




 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1[Rough Draft - First Two Parts]

Of course all life is a process of breaking down, but the blows that do the dramatic side of the work–the big sudden blows that come, or seem to come, from the outside–the ones you remember and blame on things on and, in moments of weakness, tell your friends about, don’t show their effect all at once. There is another sort of blow that comes from within–that you don’t feel until it’s too late to do anything about it, until you realize with finality that in some regard you will never be as good a man again. The first sort of breakage seems to happen quick–the second kind happens almost without your knowing it but is realized suddenly indeed. 

F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Crack-Up
I see now that this has been a story of the West after all . . . 

The Great Gatsby (177)

The Western Gnostic societies are in a state of intellectual and emotional paralysis because no fundamental critique of left-wing gnosticism is possible without blowing up right-wing gnosticism in its course.








Eric Voegelin, The New Science of Politics
Democracy and Desire: The Theology of Money in The Great Gatsby


Near the end of F. Scott Fitzgerald’s novel of the Dionysian energies of American democracy, the protagonist circles clock-like as he floats in his swimming pool, murdered. The killing has all the hallmarks of a sacrifice, symbolically and in fact.
 The narrator himself calls it a holocaust; Jay Gatsby’s blood leeches slowly into the water. The symbolism of Christian sacrifice (there are other Biblical symbols as well) is express and repeated. Jay Gatsby is a “son of God” come to earth “to be about his Father’s business, the service of a vast, vulgar, and meretricious beauty.” (99) He is immolated by George Wilson, who, knowing not what he does, proceeds from Michaelis the Greek, the angel of the valley of ashes. Innocent of the crime for which Wilson kills him, Gatsby atones for the sins of others, Tom, Daisy, Jordan, Nick, and Meyer Wolfsheim, not to mention that “vast, vulgar” mob over whom he presides at his parties. And so he is an offering to the all-seeing optometrist Dr. T. J. Eckleburg, the god of democracy–of visibility and the image–who keeps watch over the valley of ashes from his faded billboard. Dr. Eckleburg offers his son, so to say, to redeem the sins of the world. Fittingly, Gatsby compensates the god of celebrity and advertising for the death of Myrtle, his faithful worshiper. Order is restored, at least to the marriage of Tom and Daisy, and the sacred bond of civilization is renewed.


Nonetheless, Gatsby’s destruction is the product of a fortuitous chain of effects only contingently arising from the main action of the novel. This is set in motion by an accident–and not accidentally, by an automobile accident. With mechanical ruthlessness, it runs its course through a concatenation of misunderstandings and cross-purposes. It is a judgement divinely imposed from above rather than necessitated from within. And it occurs after Gatsby’s pretensions had been deflated and rendered harmless. He seems oblivious to the comedy and tragedy enveloping him. So it might seem an anti-climax to the main action of the novel, annexed to it more from dramatic necessity than anything else. It brings it to a close with justice and tragedy, elevating Gatsby from the ridiculous to the sublime.


The Great Gatsby, then, evidently juxtaposes two orders of being or events. True to its aesthetic modernism, it presents a Cartesian dualism of subject and object–the order of dream, desire, freedom, or spirit, and the order of space, time, and blind necessity, the order of mechanism. On the one hand, there is Gatsby’s romanticism, his poor boy’s desire to rival Tom and recapture Daisy, his boundless optimism in freedom, the power to change the past, and finally, to invent himself from nothing. On the other hand, there is the fatal series of accidents that terminate in his destruction and George Wilson’s, and that begins with the running over of Myrtle. Thus the novel presents us with a stark contrast of the inner and the outer, the spiritual and the physical, the animate and the mechanical, the individual and the social. Each of these orders has its representative in the novel: Daisy’s surface radiance, the image of her disembodied face hovering in the air, the heaven of desire; Tom Buchanan, on the other hand, is denoted primarily by his brutal physical presence, his bluntness, overriding arrogance, and forceful handling of others. His machine-like bearing is reminiscent of a cubist painting. But they are wedded, and their marriage will not be dissolved. However false its basis may seem, it is indissoluble. They are bound together by an “unmistakable natural intimacy,” which, though not happy, is not unhappy either, “and anyone would have said they were conspiring together.” (146) 


But does the novel establish or actually show any inner connection between the two orders? That is, is there any connection between Gatsby’s sacrifice, as the product of a social mechanism, and his dreams, passions, and delusions? Do they somehow mediate each other? Or are they merely accidentally related, their unity nothing more than symbolic, merely hinted at, but never really disclosed. The symbolism then is just an aesthetic artifice to abbreviate, but also to displace or even avoid, an analysis of human relations. And Gatsby’s sacrifice, though fitting, would not really reveal anything about his delusions. That would be a disappointing repetition of tradition in the guise of modernism, a fate alternately deserved or at least provoked and ennobling. The modernism of Fitzgerald’s writing would help to block access to the phenomena. For all its doubts about modernity, it would finally be enlisted to justify it. 


