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How Fitzgerald uses Gatsby's pursuit to indict the myth itself
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The American Dream is not merely a backdrop for Gatsby's tragedy. It is the engine of it. F.
Scott Fitzgerald's 1925 novel is often read as a love story warped by class, but the more useful
reading treats the Dream itself – the animating American myth of self-invention through wealth
– as the antagonist. Gatsby does not fail despite the American Dream; he is destroyed by it.

The conventional reading treats Daisy as the goal and the Dream as the means. Gatsby acquires
wealth in order to win her. When she chooses Tom, the Dream fails because the love object was
always out of reach. This reading is plausible – Fitzgerald gives it room – but it leaves Gatsby
intact as a striving figure whose tragedy is merely circumstantial. A closer reading suggests the
opposite: the Dream itself is the corrupting force, and Daisy is one of its symptoms rather than
its prize.

Consider the green light at the end of Daisy's dock. In the conventional reading, the light
symbolizes Gatsby's longing for a specific woman. But Fitzgerald keeps the image impersonal. It
is "minute and far away," "almost the colour of the moon," visible across the bay long before
Gatsby has any specific destination in mind. The light is the Dream's iconography before it is
Daisy's. Gatsby reaches for it because he has been trained – by the culture, by Dan Cody, by his
own carefully edited biography – to reach for something incandescent and unobtainable. Daisy
becomes the placeholder.

Fitzgerald reinforces this through the novel's economic vocabulary. Gatsby's parties are
repeatedly described in commercial terms – "the orchestra was playing," "the cocktail music,"
"the laughter spilled with prodigality." The guests do not enjoy the parties; they consume them.
The parties function as inventory the Dream requires Gatsby to display. When Daisy attends
and finds the spectacle vulgar, the failure is not that the parties are crass. It is that the Dream's
stagecraft, once seen by its intended audience, exposes the Dream's own emptiness. Gatsby has
performed the role correctly and the performance reveals there is nothing inside the role.

The character of Tom Buchanan completes the indictment. Tom inherits the position Gatsby is
trying to build. He is, in the Dream's own logic, the finished product – old money, old manners,
settled wealth. And he is also a brute. Fitzgerald is careful not to suggest that Gatsby would have
been fine if only he had been born to it. The novel's quieter argument is that the Dream
produces both kinds of men. Tom is what happens when the Dream succeeds across
generations; Gatsby is what happens when it tries to compress that arc into a single lifetime.
Either way, the human cost is borne by those – Myrtle, Wilson, Gatsby himself – who get caught
in the machinery.

The famous closing image – "boats against the current, borne back ceaselessly into the past" – is
usually read as nostalgia, as Gatsby's failure to let go. But Nick is not describing Gatsby alone.
He is describing all of us. The current is the Dream. We row toward a green light that recedes as
we approach it, not because we are individually flawed but because the Dream is structured to
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recede. Gatsby's tragedy is not that he failed to reach Daisy. His tragedy is that he believed the
Dream was something other than the current itself.

To read the novel as a love story warped by class is to leave the American Dream uncriticized –
to treat it as the neutral medium in which Gatsby's personal failure plays out. To read it as a
sustained critique of the Dream is to take Fitzgerald seriously as a cultural diagnostician. The
novel does not condemn ambition. It condemns a particular American myth about what
ambition is supposed to deliver and to whom. Gatsby's death is the price of believing the myth
literally. Tom's survival is the price others pay so the myth can keep recruiting.
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