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Abstract: 
 

The modern American fiction represents identity as unstable, fragmented, and deeply shaped by 

social disillusionment. Through shifting narrators, psychological conflict, and alienated 

protagonists, these works portray individuals struggling to define themselves within cultures 

marked by materialism, war, racism, gender expectations, and emotional isolation. The “fractured 

dream” becomes a central metaphor for the collapse of the American Dream, revealing how 

promises of success, freedom, and self-realization often lead instead to confusion and despair. 

Recurring themes of alienation, loss, memory, and resistance, the paper argues that modern 

American fiction exposes the tension between personal identity and national ideals. These texts do 

not merely depict individual crisis; they also critique the larger structures that produce 

disillusionment. Modern American fiction presents identity as a site of struggle, reflecting both the 

broken promises of modern life and the enduring human search for meaning and belonging. 
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1. Introduction 

The American Dream has long been understood as the promise that anyone, regardless of birth or 

background, can achieve freedom, success, self-definition, and upward social mobility through 

effort and determination. James Truslow Adams, who popularized the term, described it not simply 

as the pursuit of wealth, but as the hope for “a better, richer, and happier life” for all citizens 

(Adams, 1931). For generations, this ideal shaped American culture and literature, offering a 

powerful image of the United States as a land of possibility and self-making. Modern American 

fiction increasingly questions this dream instead of celebrating it. Rather than presenting success as 

attainable and identity as stable, many modern writers reveal the gap between national promises and 

lived reality. Literary criticism has shown that American fiction often exposes the American Dream 
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as an illusion shaped by inequality, materialism, and social pressure, leaving characters frustrated 

rather than fulfilled (Muttaleb et al., 2024). In these works, the dream does not liberate the 

individual; instead, it often becomes a source of disappointment and inner conflict. This conflict is 

closely tied to the idea of the fractured self. In modern thought, identity is no longer seen as fixed or 

unified, but as unstable, shifting, and influenced by social expectations (Hall, 1992). Individuals are 

pressured to perform versions of themselves that fit cultural ideals of success, gender, class, or 

belonging. As Bauman (2004) suggests, modern identity is marked by uncertainty, insecurity, and 

constant reconstruction. Modern American fiction captures this struggle vividly: characters often 

find themselves divided between who they truly are and who society demands they become. 

Modern American writers portray identity as unstable and disillusionment as the inevitable result of 

chasing false promises embedded within the American Dream (Adams, 1931; Hall, 1992; Muttaleb 

et al., 2024). 

2. The Collapse of the American Dream 

Modern American fiction repeatedly shows that the American Dream has lost its moral center. What 

once promised freedom, dignity, and self-made success now often appears as a system built on 

pressure, comparison, and endless dissatisfaction. In many novels, characters pursue money, status, 

or public recognition believing these things will give their lives meaning, yet success usually leaves 

them spiritually empty rather than fulfilled. The dream survives as an attractive image, but fiction 

exposes the emotional and ethical cost of believing in it too completely (White & Hanson, 2011; 

Callahan, 1996). 

Writers also reveal that the dream is no longer simply about hope; it has been reshaped by 

capitalism into a culture of competition and performance. Characters are taught to measure 

themselves through possessions, career advancement, and social visibility, so achievement becomes 

shallow and deeply isolating. Instead of offering liberation, the dream frequently traps individuals in 

material desire and moral compromise. This is why modern fiction often treats ambition not as 

heroic, but as exhausting and destructive (Callahan, 1996; Barksdale, 1966). 

At the same time, these novels challenge the myth that success is equally available to everyone. 

Fiction makes visible what the traditional dream often hides: class barriers, racial exclusion, and 

gender inequality. Many characters do not fail because they lack effort, but because the promise 

itself was never equally open to them. By revealing these limits, modern American fiction 

transforms the American Dream from a national ideal into a source of disillusionment and critique 

(Loewen, 2011; Hanson, 2011). 

3. Identity as Fragmented and Unstable 

A central concern of modern American fiction is the instability of identity. Instead of presenting the 

self as whole, confident, and self-determined, many novels portray identity as divided, uncertain, 

and continually shaped by outside forces. Characters often live between two versions of themselves: 

the public identity they perform for society and the private self they can barely understand. This 

split creates tension, because the individual is never fully free to become who they truly are 

(Jasinski, 2000; Islam, 2018). 

