse of his era. The essays 

transform private emotional bankruptcy into a metaphor for national disillusionment, capturing a 

moment when America’s faith in prosperity and progress was profoundly shaken. Through 

introspective honesty and measured prose, Fitzgerald documents not only his own fracture but 

also the psychological impact of one of the most turbulent periods in modern American history.  

 


