
 

 

I. Cultural Context in the World of The Great Gatsby 

The Great Gatsby was published in the midst of the roaring twenties and one of the 

most economically prosperous times around the world.  Several time period trends—

prohibition, jazz, flapper culture, bootlegging, and the end of World War I—are seen 

throughout the novel, including the rise of the automobile.  Jay Gatsby is an icon when it 

comes to showcasing material wealth and business success.  Gatsby’s mansion and his 

possessions are nothing but the best.  His desire for achieving the American dream isn’t just 

on his own accord, but at the desire to impress Daisy Buchanan (Forward 2013).   

Nick Carraway moves into the outskirts of New York City to a town called West Egg, 

right next to the illustrious Jay Gatsby.  West Egg and East Egg are two budding centers of 

suburbia for the wealthy, each with their own populations of old money and new money.  

The Buchanans of East Egg are introduced as a family of old money, with Tom Buchanan as 

the head of the house.  Tom Buchanan rivals Jay Gatsby throughout the story, frequents the 

city to visit the local garage owner’s wife Myrtle Wilson, and is known for his polo career.  

His wife, Daisy, has a past with Jay Gatsby but does not know of Jay’s whereabouts until 

Nick moves into town.   

From new money in West Egg, Jay Gatsby became one of the wealthiest men in 

America and no one knew how he had accomplished that.  Not only to Nick Carraway but 

also to others, his success and background is all a mystery.  Jay Gatsby has one goal in mind 

despite all the business ventures and plans he has engaged in, and that is to win over the 

heart of Daisy Buchanan, a lady he lost in the past due to his previously poor economic 

state.  In the world of East Egg and West Egg, corruption and capitalism pull and throw 

these characters together, ending in Gatsby’s death caused by a misguided, capitalistic, self-



 

 

motivated community in New York, and the death of Myrtle and George Wilson (Fitzgerald 

1925).   

The Great Gatsby has been read through several critical lenses, but most of the 

scholarship has focused on issues of race, gender, time period, and class.  My work builds 

on the scholarship that examines the economic climate of the 1920s by considering the 

connection of Ford and specifically his Brazilian rubber plantations to the novel.  While the 

connection may seem tenuous, Fitzgerald’s focus on the automobile allows for several 

connections that symbolize economic and social power similar to that of themes present in 

my research of Ford.  Through a new historicist reading of both Fordlandia and The Great 

Gatsby, many parallels can be drawn between the two subjects.  New historicism does not 

give privilege to a text, thus allowing literary and non-literary texts to converse with one 

another (Barry 166).  The lens through which I analyze Fordlandia and Fitzgerald’s work in 

my tutorial allows for an interesting critique of the American dream, one that shows more 

corruption and less fantastical visions of splendor.  

II.  Setting and Class in The Great Gatsby 

 



 

 

Illustration of the Fictitious World of The Great Gatsby1 

 West Egg and Fordlandia hold some of the same qualities.  Fordlandia and Belterra 

were created to be the typical American small towns with the perfect manicured streets, 

the supermarkets, and the identical houses for the residents.  West Egg happens to be an 

idealistic portrayal of the residents’ wealth.  Each house looks a little bit different; some are 

mansions the size of Gatsby’s palace and others as small as Nick Carraway’s home.  Unlike 

Ford’s desire for the fabricated American small town like his very own Dearborn, the world 

of West Egg and East Egg holds individual character in each home and resident that one 

meets throughout the story.  An important note to make is that East Egg and West Egg do 

differ in the fact that each represents a different type of wealth.  East Egg is the old wealth, 

while West Egg—where Gatsby resides—is the new wealth, those who have recently come 

to their riches.   

Both of these locations have their fair share of corruption and struggle.  As 

mentioned previously, Fordlandia and Belterra saw their corruption in the desire to control 

the pace of the community, in which riots broke out and the factories started to deteriorate 

in efficiency and productivity.  In West Egg and East Egg, there was corruption hidden in 

people, more specifically the Buchanan family.  While the comparison between Gatsby and 

Buchanan is simplistic because they are both wealthy and powerful, there is a difference in 

their motives.  Gatsby was motivated by power and love, whereas Buchanan found himself 

motivated by money and power.  Where trouble happened to turn up, Tom Buchanan had 
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interfered and left the consequences for someone else, using his money to run from the 

issues he had started.  

