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Chasing the American Dream 
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Guidance for the question on p. 5 of the magazine. 

The middle of an answer 
It is also interesting to explore unattainable love through subtextual readings. Although many have 

been captivated by the love of Daisy and Gatsby, it is also possible to view the novel not so much as a 

love story, but an exploration of the American Dream in which Gatsby’s unattainable love for Daisy 

reflects the shortcomings of the American Dream. Katie McGettigan demonstrates the link between 

the character’s love and the American Dream, noting that Gatsby’s ‘wonder’ at the green light on 

Daisy’s dock that symbolises his dream echoes the ‘fresh, green breast of the new world’ meeting the 

sailors’ ‘capacity for wonder’. This perhaps casts Gatsby’s love for Daisy in an idealistic light, 

suggesting that this unattainable love is sustained by a sense of ‘wonder’ — a kind of amazement and 

admiration of something (or someone) that is out of reach and that it promises an entirely new and 

exciting world. Looked at through twenty-first century eyes, though, this unattainable love might, with 

its sematic field of conquest, seem sexist and exploitative. Indeed, the disembodied ‘breast’ might 

remind readers of the gruesome outcome of the novel’s excess when the working-class mistress of 

the upper-class Tom, who once ‘carried her flesh sensuously’, is left mutilated and lifeless after the 

novel’s climactic crash with ‘her left breast … swinging loose like a flap’.  While readers in search of a 

romance might focus on the sense of hope and awe as Gatsby contemplates Daisy across the bay, 

we might also note the lack of clarity of his vision. Indeed, Fitzgerald’s use of colour is ambiguous. 

Green can have connotations of growth and freshness, but, in some contexts, it suggests jealousy or 

sickness. 

Ambiguity surrounding unattainable love is also present in Wyatt’s ‘Whoso list to hunt’. The poet 

presents the pursuit of the unattainable lover as a hunt for a deer. Paradoxically, the speaker presents 

himself as being both ‘wearied’ but compelled to carry on. The reader is given direct access to the 

complexity of the speaker’s thoughts and feelings: his weariness is expressed not just by the repetition 

of ‘wearied’, but by aural features like the inclusion of a sigh — ‘alas’ — placed prominently in the 

middle of the second line and followed by a caesura. And the opposing feeling — his compulsion to 

pursue the unattainable love is highlighted by alliteration — he ‘may by no means, [his] wearied mind/ 

Draw from the deer’. The conflicting feelings are also underscored by envelope rhyme, which has a 

subtle circular effect in which rhymes envelop other rhymes, perhaps echoing the sense that the 

speaker is not moving on but returning to a former state. The descriptions of his actions also suggest a 

lack of progress, or a state of vacillation: the paradoxical ‘fainting I follow’ emphasises this with 

alliterated ‘f’s linking both the inability to progress towards his unattainable love (‘fainting’) and the 

compulsion to go after her (‘follow’). The pointlessness of his pursuit is encapsulated in the metaphor 

that concludes the octave: ‘in a net I seek to hold the wind’. This futile action suggests just how 

pointless his pursuit of the unattainable loved one is. While the feelings of the speaker are conflicted 
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and ambiguous, they are also clear. In Fitzgerald’s novel, Gatsby’s feelings towards his unattainable 

love are much less so. They are filtered through the perceptions of Nick, who, in Chapter 6, reports 

Gatsby’s initially successful pursuit of Daisy in sentimental, romanticised language, then 

acknowledges the ultimately indescribable nature of those feelings when he tries to express Gatsby’s 

feelings — ‘what I had almost remembered was uncommunicable forever’. The reader may be 

frustrated at the inability of Wyatt’s speaker to either give up or succeed in his pursuit of his 

unattainable lover, but they can appreciate the exact nature of his thoughts and feelings — thoughts 

and feelings that are well-developed and clear to the reader even if they are complex, ambiguous and 

contradictory. 

The vagueness in Fitzgerald’s representation is not necessarily a flaw. The gaps and uncertainties in 

the narrative allow the reader room for interpretation and heighten their interest. They also allow 

Gatsby’s pursuit of Daisy to take on symbolic qualities. While the hunt for the woman in Wyatt’s poem 

results in the reader catching up on a thinly veiled representation of Anne Boleyn, we are never really 

sure what Daisy might represent. Like the hind in Wyatt’s sonnet, she is under the control of a 

powerful man (though not quite a king or an emperor), and the novel affords us sufficient views of her 

for us to see her as one with a degree of autonomy and who might symbolise many things. She might, 

for example, symbolise the emptiness at the heart of the American Dream, the amorality of the leisure 

class, or the leisure class itself. Viewed in this final way, the unattainable Daisy becomes the ceiling of 

Gatsby’s social climbing. Such a reading becomes increasingly plausible when we consider the 

language and imagery Fitzgerald uses to describe her. One of the colours associated with her is gold 

(or yellow) and her voice is famously ‘full of money’. In addition, if we view Gatsby less as a hopeless 

romantic and more as a hopeful criminal who wants the unattainably well-to-do woman not only to mix 

with the most gilded echelon of society, but as his way to clean his dirty reputation and perhaps his 

dirty money, we can see that his love is presented in economic terms. Like bonds in hedonistic 1920s 

America, values are not absolute but fluctuate: Gatsby ‘revalued everything in his house according to 

the measure of response it drew’ from Daisy. Furthermore, from Gatsby’s perspective, Daisy is a 

commodity whose worth depends on how much she is in demand: ‘It excited him too that many men 

had already loved Daisy--it increased her value in his eyes.’ By contrast, the woman in Wyatt’s sonnet 

seems to be the possession of a wealthy man rather than to have wealth herself: the precious stones 

at the climax are not expressions of her personality, rather they speak of the possessiveness of her 

husband and act as a warning to others that she is unattainable for them.  

Commentary 
Some of the strengths of the answer include: 

• Strong understanding reflected by a good range of references to the novel and poem. 

• Confident comparisons, including comparisons of form and language. 

• Assured and sophisticated writing with apt use of critical terms. 

• Enriching use of critical views — note how the material from McGettigan helps the argue to 

develop. 
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