
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Analysis of Metaphors 
in The Great Gatsby 

 
Matthew G. Sizemore 

CN 85481720 
 

 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Executive Summary 
 
This analysis offers a patriotic reinterpretation of F. Scott Fitzgerald's The Great Gatsby, 
arguing that its famous metaphors function as warnings rather than verdicts on the 
American Dream. While conventional readings emphasize pessimism and futility, this 
essay demonstrates that Fitzgerald's critique makes the Dream more heroic, not less 
attainable. 
 
The green light represents not unattainable longing but a perpetual "go signal" - 
permission to pursue aspirations across generations. The Valley of Ashes and Doctor 
Eckleburg's eyes serve as vigilant reminders of inequality's costs, yet America's history 
proves these warnings can catalyze reform: the EPA emerged from ecological crisis, 
safety regulations from automotive tragedies. 
 
Color symbolism traces hope's corruption through green, gold, yellow, and gray - yet this 
progression is reversible. Gatsby's mansion embodies immigrant ambition and 
Fitzgerald's own belief that anything can happen in America. Most significantly, the 
novel's final image of boats "borne back ceaselessly" reframes struggle as generative: 
"borne" means not just carried but given birth to, each setback spawning a renewed 
attempt and pursuit of the Dream. 
 
The Great Gatsby Curve confirms that inequality threatens mobility, but history 
demonstrates curve-bending is possible. Fitzgerald's masterpiece ultimately affirms that 
the American Dream is the direction, not the destination - and the striving itself 
constitutes the Dream's fulfillment. 
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I. Introduction 
F. Scott Fitzgerald's The Great Gatsby (1925) closes with one of American literature's most 
quoted passages: "So we beat on, boats against the current, borne back ceaselessly into the 
past" (180). Critics have long interpreted this image as a concession to defeat - proof that the 
American Dream is an illusion fated to recede forever. This essay rejects that reading. While 
Fitzgerald's metaphors expose the corruption, inequality, and moral vacancy that poisoned the 
Jazz Age, they never declare the Dream dead. Instead, they function as warnings - stark 
diagnoses that America has repeatedly answered with renewal, reinvention, and forward 
motion. The novel's final image is not surrender; it is defiance. We keep rowing. 
 
The 1920s context matters. Fitzgerald wrote during the post-World War I hangover, when the 
Roaring Twenties' glitter was beginning to crack under the weight of speculation, Prohibition-era 
corruption, and extreme wealth concentration. The green light on Daisy's dock, the gray Valley 
of Ashes, the faded eyes of Doctor T.J. Eckleburg - these metaphors capture a nation at risk of 
losing its soul to materialism. Yet Fitzgerald ends not with despair but with wonder: the "fresh, 
green breast of the new world" that Dutch sailors once glimpsed, and the stubborn insistence 
that "tomorrow we will run faster, stretch out our arms farther" (180). 
 
Although less common than the dominant pessimistic critique, this essay offers an uplifting 
interpretation of the novel's metaphors and conclusion. This reading does not deny the tragedy; 
it argues that the tragedy makes the Dream more heroic. Many readers and critics find the novel 
inspiring precisely because Gatsby's capacity for belief survives his downfall. The 1920s setting 
and its corruptions serve as a cautionary backdrop, while Gatsby's unyielding hope and the final 
paragraph function as a call to renewed, authentic striving for the American Dream. 
 
While The Great Gatsby vividly exposes the corruption and unattainability of the American 
Dream amid 1920s materialism, Fitzgerald's metaphors - particularly the green light, the 
boats-against-the-current imagery, and Gatsby's "extraordinary gift for hope" - ultimately function 
as a motivational imperative. They celebrate the resilient human spirit that refuses to surrender 
the pursuit of an idealized future, urging Americans to "run faster, stretch out our arms farther" 
despite inevitable setbacks. 
 
This analysis examines the novel's central metaphors through a lens that accepts the critique 
while refusing the prognosis. The green light still burns. The ashes have been transformed 
before. The current pushes back, but the rowing continues. Each metaphor - the green light, the 
Valley of Ashes, the eyes of Eckleburg, the colors, the automobiles, the parties, and the water - 
reveals both warning and possibility. Fitzgerald diagnoses what threatens the American Dream; 
he does not pronounce its death. 
 