The world of West Egg and East Egg just outside of New York City is unique to this 

story as it holds so much symbolism.  Just by thinking in terms of direction and the way the 

United States developed, the eastern portion of the United States is far more populated and 

bounded to the region, whereas the west is the land of the California Gold Rush and 

manifest destiny.  The western side of the United States holds so much promise for the 

hopeful “rags to riches” individual, and so does West Egg as well.  Inhabitants such as Nick 

Carraway and Jay Gatsby prove this through their devotion to rising up from their roots.  In 

contrast, the Buchanan family in East Egg represents much more of inherited wealth and 

expectation.   

 The way in which these two towns were named is fascinating.  The directions hold 

meaning, due to the nature of America’s history, but the idea of the town name including 

the word “egg” suggests that wealth is not something that is rooted, but hatches in due 

time.  It represents the idea that wealth does not need a long history for it to be a legacy for 

a family or individual.  For the Buchanan family, their true breadth of wealth “hatched” at 

the time of their marriage.  For Gatsby, the wealth hatched when prohibition allowed for a 

risky but profitable business venture, one that would take him from “rags to riches” 

(Schneider 248).   

 Another interesting note to make about the names West Egg and East Egg is that 

with the suburbs of New York City developing slowly but surely, it is comical that “egg” was 

used to almost allude to how the rise of suburbia was yet to come.  Suburbia would be more 

visible in the coming years once cars were more or less a well-recognized and popular 



 

 

possession.  In years past, trains were used to allow transportation between metropolitan 

areas to be easier.  The invention of the car would prove to be the connecting factor that 

allowed America to spread as wide and vast as it has today, connecting rural and urban 

lifestyles.  People would not have settle where they did in the early twentieth century if it 

weren’t for access to their own mode of transportation.  Without cars becoming a highly 

popular product for customers to purchase, the rise of suburbia would not take off until the 

fifties when family and suburbia happened to create what would be known as “the 

American dream”.     

Cars are a major symbol of consumerism.  Prior to the rise of East Egg and West Egg, 

as well as the introduction of the vehicle, the island that Fitzgerald fictitiously writes about 

has become a “valley of ashes” (Levitt 262, Pumphrey 116).  The “valley of ashes” holds 

symbolism in relation to a phoenix; the phoenix is able to rise from the ashes after it has 

fallen, similar to what the world of The Great Gatsby was able to accomplish even after 

Gatbsy’s death.  This is also a nod to suburbia, none of which Fitzgerald could have 

predicted.  The idea of consumerism destroying America and the genuineness of what used 

to be “fantastic farmland” near New York City is not at any fault but the rise of cars and 

mass production of goods (Levitt 262, Pumphrey 117).  Industrialization plays a 

historically significant role here, as without any of the industrialized machines and 

factories that once did not have a home in cities, East Egg and West Egg would not have the 

familiar gray cloud above them that was created by the exhaust from the cars.  Some critics 

have written on some of the environmental connotations of the symbol of the car, 

consumerism, and the rise of the American dream and industrialized society, but for the 

purposes of this tutorial, that will not be assessed in great detail (Little 2015).   



 

 

Cars, aside from consumerism, are a signifier of wealth.  They are a symbol of 

financial freedom for individuals like Nick Carraway, but the make of the car revealed the 

owner’s social class.  Jay Gatsby was part of the new money—those who were not born into 

trust funds, large mansions, or the surroundings of East Egg.  He splurged when he had the 

money, hence his choice in the yellow custom painted Rolls Royce.  It was an example of 

prioritizing image over practicality.  Also, his bright choice in color is a nod to Gatsby’s 

desire to be seen and heard in the community.  The desire to be well known is a trait only 

found to those who grew up to have money in the novel, because of their dream of fulfilling 

the “rags to riches” story the American dream markets.   