Modern fiction therefore questions the old belief that identity is simply made through willpower. 

Family history, race, gender, memory, migration, and trauma all shape the self in ways that cannot 

be ignored. Characters inherit expectations before they can choose their own lives, and they carry 

emotional wounds that complicate any neat idea of reinvention. The self becomes fragile because it 

is formed under pressure, not in freedom (Hanson, 2011; Islam, 2018). 

This is why the fractured self appears so often in modern American writing. Personal desire clashes 

with social expectation, and the result is confusion, role-playing, and emotional division. Identity 

becomes something unstable: not a fixed truth, but a struggle. In this sense, modern fiction suggests 
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that disillusionment is not only social or economic; it is also deeply psychological, because the 

search for selfhood itself becomes painful and unfinished (Jasinski, 2000; Barksdale, 1966). 

4. Alienation and Loneliness 

Alienation is one of the defining emotional conditions of modern American fiction. Again and 

again, writers depict individuals who feel cut off from others, from meaningful work, from family 

life, and even from their own inner selves. These characters may live in crowded cities, work in 

busy institutions, or move through consumer society surrounded by people, yet they remain 

profoundly alone. Their isolation reflects a culture that promises connection and success but often 

produces detachment instead (Barksdale, 1966; Hume, 2000). 

This loneliness is not merely personal weakness; it is shaped by modern social life. Urban existence, 

competitive individualism, and consumer values encourage people to present polished surfaces 

rather than honest selves. As a result, relationships become thin, communication becomes strained, 

and belonging feels temporary. Fiction captures this emotional distance by showing characters who 

drift through routines without intimacy, purpose, or stable community (Girgus, 1979; Hume, 2000). 

Alienation also grows when people can no longer reconcile who they are with what society asks 

them to become. When the self is fractured and the dream has already failed, loneliness becomes 

almost inevitable. Modern American fiction presents this not as an accidental condition, but as a 

symptom of a society that celebrates independence while quietly producing emotional 

abandonment. In that sense, alienation becomes one of the clearest signs that the American Dream 

has broken down at both the social and personal level (Barksdale, 1966; Islam, 2018). 

5. Materialism and Moral Emptiness 

Modern American fiction often shows that money cannot give a person a real self. Instead, writers 

suggest that material success usually creates a performance of identity rather than inner fulfillment. 

In The Great Gatsby, Gatsby builds himself through wealth, luxury, and spectacle, yet his life 

remains emotionally empty and tragically unstable (Fitzgerald, 1925). His possessions make him 

visible in society, but they do not make him whole. This is why material success in modern fiction 

often feels hollow: it promises meaning, but only produces illusion. 

Writers also criticize the larger consumer culture that teaches people to measure worth through 

status symbols. Consumer culture turns identity into something displayed, purchased, and socially 

recognized rather than genuinely lived (McCracken, 1986; Richins, 1994). In literary terms, this 

produces shallow relationships because people begin to desire appearances more than intimacy. 

Love, friendship, and even self-respect become tied to class performance and public image. Modern 

American fiction repeatedly exposes the sadness behind this condition: people may gain comfort, 

glamour, or admiration, yet still feel spiritually poor. In that sense, materialism becomes not a 

source of identity, but a mask covering loneliness, insecurity, and moral disillusionment (Arnould & 

Thompson, 2005; Fitzgerald, 1925). 

6. Class and Social Inequality 

Another major concern in modern American fiction is the idea that opportunity is never equally 

available. The American Dream claims that hard work leads to success, but many writers reveal that 

class shapes lives long before individual effort can matter (Greene, 1983). Social background 

influences education, confidence, mobility, and even the way a person is seen by others. Because of 

this, freedom in fiction is often shown as limited, conditional, and deeply unequal. 