The essay structure proceeds through each major symbol, grounding interpretation in 
Fitzgerald's text while drawing connections to America's demonstrated capacity for 
self-correction. From the New Deal to the civil rights movement, from industrial wastelands 
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cleaned to technological revolutions launched, the nation has answered Fitzgerald's warnings 
with action. The Great Gatsby is not a eulogy. It is a challenge - and the United States 
continually rises to meet it. 

II. The Green Light 
The green light appears three times in the novel, each instance deepening its significance. In 
Chapter 1, Nick observes Gatsby "stretched out his arms toward the dark water in a curious 
way... I glanced seaward - and distinguished nothing except a single green light, minute and far 
away, that might have been the end of a dock" (20-21). Here, the light represents pure, 
unnamed longing - Gatsby reaching toward something he cannot yet grasp. The gesture is 
almost religious: arms extended, body oriented toward a distant promise. Nick does not yet 
understand what he witnesses, but the image establishes the novel's central tension between 
aspiration and distance. 
 
By Chapter 5, when Gatsby reunites with Daisy, the light's meaning shifts: "Possibly it had 
occurred to him that the colossal significance of that light had now vanished forever... His count 
of enchanted objects had diminished by one" (92). The attainment of the immediate goal - 
Daisy's presence - does not extinguish the light's power. It reveals that the green light was never 
about Daisy alone. It symbolizes something larger: the "orgastic future" that Fitzgerald names in 
the final chapter. Gatsby's tragedy begins here, in the moment of apparent triumph. He has 
confused the symbol with its meaning, the woman with the dream she represents. 
 
The concluding passage transforms the personal symbol into a national one. Fitzgerald links 
Gatsby's green light to the "fresh, green breast of the new world" that "flowered once for Dutch 
sailors' eyes" (180). This is the original American promise - a continent of possibility seen from 
the deck of arriving ships. The green has not vanished; it has been there since the beginning. 
Fitzgerald draws a direct line from the seventeenth-century sailors to the twentieth-century 
striver, suggesting that Gatsby's reach is not aberrant but essentially American. 
 
Critics often emphasize the light's recession: "year by year [it] recedes before us" (180). This 
reading stops too soon. The full passage insists on continuation: "It eluded us then, but that's no 
matter - tomorrow we will run faster, stretch out our arms farther... And one fine morning -" 
(180). The sentence breaks off, but the direction is forward. The light is not gone; it is ahead. 
The incomplete sentence suggests not failure but ongoing effort - the story continues beyond 
the page. 
 
As one analysis notes, "Because Gatsby's quest for Daisy is broadly associated with the 
American Dream, the green light also symbolizes that more generalized ideal" (SparkNotes). Yet 
the ideal is not declared unattainable. Every immigrant wave, every economic recovery, every 
technological breakthrough represents another generation stretching toward that same light. 
Gatsby's personal failure does not negate the symbol's power - the light persists beyond any 
single life. 
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The dominant reading treats the green light as an unattainable illusion of the past. This essay 
sees it differently: a perpetual "go" signal and beacon of hope that keeps us oriented toward 
possibility. Gatsby reaches for it night after night; even when he finally touches Daisy, the light's 
deeper meaning - "the orgastic future" - remains. Nick's reflection, "Gatsby believed in the green 
light," reads as admiration, not pity. Critics note that green evokes renewal, spring, and forward 
motion - literally the color of "go" in traffic signals. This turns the metaphor into an endorsement 
of persistent optimism. 
 
The green light functions as both warning and affirmation. It warns against reducing the Dream 
to material acquisition or romantic obsession - Gatsby's errors. It affirms that the Dream itself, 
properly understood as possibility and renewal, continues to beckon. 