His counterpart in the novel, Tom Buchanan, chose a navy coupe.  While practical 

and reliable due to the brand name itself, Buchanan’s choice in car also defines his own 

level of wealth.  His home and possessions show that he is a part of the old money, those 

who are used to what money can do for them as opposed to letting their bank account 

dictate what new object they choose to invest in.  His color choice also promotes the idea 

that Buchanan doesn’t need self-promoting to showcase his talents.  His family name and 

the word around town do enough talking to let the community know that he is a part of the 

upper class.  Buchanan let his money build and invest in other pursuits as opposed to 

purchasing more possessions; his mindset is a stark difference from that of the mindset of 

Gatsby and the new money upper class in the novel.   

Jay Gatsby is a great proponent of consumerism.  As a man who profited from 

breaking the eighteenth amendment, which banned the consumption and sale of alcohol, he 

sees the inevitable end for men who fail to follow the rules of capitalism and the law of the 

land.  His own car, a crème Rolls-Royce, showcases his own preaching of materialism and 



 

 

how far his own money has drowned him in the rivers of capitalism and a lifestyle fit for a 

king (Levitt 262, Pumphrey 118).  Unlike Tom Buchanan who is made of old money and his 

motives lie elsewhere with business related goals, Gatsby’s sole purpose for his car is not 

only to show how wealthy he has become, but also to show off to the girl of his dreams.  In 

true consumerism and materialistic nature, Gatsby did not purchase the car for himself but 

also to showcase his own financial strengths and his self worth. 

III.  The Great Gatsby and Cars 

 

Possible Example of Tom Buchanan’s Car: Ford Model T Coupe circa 19292 

Arguably so, the most important symbol throughout the text is the car.  Throughout 

the duration of the novel, only two types of cars are mentioned in detail.  There is Tom 

Buchanan’s car, which is a traditional navy coupe, and then there is Gatsby’s yellow car.  

Bright and bold shades were popular of the time period, despite Ford’s comment that a 

customer could have his car painted “any color as long as that color is black”.  It was also 

not uncommon to see multiple different hues on cars, as many consumers vied for the 
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uniqueness and customization of painting their vehicles to their liking.  As for Ford’s taste 

in darker colors, this was due to the fact that the darker the tint, the longer the paint lasted 

(Consumerist 2014).  With the brilliance and vividness of the cars within the text, it’s 

assumed that the cars Gatsby owned were not Ford, but it is quite possible that Buchanan 

owned his very own model T by Ford (Fitzgerald 1925).   

During the 1920s, cars were an up and coming product for American households.  

Fitzgerald wrote The Great Gatsby during a time period in which the car industry saw 

dramatic shifts as far as business but also in terms of symbolism.  Only those who could 

afford it managed to purchase their own vehicle, and in some cases were able to customize 

it to their liking.  Ford had cut prices six times from 1921 to 1925, in an effort to make it 

affordable and increase their sales, which led to a surge in the total number of cars in 

America.  In 1919, there were only 6.7 million cars on the road but by 1929, there were 27 

million cars in America.  In terms of population and cars, it equated to one per household 

(University of Houston 2016).  The rise of gas stations and repair shops for cars was 

inevitable, as two of the characters owned a garage: the Wilsons.   

The Wilsons’ garage was a stopping point for travelers through the “valley of ashes”.  

For Myrtle and George Wilson, neither of them had a vehicle but still worked for the 

wealthier classes to be able to afford a car and head west (Fitzgerald 122-124).  Much like 

Nick Carraway, they longed for freedom through having their own car and even reached 

out to their own clients for assistance in getting a car.  But their role was necessary for the 

area.  In the end, their departure was not heading west but in death (Fitzgerald 137 and 

162).  Even if Myrtle had not passed away and they headed west, they would be replaced 

and the garage would still be functioning to serve the local communities.  But the “death 



 

 

car” took Myrtle’s life and George ended up taking Jay’s under the false assumption he was 

the one driving the car that killed his wife instead of Daisy.   