Characters from poor or marginal backgrounds frequently face barriers that are not always visible 

but are still powerful. These barriers may appear as prejudice, economic hardship, cultural 

exclusion, or the quiet assumption that some people do not belong in spaces of privilege. In Native 

Son, Richard Wright presents a world in which Bigger Thomas is trapped by structural inequality 
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long before he can imagine real self-determination (Wright, 1940). His crisis is not simply personal; 

it is shaped by a social order that denies him genuine mobility. Modern American fiction therefore 

exposes upward mobility as selective rather than universal. The dream survives as an ideal, but the 

novels themselves often show that it is distributed unevenly, withheld from many, and tied to 

systems of power that make equal advancement almost impossible (Afflerbach, 2015; Greene, 

1983). 

7. Race and the Search for Selfhood 

For many American writers, identity cannot be separated from race because race determines how a 

person is seen, judged, and valued. In this sense, racial discrimination does not merely block 

opportunity; it also fractures self-perception. A person begins to struggle not only with who they 

are, but with the distorted image forced upon them by society. Modern fiction shows that this 

pressure creates a painful split between inner identity and public recognition. 

This struggle is central to Invisible Man, where Ellison’s narrator experiences invisibility not as 

literal absence, but as the refusal of dominant culture to see him as fully human (Ellison, 1952). His 

identity is repeatedly shaped by stereotypes, expectations, and ideological systems that speak about 

him without ever truly knowing him. Scholars have noted that the novel powerfully links racial 

identity to social structures that demand conformity while denying genuine belonging (Hoberek, 

1998; Wilner, 1970). Through such portrayals, fiction reveals that the American Dream is not 

universal. It is marked by exclusion and racial hierarchy, and its promises often depend on who is 

allowed to be recognized as fully American. For minority characters, the search for selfhood 

becomes inseparable from resisting the gaze of a culture built on injustice (Ellison, 1952; Wright, 

1940). 

8. Gender and Identity Crisis 

Modern American fiction also shows that gender can become a trap, forcing people to live 

according to narrow cultural scripts. Women are often expected to embody beauty, obedience, 

domesticity, or emotional restraint, while men are expected to project control, power, and success. 

When characters fail or refuse these roles, they often experience confusion, alienation, and deep 

disappointment. 

This tension is especially clear in The Bell Jar, where Esther Greenwood struggles against a world 

that offers her highly restrictive models of femininity (Plath, 1963). She is intelligent and ambitious, 

yet the society around her treats womanhood as something limited to marriage, beauty, and 

submission. Her crisis grows from this clash between inward desire and outward expectation. As 

Ferretter (2008) argues, the novel exposes how patriarchal institutions shape women’s bodies, 

minds, and choices. At the same time, modern fiction also questions masculinity. Men who cannot 

achieve the ideal of dominance or economic success often experience shame and instability, as 

though their value depends entirely on public achievement (Holt & Thompson, 2004). In this way, 

gender becomes another source of fractured identity. Instead of grounding the self, social 

expectations divide it, leaving characters disillusioned with both themselves and the culture that 

defines them 

9. Psychological Conflict and Inner Breakdown 

Modern American fiction often turns away from heroic action and looks instead at the private 

struggles taking place inside the mind. In these works, the real drama is frequently psychological: 

characters are burdened by anxiety, guilt, trauma, memory, and emotional exhaustion. Rather than 

presenting identity as strong and unified, modern writers show it as fragile, wounded, and 

constantly under pressure. This inward focus makes disillusionment feel intensely personal, because 

the collapse of hope happens not only in society but also within the self (Peppis, 2014; Kartiganer, 

1970). 
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Many characters in modern fiction live with depression, confusion, or a painful sense of 

disconnection from themselves and others. Their minds become sites of conflict where past 

experiences continue to disturb the present. In this way, modern fiction suggests that identity loss is 

not simply a moral or social problem; it is also a psychological crisis. The breakdown of the inner 

world reveals how deeply the promises of modern life can fail the individual (Peppis, 2014; 

Weinstein, 2014). 

10. Illusion Versus Reality 

A major theme in modern American fiction is the painful clash between illusion and reality. 

Characters often invent dreams about love, success, family, freedom, or self-reinvention, believing 

that desire alone can reshape the world. For a time, these illusions give meaning to life, but they are 

rarely sustainable. Eventually, reality interrupts fantasy, and the truth appears in ways that are often 

cruel and irreversible (Goldblatt, 2016; McAdams, 1993). 