III. The Valley of Ashes and the Eyes of Doctor T.J. Eckleburg 
Between West Egg and New York lies the Valley of Ashes, Fitzgerald's most damning image of 
industrial capitalism's human cost: 

This is a valley of ashes - a fantastic farm where ashes grow like wheat into ridges and 
hills and grotesque gardens; where ashes take the forms of houses and chimneys and 
rising smoke and, finally, with a transcendent effort, of men who move dimly and already 
crumbling through the powdery air. (23) 

 
The language inverts pastoral imagery - ashes "grow like wheat," forming "gardens" - to 
emphasize the perversion of natural abundance. The workers themselves become ash, 
"crumbling through the powdery air," their humanity dissolving into the waste they process. The 
"ash-gray men" who work here are the forgotten poor - the exploited underclass that enables the 
Buchanans' wealth and Gatsby's parties. As PrepScholar's analysis observes, "The valley of 
ashes stands for the forgotten poor underclass who enable the lifestyle of the wealthy few... a 
place of hopelessness, of loss, and of giving up." 
 
Fitzgerald based this image on the Corona Dumps in Queens, New York - a real ash heap 
visible from the Long Island Rail Road that processed the city's coal waste. The novel's 
geography is precise: every journey between the glamorous Eggs and Manhattan requires 
passage through this wasteland. The rich cannot avoid seeing what their consumption 
produces; they simply choose not to look. 
 
Presiding over this wasteland is the billboard of Doctor T.J. Eckleburg, an oculist's 
advertisement long since abandoned: 

The eyes of Doctor T.J. Eckleburg are blue and gigantic - their retinas are one yard high. 
They look out of no face, but, instead, from a pair of enormous yellow spectacles which 
pass over a non-existent nose... But his eyes, dimmed a little by many paintless days 
under sun and rain, brood on over the solemn dumping ground. (23) 

 
These eyes have been interpreted as God watching and judging, or as the absence of God - 
moral authority that has faded like the billboard's paint. George Wilson, in his grief-stricken 
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madness, tells Michaelis: "God sees everything... that's an advertisement" (159). The confusion 
is the point. In the Valley of Ashes, even the divine has been commercialized, commodified, 
reduced to selling eyeglasses. Wilson's desperate need for moral order leads him to mistake 
commerce for providence - a diagnosis of spiritual bankruptcy that resonates beyond the 1920s. 
 
LitCharts notes that "the eyes symbolize the haunting waste of the past... reflecting the 
corruption and emptiness of dreams in the Roaring Twenties." This is accurate as a diagnosis - 
but a diagnosis is not a death sentence. The eyes warn against moral vacancy, against allowing 
commerce to replace conscience, against forgetting the workers who enable prosperity. The 
warning has been heeded before. The New Deal responded to the Depression-era valleys. The 
Great Society addressed mid-century poverty. The Clean Air Act and Clean Water Act answered 
environmental devastation. The pattern is not perfect, but it is real: America sees its wastelands 
and, eventually, acts. 
 
The eyes of Doctor T.J. Eckleburg are still watching. They call not for despair but for vigilance. 
When the nation allows new valleys to form - whether physical, economic, or moral - the faded 
billboard reminds us what happens when commerce replaces conscience. 

IV. Color Symbolism 
Fitzgerald deploys color with precision throughout The Great Gatsby, creating a palette that 
shifts between hope and corruption, purity and decay. The major colors - green, white, 
yellow/gold, and gray - carry layered meanings that resist simple interpretation. This chromatic 
system functions as a visual grammar, encoding the novel's themes in every description. 
 
Green dominates as the color of hope, money, growth, and renewal. Beyond the green light, the 
color appears in the "green card" of Gatsby's invitation, the "green leather conservatory" of his 
car, and the "fresh, green breast of the new world" in the final meditation. Green is inherently 
dual: it represents both natural growth and the currency that drives aspiration. American money 
has been printed with green ink since 1861 - the color of the Dream is literally the color of the 
dollar. This duality mirrors the American Dream itself - simultaneously noble (growth, renewal, 
possibility) and susceptible to corruption (greed, materialism, acquisition). 
 