Stores like the garage are signifiers of the development cars were producing 

between the city and suburbs.  It started with garages that would serve customers gas and 

offer repairs, and then it would grow to be dealerships for the mass amount of cars that 

Americans were looking to purchase.  With the exponential growth of cars and the 

conveniences for vehicles, it was no wonder that communities started to grow and take 

over once empty land.  Now, dealerships and the appropriate conveniences for cars are 

spotted on every corner in the same manner that McDonald’s has grown in the United 

States.   

 

Possible Example of Tom Buchanan’s Car: Navy Lincoln Model L Two Window Car 

circa 19293 
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Men of higher economic and social stature like Buchanan and Ford didn’t settle 

when it came to finding the perfect vehicle.  Gatsby’s car, as described throughout the text, 

can only be imagined as an older model of a Rolls Royce.  Buchanan on the other hand, like 

mentioned earlier, most likely owned a Ford or a less flashy car.  Gatsby found an obscure 

car company of the time, much like the origin of many of his possessions, and opted for a 

more exotic and eccentric car choice.  Buchanan’s dark paint job saved him time tending to 

his vehicle, which Gatsby most likely had to do frequently because of his custom bright 

paint job on his Rolls Royce.  Also by general knowledge in most cases, the more expensive 

the car, the more repair work that needs to be done and more maintenance required.  Thus, 

Buchanan’s mindset in purchasing a car was far more practical whereas Gatsby’s mindset 

(and the mindset of most new money individuals) came from the desire to show off their 

wealth and power in the community.  Gatsby’s car, due to the color and his fame, couldn’t 

hide from the crime that was committed when Myrtle Wilson was killed.   

 

 

 



 

 

Example of Jay Gatsby’s Yellow Rolls Royce Phantom circa 19294 

For Nick Carraway and others who struggled to rise above the poor crowd, having a 

car meant being able to escape and fit in with the rest of the community.  Individuals like 

Nick Carraway and the Wilsons blended in with the crowds.  They were the individuals 

who longed to stand out and make a name for themselves.  The car was a symbol of 

freedom and wealth.  Less important than it is today, the make of the car happened to play 

a significant role, but simply having one in the early 1920s sent a message to others that 

demanded respect.  Cars, because of the freshness of the idea, were a necessity priced as a 

luxury and would further become an important tool to America’s development, as well as 

what it means to achieve the “American dream” (Little 2015).   

IV. Colors Throughout The Great Gatsby 

Cars hold their own authority as a symbol and theme throughout the text, but more 

so than anything else, colors as well have high priority as providing meaning to the novel.  

There is a kaleidoscope of pigments throughout the text.  Some of the less known hues that 

are mentioned include red, which line the shades of the Buchanan home and symbolize risk 

and death.  Grey, another color that is mentioned seven times, represents the poor and the 

faceless.  The poor and faceless in this respect would be the Wilsons, specifically in relation 

to Myrtle Wilson who dies at the hands of Gatsby’s car, but fails to hold the same 

significance in her own death as Gatsby’s did.  Individuals such as the Wilsons’ aspire to live 

large, represented by their collective dream of going west.  But due to tampered hands and 

driving, that fails to happen and also allows interpretation for what happens when 
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someone tries to escape the cycle of poverty, an idea that will be elaborated on further on 

in this tutorial (Samkanashvili 36, Schneider 250).   

The green light at the end of the dock happens to be one of the more prominent and 

memorable scenes both in writing and both films.  Green is mentioned nineteen times 

throughout the text.  The color green is in its simplest form a shade that represents money, 

wealth, but also envy.  Gatsby, in relation to Tom Buchanan’s position with Daisy as his 

wife, showed particular envy and longing to have what he had, even though Tom Buchanan 

most certainly aspired the same financial success Gatsby had.  It is interesting that both 

men desired something the other had, but also intriguing that one green light at the end of 

the dock holds so much significance when it comes to the storyline of the text and Gatsby’s 

ambitions as a character (Samkanashvili 35, Schneider 249). 