This collapse of illusion is central to the literature’s disillusionment. Modern writers do not merely 

show that dreams fail; they show how people emotionally depend on those dreams in order to 

survive. When illusion breaks, characters are forced into recognition, but that recognition does not 

always bring peace or freedom. Instead, truth may leave them more exposed, lonely, and uncertain 

than before (Vince, 2006; Goldblatt, 2016). 

11. Rebellion Against Social Myths 

Many protagonists in modern American fiction resist the dominant myths of their culture. They 

question the values they are told to admire: success, conformity, patriotism, stable family life, and 

moral certainty. This rebellion is important because it exposes the emptiness of social ideals that no 

longer reflect lived reality. Modern fiction therefore treats resistance as necessary, even when it is 

incomplete or self-destructive (Goldblatt, 2016; McAdams, 1993). 

Yet rebellion does not automatically lead to liberation. In many cases, characters reject one false 

system only to discover that they have no clear alternative. Their refusal to conform leaves them 

alienated, restless, and more uncertain about who they are. Modern fiction thus presents rebellion as 

both courageous and painful: it may uncover truth, but it also reveals how difficult it is to live 

outside the myths that organize society (Weinstein, 2014; Kartiganer, 1970). 

12. Narrative Style and Fragmentation 

Modern American fiction often uses experimental forms such as fragmented structure, shifting 

perspectives, stream of consciousness, and unreliable narration. These are not simply stylistic 

choices; they are deeply connected to theme. Writers use broken or unstable forms because 

traditional linear storytelling cannot fully express the uncertainty, anxiety, and fractured identity of 

modern life (Weinstein, 2014; Kartiganer, 1970). 

Form and meaning work together in these texts. Fragmented storytelling mirrors fragmented lives, 

while unstable narration reflects unstable reality. By disrupting chronology, perspective, and 

certainty, modern writers make readers experience the same confusion their characters feel. Literary 

experimentation therefore becomes one of the most powerful ways modern fiction represents 

disillusionment, showing that both identity and reality can no longer be understood as whole, stable, 

or secure (Vince, 2006; Weinstein, 2014). 

13. Representative Authors and Texts 

Modern American fiction repeatedly shows that the American Dream does not produce wholeness; 

instead, it often leaves characters divided, anxious, and spiritually empty. Through different social 

settings, these writers expose how identity becomes fractured when people try to live according to 

national myths rather than inner truth. 



61 | EXCELLENCIA: INTERNATIONAL MULTI-DISCIPLINARY JOURNAL OF EDUCATION                           

https://multijournals.org/index.php/excellencia-imje 
 

F. Scott Fitzgerald presents one of the clearest critiques of dream and wealth in The Great Gatsby. 

Jay Gatsby appears to embody self-making, ambition, and reinvention, yet his dream is built on 

illusion. His longing for Daisy is also a longing for status, legitimacy, and a past that cannot be 

recovered. Fitzgerald therefore links wealth with moral emptiness and shows that material success 

cannot secure a stable self or meaningful belonging (Fitzgerald, 1925/2004; Goldblatt, 2016; 

Canterbery, 1999). 

Arthur Miller attacks the ideology of success in Death of a Salesman. Willy Loman believes that 

charm, popularity, and commercial achievement will guarantee dignity, but this faith destroys both 

his self-respect and his family. Miller reveals that the success myth is cruel because it teaches 

ordinary people to measure their worth by economic performance. Willy’s collapse is not simply 

personal failure; it is the tragedy of a man who has internalized a false national promise (Miller, 

1949/2003). 

Ralph Ellison deepens this critique in Invisible Man by showing that identity is fractured not only 

by class aspiration but also by racism. The narrator struggles to define himself in a society that 

refuses to see him as fully human. His invisibility becomes a metaphor for racial exclusion and for 

the crisis of selfhood produced when social recognition is denied. Ellison shows that the promise of 

self-invention is hollow in a culture structured by inequality (Ellison, 1952/1995; Hedin, 1982). 

Sylvia Plath explores the fractured self through gender and mental conflict in The Bell Jar. Esther 

Greenwood is intelligent and ambitious, yet she feels trapped between social expectations of 

femininity and her own desire for freedom and authorship. Her psychological breakdown reflects 

the violence of a culture that offers women limited, contradictory identities. Plath turns inward, but 

her novel remains socially critical because Esther’s suffering grows from the pressure to perform an 

acceptable female self (Plath, 1963/2006; Budick, 1987). 