White appears most prominently in Daisy and Jordan, who are introduced "in white" in a room 
with white curtains, a white ceiling, and a "frosted wedding-cake" quality (8). White suggests 
purity, innocence, and the Old South aristocracy. Yet Fitzgerald reveals this whiteness as false - 
a veneer covering moral emptiness. Daisy's white dresses do not prevent her from running 
down Myrtle Wilson and retreating into her wealth. The "white palaces" of East Egg house 
careless people who "smashed up things and creatures and then retreated back into their 
money" (179). White becomes the color of illusion - purity performed rather than practiced. The 
association extends to Daisy's name itself: a white flower with a yellow center, beautiful on the 
surface but concealing corruption within. 
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Yellow and gold represent corruption of wealth. Gatsby's car - the "death car" - is "a rich cream 
color, bright with nickel, swollen here and there in its monstrous length with triumphant 
hat-boxes and supper-boxes and tool-boxes, and terraced with a labyrinth of wind-shields that 
mirrored a dozen suns" (64). The car that dazzles is the car that kills. Gatsby's party guests 
appear in "yellow cocktail music" (40). Gold is wealth made garish, success turned spectacle. 
Even Gatsby's ties are gold, his bathroom fixtures gold - everywhere the color announces 
money without taste, acquisition without meaning. 
 
Gray dominates the Valley of Ashes - the moral and material waste product of the Dream 
pursued without conscience. Gray is the color of the "ash-gray men" who serve the wealthy, the 
color that drains vitality from the landscape. It represents the endpoint of the color progression: 
green hope becomes yellow excess becomes gray waste. 
 
The color system reveals Fitzgerald's method: nothing is fixed. Green can mean hope or money. 
White can mean purity or its absence. Yellow can mean wealth or death. The American Dream 
is not inherently corrupt; it becomes corrupt when its colors shift from green (growth) to yellow 
(excess) to gray (waste). The solution is not to abandon the Dream but to restore its proper 
hues. 

V. The Automobile 
The automobile in The Great Gatsby embodies modernity's promise and peril. Cars represent 
freedom, status, speed, and - ultimately - death. Fitzgerald uses them to dramatize how 
technology amplifies both possibility and recklessness. In the 1920s, automobile ownership 
exploded from 8 million to 23 million registered vehicles - a transformation of American life that 
the novel captures in all its ambivalence. 
 
Gatsby's vehicle is described with almost emotional detail: "It was a rich cream color, bright with 
nickel... I'd seen it. Everybody had seen it. It was Gatsby's car" (64). The car announces his 
arrival into society, his self-invention complete. Unlike the Buchanans' old-money discretion, 
Gatsby displays his wealth on wheels. The car is his chariot across class lines. When Tom 
Buchanan insists on driving it to the city, he temporarily claims Gatsby's identity - and the 
violence that follows from this exchange of vehicles becomes the novel's moral pivot. 
 
Yet the same vehicle becomes the "death car" that "ripped her open" when Daisy strikes Myrtle 
Wilson (137). The hit-and-run - Daisy driving, Gatsby protecting her, Tom misdirecting George 
Wilson toward revenge - concentrates the novel's moral indictment. The careless rich speed 
through life destroying others and "retreat back into their money" without consequence. The car 
becomes a weapon of class warfare, the poor body crushed by the machine that symbolizes 
wealth. 
 
Tom Buchanan's driving is "impatient" (119). Jordan Baker "left a borrowed car out in the rain 
with the top down, and then lied about it" (57). Nick observes that "either you ought to be more 
careful, or you oughtn't to drive at all" (58). The automobile exposes character: the careless 
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remain careless, amplified by horsepower. Nick's warning to Jordan becomes the novel's ethical 
baseline - care is the minimum requirement for operating dangerous technology, and the East 
Egg elite cannot meet even this standard. 
 
The patriotic reclamation of this symbol acknowledges the violence while noting the broader 
trajectory. The automobile did democratize distance. It gave the Midwest kid (Gatsby, Nick, 
Fitzgerald himself) a way out of provincial origins. America responded to automotive danger not 
by banning cars but by building better roads, requiring seatbelts, mandating safety standards, 
and reducing traffic fatalities per mile driven. The National Highway Traffic Safety 
Administration, created in 1970, institutionalized the lesson that Fitzgerald dramatized: 
technology requires regulation, speed requires responsibility. The car accident in The Great 
Gatsby is tragic and preventable - but it is not proof that mobility itself is wrong. 
 