 “The Use of Colors and Symbols in F. Scott Fitzgerald’s Great Gatsby” by Maia 

Samkanashvili in the Journal of Education provides an even more in depth analysis of the 

hues and symbols found in Great Gatsby.  Samkanashvili explains that green does not only 

mean symbols of wealth and envy, but also of spring and hope (Samkanashvili 31-32, 

Schneider 247).  This brings new light to the time of Gatsby’s death, being the fall, right 

before the leaves fall and the bright green color of summer fades.  The color also stands a 

symbol of hope, relating more so to Gatsby’s longing for Daisy Buchanan to be his again.  

For Nick Carraway as the narrator, his first and last moments of Jay Gatsby involve the 

green light, that beacon of hope that fades as Gatsby’s life ends.   

 In regards to cars, two colors are mentioned frequently: gold and green.  Gold 

happens to be the same paint tint of the car that killed Myrtle Wilson (Fitzgerald 137).  It’s 

known as “death car”, the same car that Gatsby had driven throughout plenty of the text.  



 

 

The implication is simple behind the color of the car: money causes death.  The aspiration 

for financial power leads to death.  For Ford, it was the death of the natural resources in 

Brazil that still happens today, the cycle of cutting into more and more land in an effort to 

find profits at the stake of Earth’s limited supply.  Gatsby saw a literal end, one that a man 

of his character certainly shouldn’t have seen so early.   

 Another comparison to be drawn between the contrasting gold and green 

throughout the text is the way in which money is exchanged.  The American dollar is green, 

relatively new in circulation comparatively to the idea of exchanging gold internationally.  

For quite some time, the medium of exchange happened to be gold or precious metal, not 

the dollar bill.  In this respect, the colors represent new and old wealth or the competing 

forces of wealth.  Old money, or gold, still holds power in international markets and it is the 

fall back from the dollar.  The dollar, on the other hand, happens to be new money, the new 

way of exchange that is volatile and rests on the idea that the exchange rate happens to be 

accommodating for all parties involved in the exchange.  Ford is symbolized also with green 

as new money because of his humble beginnings, which ties him to Jay Gatsby’s symbolism 

with colors throughout The Great Gatsby as well.  

 Other characters in the novel are symbolized through gold the symbol of old money.  

Gold, as well as other metal related colors, and yellow or crème are mentioned a total of 43 

times throughout Fitzgerald’s text.  Samkanashvili (36) discusses further about the old 

money characters being mentioned in relation to gold.  For example, Nick Carraway 

describes Jordan Baker’s arm in chapter 4 as “slender” and  “golden” or even many times 

throughout the text as “golden girl of golf” (Samkanashvili 33, Schneider).  Gold is also tied 

to Gatsby’s car, possibly as a symbol of his desire to fit in with the wealthy crowd despite 



 

 

his upbringings.  In the same respects, Daisy is known as “the golden girl” but her 

association with white is far too intense for her to be simply known as New York’s golden 

girl.   

Characters such as Daisy Buchanan, Tom Buchanan, and Jordan Baker exemplify 

gold not just in their cars but also in many of their possessions (Fitzgerald 39, 123).  In 

many ways as well, the color gold has a negative connotation.  As individuals because of 

their upbringing and their intergenerational wealth, they use others and move along, 

exhausting people just as they do their money: dispensable objects.  For the Buchanan 

family following Gatsby and Myrtle Wilson’s death, it was all too easy for them to get up 

and depart for a brief bit of time.  For them, once they have what they need, their emotional 

attachment to the event of the person harmed does not linger.  As children of old money, 

they show how easy it is to forget that certain things cannot be handled as carelessly as the 

bills in their wallet.   