Toni Morrison presents identity as shaped by trauma, memory, race, and historical violence. In 

Beloved, selfhood is never simple or fully unified because the past of slavery continues to live 

inside the present. Sethe’s identity is marked by pain, guilt, remembrance, and maternal love, 

showing that the self in America is haunted by collective history. Morrison makes clear that the 

national dream of freedom cannot be separated from the racial trauma on which the nation was built 

(Morrison, 1987/2004; Salvatore, 2002). 

J. D. Salinger depicts alienation and the loss of innocence in The Catcher in the Rye. Holden 

Caulfield rejects the “phoniness” of the adult world because he senses that social life requires 

performance, conformity, and emotional dishonesty. His voice captures the loneliness of a young 

person unable to find authenticity in modern society. In this sense, his alienation is both personal 

and cultural (Salinger, 1951/2001; Carpenter, 1957). 

John Steinbeck gives the American Dream a social and economic dimension in The Grapes of 

Wrath. The Joad family believes in labor, movement, and survival, yet they encounter exploitation, 

dispossession, and class injustice. Steinbeck reveals the broken promise at the heart of America: 

those who work hardest are often denied security, dignity, and opportunity. The novel transforms 

private suffering into a broader critique of national inequality (Steinbeck, 1939/2006). 

14. Broader Social Critique 

These texts are not only about isolated individuals; they are about America itself. Together, they 

question national myths of equality, freedom, upward mobility, and self-invention. Their characters 

fail, break down, wander, or become invisible not because they are weak, but because the cultural 

ideals surrounding them are unstable and often deceptive (Goldblatt, 2016; Hedin, 1982). 

Modern American fiction therefore turns disillusioned characters into symbols of a disillusioned 

culture. Gatsby, Willy Loman, the Invisible Man, Esther Greenwood, Sethe, Holden Caulfield, and 

the Joads all reveal different versions of the same truth: the American Dream often demands 
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performance, denial, and sacrifice while withholding genuine fulfillment. The result is a fractured 

self, caught between private desire and public expectation (Budick, 1987; Carpenter, 1957; 

Salvatore, 2002). 

The fractured dream becomes a central image of modern American instability. These writers 

suggest that the crisis of identity is not accidental; it is the emotional and moral consequence of 

living inside false promises. Their fiction remains powerful because it exposes how national ideals 

can wound the very people they claim to uplift (Canterbery, 1999; Goldblatt, 2016). 

15. Conclusion 

Modern American fiction persistently dismantles the idealized vision of the American Dream by 

exposing the distance between national promise and lived reality. Rather than presenting America 

as a space of equal opportunity, freedom, and self-invention, these texts reveal how the dream often 

depends on illusion, selective belonging, and silent forms of suffering. The dream is not shown as 

universally attainable, but as fractured by class inequality, racial exclusion, gender expectations, 

and emotional alienation. In this way, modern fiction challenges the comforting myth that success is 

available to all who work hard enough. Identity in these works is therefore shaped not by certainty 

or fulfillment, but by conflict, exclusion, and disappointment. Characters struggle to define 

themselves within systems that promise recognition while denying dignity, security, or belonging. 

Their identities are formed in tension: between hope and reality, aspiration and limitation, public 

image and private despair. This struggle reveals that the self in modern American fiction is rarely 

stable or fully autonomous; instead, it is wounded, divided, and constantly negotiating the pressures 

imposed by society. The search for identity becomes inseparable from the experience of 

disillusionment. Disillusionment remains central because it uncovers the truth behind America’s 

promises. It strips away the language of optimism and progress to reveal structures of inequality, 

cultural hypocrisy, and personal loss. Far from being merely negative, this disillusionment is 

artistically and politically significant, because it compels readers to question inherited ideals and 

confront the human consequences of those ideals failing in practice. Modern American fiction 

endures in its power precisely because it does not allow the dream to remain abstract or innocent. 

Instead, it forces readers to confront the emotional, moral, and social cost of living inside a broken 

dream, and in doing so, it keeps the most urgent questions of American identity alive. 
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