The automobile represents American dynamism: fast, powerful, capable of creation and 
destruction. The question is who holds the wheel and whether they drive with care or 
carelessness. 

VI. Gatsby's Mansion and Parties 
Gatsby's West Egg mansion is described as "a factual imitation of some Hotel de Ville in 
Normandy, with a tower on one side, spanking new under a thin beard of raw ivy, and a marble 
swimming pool, and more than forty acres of lawn and garden" (5). The house is a stage set - 
new money performing old-world grandeur. Every detail announces aspiration; nothing yet 
carries history. The "thin beard of raw ivy" cannot yet provide the patina of age that old money 
inherits automatically. Gatsby must construct what the Buchanans were born into. 
 
The parties extend this performance to spectacle: 

In his blue gardens men and girls came and went like moths among the whisperings and 
the champagne and the stars... The last swimmers have come in from the beach now 
and are dressing up-stairs; the cars from New York are parked five deep in the drive... 
the halls and salons and verandas are gaudy with primary colors. (39-40) 

 
The simile of moths is telling - drawn to light, ephemeral, ultimately doomed. Guests conduct 
themselves "according to the rules of behavior associated with amusement parks" (41). They 
arrive uninvited, consume Gatsby's hospitality, and speculate about their mysterious host. 
Rumors circulate that he killed a man, that he was a German spy, that he is the nephew of 
Kaiser Wilhelm. Gatsby remains unknowable even in his own house, a cipher at the center of 
his own party. When Gatsby dies, none attend his funeral - the performance revealed as hollow 
connection. 
 
Fitzgerald critiques the emptiness of spectacle-as-success. Gatsby's parties bring no genuine 
community, no lasting relationships, no moral substance. The commodification of hospitality 
mirrors the commodification of the Dream itself: impressive on the surface, vacant within. The 
shirts scene crystallizes this dynamic - Daisy weeps at the display of "shirts with stripes and 
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scrolls and plaids in coral and apple-green and lavender and faint orange, with monograms of 
Indian blue" (92). She cries not from joy but from the overwhelming materialism, the substitution 
of things for feeling. 
 
Yet Gatsby's self-invention cannot be dismissed entirely. He started as James Gatz, "a 
penniless young man without a past" (149). Through will, imagination, and admittedly criminal 
enterprise, he constructed an identity, a fortune, and a legend. This is the American story in its 
rawest form - the log cabin to the White House, the garage startup to the Fortune 500, Ellis 
Island to the executive suite. Nick introduces Gatsby with genuine awe: "If personality is an 
unbroken series of successful gestures, then there was something gorgeous about him... it was 
an extraordinary gift for hope, a romantic readiness such as I have never found in any other 
person" (2). This is not ironic - Nick returns to the Midwest precisely because he can no longer 
stomach the East's cynicism. Gatsby's willingness to reinvent himself and chase an idealized 
love (even if corrupted by money) models the Dream's best version: hard work, vision, and 
integrity of purpose. His failure stems from shortcuts and the old-money world's resistance, not 
from the Dream itself being worthless. 
 
The novel captures this optimism explicitly when Nick crosses the Queensboro Bridge into 
Manhattan: "The city seen from the Queensboro Bridge is always the city seen for the first time, 
in its first wild promise of all the mystery and the beauty in the world... anything can happen now 
that we've slid over this bridge... anything at all... Even Gatsby could happen" (69). This 
passage affirms that America remains the land where reinvention is possible - where even 
impossible figures like Gatsby can emerge. 
 
The tragedy is not that Gatsby tried to reinvent himself. It is that old-money gatekeepers (Tom's 
"I suppose you've got to make your living" sneer) refused to accept the reinvention as legitimate, 
and that Gatsby himself confused the means (wealth, spectacle) with the end (love, belonging, 
meaning). America has torn down more such gates than it has built. The path from outsider to 
insider remains possible - when the aspirant remembers that spectacle is not substance. 

VII. Water, Boats, and the Current 
This is the core metaphor of defiant progress. Water pervades The Great Gatsby as the medium 
of separation, memory, and struggle. The bay between West Egg and East Egg divides new 
money from old, aspiration from establishment. Gatsby stares across this water at the green 
light. Nick watches from his small lawn as Gatsby reaches toward what he cannot have. The 
water is never crossed directly - characters drive around it, taking the land route through the 
Valley of Ashes. The bay remains impassable, a moat protecting East Egg's inherited privilege. 
 