 Daisy Buchanan is the only character mentioned in associated with white.  The color 

white is mentioned 49 times in total, the most mentioned and associated with any 

character or theme.  Fitzgerald wrote her associated with lighter hues and white objects to 

highlight the innocence and purity in her character and the romantic past shared by Daisy 

and Jay (Fitzgerald 85).  To Gatsby, he sees Daisy in this bright, pure light because of the 

memories they shared and the vision she helps to complete in his mind.  Samkanashvili 

(33) comments on this, saying that Daisy is not as pure as Gatsby believes.  To symbolize 

Daisy and the world of Jay Gatsy, an egg is an appropriate.  An egg is white on the outside, 

pure, but yellow on the inside, which shows that while a person or place, might appear 

innocent, corruption hides underneath (Samkanashvili 33-35, Schneider 248). 



 

 

V.  Ford, Gatsby, and their different American Dreams 

In regards to the American dream and the whole idea of a “rags to riches” tale, our 

country’s current economic state today leaves little room for growing and little hope for it 

as well.  Horatio Alger first coined the term “rags to riches” in his story Ragged Dick 

published in 1867.  It is the classic tale of hard work and an amiable character paying off in 

success, a formula that would go on to influence his future novels and other authors.  While 

writers like Alger write about these fantastic tales of mobility based on this archetype, it is 

little wonder why these stories appeal to the masses even after over a century of its first 

sighting (source from lib.vt).  Alger’s myth is the reason many people are so fascinated with 

Henry Ford and Jay Gatsby, even after knowing some of the uncommon details about Henry 

Ford.  In reality, we all aspire to be people who rise up from the ashes and come out on top.  

It is people like Jay Gatsby that Fitzgerald has created that allow us to breathe some light 

into the fantasy of having it all. 

 Jay Gatsby was born Jimmy Gatz, son of two farmers in the Midwest.  He always 

dreamed of a better life, a life of love and extravagance.  Little is eluded to the details of 

what he was doing and where exactly he was once he ran away from home, but after a 

stroke of luck, he came across a man who could change his future.  Much like young Henry 

Ford, Jay Gatsby did whatever he could to get closer to what he wanted for his life.  He met 

with people who were where he aspired to be someday, traveled, worked the dirty jobs, 

until finally a bootlegging opportunity caught his interest, one that allowed him to monitor 

from a distance and watch the money flow to him.   

 Henry Ford, much the same with his upbringing, only differed in the industry in 

which he was an entrepreneur.  The Ford Family were farmers from Dearborn, Michigan 



 

 

with very little in the bank to experiment with moving or changing careers.  They were 

middle class Americans dreaming of the same mass amounts of wealth and independence 

much of America was fixated on at the time.  His father and mother encouraged young 

Henry to tinker and create different inventions and toys in his youth.  After help from his 

father who traveled to the shows for automobiles, Henry Ford was able to finally piece 

together what others had not with the assembly line, thus bringing his business into the 

spotlight finally with the debut of Ford Motor Company.   

For Ford and Gatsby, their business ventures worked out all too well for them in the 

long run.  Despite the failure in the Amazon, Ford’s business spiked and his company 

became a household name.  They were similar leaders in their pursuits, both watching 

rather than engaging in the activity.  Gatsby would often have to take phone calls from far 

away places such as Detroit, Philadelphia, and Chicago, pulling him away from the present 

events around him (Fitzgerald 53).  It’s evident that for both men, it did not hinder any 

profits they could have made in their work.  For Gatsby, however, solely winning the 

affections of Daisy Buchanan drove his desire to find financial prosperity.  All the luxurious 

cars, parties, and long business phone calls were all in hopes that Daisy Buchanan would 

happen to appear. 

All the phone calls Gatsby endured over the course of the text suggest something 

interesting about business specifically, as well as the way that Ford managed his business 

from afar when it came to his Brazilian empire.  Through this monitoring and lack of direct 

engagement, international business or possibly business in general allows for leaders to 

put responsibilities on others.  Ultimately, no matter what happens, the brunt of the 

situation falls upon the leader whether they got their hands dirty in the cause or not.  Case 



 

 

in point with Fordlandia, Ford left his grandson the plantations knowing their value, but 

also the corruption he had caused abroad.  Despite the value of his investment, there was a 

shortcoming with the sale because Ford never truly understood what power and money 

could be made even at the end of it all.  Ford’s authority over the Amazon had left him too 

distant to actually reap the benefits of his investment. 

