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Great Gatsby Essay

Cheating = Success?

     Is success a destination, or is it the road one is on? For many, the American Dream simply meant the chance to get “on the road.” Once on the road, it was up to the individual. Work hard, make good decisions, lead a happy life, all of these things added up to a degree of “success.” But to many, the American Dream means “success” not the hard work that is involved. To these people, it is not how hard you work, it is not making good decisions, it’s not about leading a happy life. It’s all about making money, at any cost, even cheating, to achieve a level of success. In the novel, The Great Gatsby, the reader is confronted with a variety of characters, each going after their version of the American Dream. Considering all of these characters, Nick, the narrator, seems the best of the lot. In many ways, Nick is like an honest student among a bunch of cheats.
     First off, although pretty well off, Nick goes East to New York, willing to work hard on stocks and bonds to make even more money. This is just like a student with some skills, willing to work hard at writing essays to build up his or her skills. This person knows the grade is not as important as the skills being developed that will help down the road in college, and on the job. Nick sees himself as an honest person. "Everyone suspects himself of at least one of the cardinal virtues, and this is mine: I am one of the few honest people that I have ever known."(p. 18) He looks around at the other characters and sees the cheating, the lying, the uncaring attitudes of those who only care about money. This is similar to the honest student seeing others lift essays from the Internet, exchanging essays with other friends, all in an effort to get a passing grade at any cost. Pretty sad situation.
     One such character is Tom Buchanan. Tom does nothing. He’s described as a huge man, a one-time football player who now can only be introduced as “Tom, the polo player.”(p. 115)  When Tom is feeling threatened, he simply takes off on a vacation for a few months. Tom is just like those students who do nothing at school. They come to play sports or whatever, but basically just want to drift through school “doing nothing.” Once challenged about their lack of work, they transfer to another school, or simply drop out for a while, then come back to school as if nothing has happened. There are always those students who are coming and going.
     Another character is Jordan Baker. She is a golf pro, but strangely, she is never described as practicing or working at her sport. In fact, it is stated that she is a cheat. “She was incurably dishonest. She wasn’t able to endure being at a disadvantage and, given this unwillingness, I suppose she had begun dealing in subterfuges when she was very young in order to keep that cool, insolent smile turned to the world and yet satisfy the demands of her hard, jaunty body.” (p. 75).  Besides being a cheat, she wonders why not everyone loves her, even though she treats people badly. This character is similar to those cheating students who take other students’ papers, put their own name on them, then wonder why teachers don’t love them. They see nothing wrong with out and out stealing other student’s papers. Their end result is simply a passing grade, much like Jordan Baker only caring about “winning” at golf even if that involves cheating. I’d be curious to see how these students do down the road in college and beyond.

     One central character is Jay Gatsby himself. Although he does “work” to earn his level of success, we discover that his work involves illegal activities. Gatsby is into bootlegging, stolen bonds, and possibly even murder. "I found out what your ‘drug-stores’ were." He turned to us and spoke rapidly. "He and this Wolfsheim bought up a lot of side-street drug-stores here and in Chicago and sold grain alcohol over the counter. That’s one of his little stunts. I picked him for a bootlegger the first time I saw him, and I wasn’t far wrong."(p. 174) This is what Tom Buchanan says about Gatsby. And he is correct. It often takes a cheat to find a cheat. This is like those students who lift essays off of the Internet, change one or two words, and then pass it off as their own work. Although they actually do some work, it is still unacceptable because it’s just not right. All they worry about is the end result, the grade. They don’t care that they are not learning a darn thing. There are many, many students just like Gatsby, and it ain’t so great.

     Surrounded by such a motley crew, it’s not surprising that Nick finally gives up on them and goes back home to Wisconsin. “It was all very careless and confused. They were careless people, Tom and Daisy - they smashed up things and creatures and then retreated back into their money or their vast carelessness, or whatever it was that kept them together, and let other people clean up the mess they had made. . . . “ (p.188). He’s sickened by those around him and realizes that working in such an environment will just be toxic to him. He probably fears that he will start to act like those around him. This is reminiscent of students who just can’t wait to get out of the toxic environment of some high schools. Surrounded by cheaters and liars, they bail out and get into Running Start as soon as they can. Either that, or they just hold out until they get to the next level. Once in college, the cheaters and liars all seem to go nuts on the drinking and partying and soon drop out after a semester, or a year. For those students plagued with the cheaters, hang in there. The simple truth is that education will seem to get easier and easier the further one goes. Actually though, it’s when the skills that are being developed now, get stronger and stronger, the assignments will get tougher in college and beyond, but will seem much easier. So all you Nicks out there, stay the course, continue down the success road. Your working hard is the success, not in the grade one tries to achieve.