Rain accompanies the pivotal reunion between Gatsby and Daisy, the weather mirroring 
emotional turbulence. The dock extends into the sound, reaching toward East Egg without ever 
arriving. Gatsby's pool - the site of his death - represents a privatized, controlled version of the 
natural water he cannot master. The ocean that brought the Dutch sailors to the "fresh, green 
breast of the new world" becomes, by the novel's end, a metaphor for time itself. 
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The novel's climactic metaphor arrives in its final paragraph: 

Gatsby believed in the green light, the orgastic future that year by year recedes before 
us. It eluded us then, but that's no matter - tomorrow we will run faster, stretch out our 
arms farther... And one fine morning - 
 
So we beat on, boats against the current, borne back ceaselessly into the past. (180) 

 
The dominant reading interprets this passage as futile struggle, cyclical failure. The motivational 
reframing sees something different: the phrase celebrates active resilience. "Beat on" is the key 
verb - energetic, determined, unceasing. One widely cited interpretation sees "borne" not as a 
burdensome weight but as "given birth to": we are continually reborn through our forward effort, 
even as the past pulls us. The preceding sentences reinforce this explicit optimism: "It eluded us 
then, but that's no matter - tomorrow we will run faster, stretch out our arms farther... And one 
fine morning -" The struggle itself is noble and defining; it distinguishes Gatsby (and by 
extension, American Dreamers) from the careless rich who never have to strive. 
 
The verb choice matters: "beat" suggests struggle, effort, persistence - not drifting, not 
surrender. The boats do not sink. They do not turn around. They beat on. 
 
The Dutch sailors who saw the "fresh, green breast of the new world" crossed an ocean to 
reach it. The current of the Atlantic did not stop them. The metaphor of boats against the current 
describes not futility but the essential American posture: forward motion despite resistance. 
Legacy, class, inherited disadvantage - these are currents. They do not excuse surrender. The 
Pilgrims beat against the current. The pioneers beat against the current. Every immigrant who 
arrived at Ellis Island, every family that moved west, every entrepreneur who built something 
from nothing - all beat against their respective currents. 
 
Gatsby's pool becomes the site of his death, his body floating "in the water" with "a thin red 
circle" spreading (162). The water that promised baptism into a new life delivers instead a final 
stillness. Yet even this death occurs as Gatsby waits for Daisy's call - still believing, still hoping. 
His faith outlasts his breath. The tragedy is individual; the symbol persists. 
 
The water metaphor encapsulates the essay's central argument. Fitzgerald acknowledges the 
current - the drag of the past, the weight of class, the pull of time. He never pretends it does not 
exist. But he gives the last word to the rowing, not the drifting. "So we beat on" is present tense, 
ongoing, endless. The novel closes in motion, not in stillness. The final image is not a corpse in 
a pool but a boat pushing forward. 

VIII. Supporting Motifs 
Several minor motifs reinforce the major metaphors, tightening the novel's symbolic coherence. 
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‘Daisy's voice’ is described as "full of money - that was the inexhaustible charm that rose and 
fell in it, the jingle of it, the cymbals' song of it" (120). Nick's observation reveals how Gatsby has 
commodified love itself. Daisy is not merely a woman to be won; she is the prize that represents 
class acceptance. This conflation of person and symbol explains Gatsby's tragedy: he pursued 
a woman as if she were an abstraction. The voice "full of money" warns against reducing human 
beings to what they represent rather than who they are. Gatsby loved not Daisy but the idea of 
Daisy - and ideas cannot love back. 
 
‘East Egg versus West Egg’ maps the novel's class geography. East Egg holds "the white 
palaces of fashionable East Egg" where Tom and Daisy live - old money, established, careless. 
West Egg is "the less fashionable of the two" (5), home to Gatsby's new-money mansion and 
Nick's small bungalow. The divide is not merely economic but temporal: inherited past versus 
self-made present. The locations face each other across the water, mirror images that never 
meet. America has historically sided with West Egg - celebrating the self-made, expanding 
access, questioning aristocracy. The tension Fitzgerald captures persists, but the trajectory 
favors mobility. 
 