Jay Gatsby continued to make money all the way until his death and even following 

his death, many people who called him regarding his business managed to say they didn’t 

know him very well or that they wished his family well, but no one truly knew Gatsby 

personally (Fitzgerald 174).  To be related only on a business level, especially from such a 

distance that Gatsby and Ford allowed themselves to be at, pushed others away from them.  

Not only did their wealth and power contribute to the pedestals they were placed upon, but 

their interaction with their partners also made for them to be far too distant from their 

peers.  In the end, Ford and Gatsby were never truly known by their employees or their 

friends. 

Returning to the symbolism of what this means as far as business in this time period 

or even currently, Ford and Gatsby offer up an interpretation for present day 

entrepreneurs and business people.  In order to do successful business, the leader should 

be engaged.  Without proper engagement, there is truly not enough of a connection that 

could even meet the easily persuaded consumer.  In today’s world with the amount of 

campaigns targeted towards individuals who want to make a difference or connect with a 

brand, the way in which Ford and Gatsby did business would not be to the same effect.  The 

business world that thrives today does not rely on the necessity driven world of the 1920s 

or even the 1930s, nor does it rely on the conformity of the 1950s.  The only difference with 



 

 

these two individuals and their ventures is that in the end, Gatsby ended up being killed 

while Ford’s Fordlandia and Belterra were the entities that failed to live on.    

When analyzing their motivation and their goals, they differ because Ford would 

have much rather amassed a large amount of power rather than to win the heart of a 

romantic interest.  In fact, as explained earlier, Ford was motivated for some of the same 

dark reasons Buchanan happened to be.  Henry Ford and Jay Gatsby both had so much 

pride.  Both driven by the excessive need to achieve this American dream, they each had 

their own path to failure, but neither of them ended up in rags.   

Henry Ford’s Amazon dreams of a plantation to supply his need for rubber were 

built on hubris.  It was his pride and ego that got in the way of what could have been a very 

successful and famous story of international business; in the end, it was his idea of making 

the plantations a social mission after they economically failed that would prove to be the 

reason Fordlandia and Belterra turned into ghost towns (Bell 2013).  Jay Gatsby’s pride 

was evident in his confidence that he would win Daisy over because of his power and 

wealth.  Jay Gatsby was one of the most humble men Nick Carraway had ever met, but still 

Jay had a large amount of pride despite his humbleness in his successes.  He longed for 

something he could not have, something that was taken, and that led to his demise, leaving 

him only surrounded by wealth and those who knew the truth about the man who came 

before Jay Gatsby (Fitzgerald 1925).   

 Ford and Gatsby both experienced different paths to their eventual demise, but the 

commonality lies in the amount of corruption in both their worlds.  Henry Ford’s 

corruption originated from his imagination and the inflated confidence he had in his 

Brazilian plantations.  If he would have attempted the same at home in Michigan, the 



 

 

chances of it working were higher than that of the end result in Brazil, but Ford thought too 

large for his own good.  Gatsby, on the other hand, was in the midst of a corrupt community 

because of the power he had and the position he nearly was in, but old wealth trumped 

new wealth and he lost the fight.  With both these men as an example, the real question is 

whether or not an American dream of materialistic nature will always end in corruption.  

The answer, due to their examples and the nature of how Americans viewed the American 

dream going forward, leans towards no; an American dream of that caliber cannot be 

achieved without some form of corruption.   

 Looking past The Great Gatsby era, Americans were focused more on unity than 

individualism heading into the 1950s.  In the aftermath of the Great Depression and World 

War II, Americans banded together to strengthen their economy.  Suburbia was the new 

American dream and the “rags to riches” tale was only presented as a homogeneous 

collective identity.  Americans were encouraged to build a strong middle class life in similar 

post-war housing and strive for stability rather than rising to the top.  Ironically after a 

period of Americans longing to stand out and make a name for themselves, America 

became a society that followed the crowd.  Thus when the American dream was first 

defined, it was starkly different from what one would expect after learning about Ford and 

Gatsby’s stories.   