‘Time and clocks’ appear repeatedly. Gatsby nearly knocks over Nick's mantle clock during his 
reunion with Daisy (86), literalizing his attempt to stop or reverse time. His famous declaration - 
"Can't repeat the past?... Why of course you can!" (110) - expresses the Dream's grandest 
delusion. Nick responds, "He looked around him wildly, as if the past were lurking here in the 
shadow of his house, just out of reach of his hand" (110). The past cannot be repeated. But it 
can be learned from, improved upon, transcended. Gatsby's error is not aspiration; it is the 
direction of his gaze. He looks backward to 1917 instead of forward to what might be built. 
 
‘The Holy Grail’ echo appears in Tom's accusation and Nick's narration. Gatsby's quest for 
Daisy parallels the medieval knight's quest for the sacred - noble in intent, destructive in 
obsession. The Grail could not be won through violence; neither can genuine connection be 
won through spectacle and wealth alone. Yet the Grail quest also represents the highest form of 
human aspiration - the search for meaning beyond material existence. Gatsby's failure does not 
invalidate the quest; it warns against mistaking the object for the goal. 
 
These motifs converge on a single insight: the Dream fails when it fixates on the wrong objects 
(money as end, past as destination, person as symbol) but persists when understood as the 
process of striving itself. 

IX. Conclusion 
Commonly, analyses of the metaphors of The Great Gatsby view them as a critique of the 
American Dream as illusory, corrupted by materialism, and fundamentally unattainable. 
However, when viewed through a different lens, they provide affirmation of its renewal and 
victory. 
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The Great Gatsby exposes the corruption, inequality, and moral carelessness that threatened 
the American Dream in the 1920s. Its metaphors are precise and devastating: the green light 
that recedes, the ashes that accumulate, the eyes that watch without acting, the car that kills, 
the parties that produce no community. Fitzgerald's diagnosis was accurate. 
 
But a diagnosis is not a verdict. The same decade that produced The Great Gatsby also 
produced the crash of 1929 - and then the New Deal's response. The Valley of Ashes gave way 
to the Tennessee Valley Authority, rural electrification, and the rebuilding of infrastructure. The 
"careless people" were answered by progressive taxation, labor protections, and social 
insurance. The nation read Fitzgerald's warning and acted. 
 
The Great Gatsby Curve - the economic relationship between inequality and mobility named 
after this novel - has been flattened before. Economist Alan Krueger coined the term in 2012 to 
describe how countries with higher inequality tend to have lower intergenerational mobility. The 
United States sits high on this curve, much as it did in the 1920s. Yet there will be resurgence, 
much like the post-World War II boom, the civil rights movement, the expansion of higher 
education, the technology revolutions of decades subsequent to the 1920s. The GI Bill alone 
created millions of first-generation college graduates and homeowners, transforming the 
American class structure! The curve is not destiny. 
 
Fitzgerald ends with defiance, not despair. "So we beat on" is not a lament; it is a declaration. 
The current pushes back - it always has, it always will. Class rigidity, inherited wealth, moral 
vacancy, ecological destruction: these are real forces. But they are not irresistible. The boat 
moves forward because the rower refuses to stop. 
 
Gatsby believed in the green light. His personal tragedy does not disprove the light's power - it 
warns against misunderstanding what the light represents. Nick still finds wonder even in 
Gatsby's failure: "He had come a long way to this blue lawn, and his dream must have seemed 
so close that he could hardly fail to grasp it. He did not know that it was already behind him" 
(180). The tragedy is real, but so is the wonder. The Dream is not Daisy. It is not a mansion. It is 
not spectacle. It is the capacity for renewal, the refusal to accept defeat, the forward motion 
against every current. Properly understood, the Dream is not a destination but a direction. 
 
The eyes of Doctor T.J. Eckleburg are still watching. The Valley of Ashes still threatens to 
accumulate. The careless rich still smash things and retreat. But the green light still burns 
across the water. Tomorrow we will run faster - we will keep reaching for the American Dream, 
and prevail. 
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