I suggest that Fitzgerald, perhaps because of his own ambivalence, does not fully clear these questions up, and that his novel is flawed: it reflects as much as and perhaps more than it reveals. It is not entirely satisfying from an anthropological point of view, however fine its writing. This is not to deny that Gatsby offers a “great” American type, repeated countless times since. Nor is this necessarily an obstacle to assigning the novel an important role. If we keep in mind the human reality it mirrors, perhaps it reveals more than it knows. Seen in this light, the novel suggests the role of sacrifice in the spiritual economy of democracy, and thus, in effect, a new order of mythology, one that ostensibly is not rooted in communal functions but in the freedom and liberty of individuals to desire what they will, to make themselves what they can, and to do so by means of the world of commodities that the new, consumerist economy offers up to them. By so doing, it also reveals the proper setting for the romantic ambitions of the radical thinkers of the preceding century. Marx’s critique of bourgeois society and Nietzsche’s critique of democracy each obscure the fact that their defining ambitions really express the emancipation of democratic, bourgeois desire. The emancipation of democratic desire in modern consumerism itself produces a new and distinctively modern sacrificial mechanism. This mechanism, moreover, is the engine of “progress.” 


One could say that Gatsby’s destruction is aesthetically required and symbolically appropriate; it reflects in outward fact the internal collapse of his preposterous ambition. It is poetic justice. For poetry, ironically, reestablishes the rights of reality against the fantasies of desire; it justly punishes the Promethean or Faustian man for his presumption, not to mention the imposter or the crook. The basic law of aesthetics is thus the law of collision, in which passion or pretense (tragedy or comedy) encounter their fatal limits in reality. As Tom Buchanan says–and he is introduced as speaking for “civilization,” crudely and brutally, no doubt, but just for that reason authentically–“That fellow had it coming.” And the whole story could then be placed in the tragic tradition going back to Oedipus, or at least to Aristotle. Modern aestheticism, romantic or modernist, moves wholly within this frame of reference, however different its stress or original its techniques. Within that frame, we might even be permitted to see positive merit in his aspirations, an ennobling romanticism, despite its excess, and so in a way restore the very thing struck down by fate. In this tradition, the tragic hero’s excess is not simply voluntary; it is inevitable, and even noble. Hamartia is not only flaw, it is also accident–and it is really in the end both at once, an internal destiny and an external fate.
 In a curious reversal the ideal of the virtuous act, it is a fault or flaw that, in its effect, is exculpatory and exalting. But only after the hero has paid the price. It makes him great because it destroys him. While the hero is alive, he is guilty; but in death, he is justified, because his sacrifice justifies us, releases us from the burden of our sins. Through his death, we are redeemed; through our redemption, he is ennobled. Thus the tragic catharsis. 


This law of aesthetics (originating from Hegel) is also in effect a law of history. In the same work in which the theory of hamartia is proposed, Aristotle elevates poetry over history because it grasps the universal significance of the event, not just the event in its particularity. But Hegel claimed to show that history itself bears a universal significance, and that if it can be revealed by poetry, that is because it already is poetry, an epic drama of progress and freedom realized through great thought tragic individuals who create new worlds and destroys old one, though at infinite cost to themselves. World-historical individuals destroy old worlds, but are in turn destroyed by the new ones they create: their own destruction is required to ensure the rights of the new. The destruction of the world-historical individual–that is, sacrifice–is what Hegel calls the “cunning of reason”: a mechanism of social passion that culminates in the creative destruction of the hero. To represent this epic or drama is the ambition of Hegel’s Philosophy of History. And for all its tragedy along the way, it is finally a comedy: it happily ends in the emergence of modernity as the true meaning of Christian deliverance. Hegel’s defense of modernity as the proper issue of history, and his theory of history as “creative destruction” or (as he calls it) “negativity” or “dialectic,” go hand in hand. In effect, Hegel’s philosophy of history, complete with the theory of the great man, reveals something about the structure of democratic modernity, if not exactly in the way he intended. He thought modernity delivered the final reconciliation promised by Christianity; if we are right, it represents the institution of a sacrificial system that, unlike any other, claims that it is infinitely self-perpetuating, not subject to the condition of time that hangs like a sword over all other “mythical” forms of sacrifice. All the more striking, then, that he claims modernity is the realized meaning of (Protestant) “Christianity.” The emancipation of the secular world as such from religion is in effect prognosticated by Hegel as the historical meaning of Christianity; it is Christendom. 


What is at stake in modern aesthetics is in effect the meaning of history. Let us apply this to Gatsby. From this point of view, the very thing that invites Gatsby’s destruction and that of Myrtle and George Wilson too, would then appear despite everything as kind of Promethean virtue or Faustian heroism. This is what is sometimes called in America the “power of positive thinking.” In essence, this the refusal to acknowledge the rights of reality, the limits imposed not only by space, time, and the past, but also by the presence of others. To be sure, this is a wildly exaggerated expression of what in many ways is a legitimate idea of self-development. But it is not only a very influential exaggeration; it is also one that is uncannily indispensable to the dynamism of American life. In the context of the novel, it is Gatsby’s boundless “idealism,” symbolized by the reaching out to the green light at the end of Daisy’s dock. It is the simple refusal to acknowledge ultimate limits as any part of the human condition. In essence, it is the gnostic denial of the body, as symbol as well as reality; that is, a denial of any natural order.
 The idea of limitless possibilities, the magic of endless transformation and renewal, the abrogation of the past, the rebirth of the self–these ideas used to require the supernatural intervention of grace, are in the spiritual economy of American life encapsulated in the promise of fabulous wealth and commodities such as cars and cosmetics offered up by the consumerist economy. The consumer economy is not driven by natural and social needs and ordinary pleasures, satisfactions, comforts and conveniences. Rather it is driven by the need to define oneself through things that give one a self-image. These commodities promise to make one entirely master of one’s being. 


Limitlessness, denying the validity of reality to set any boundaries to human ambition, lies at the heart of the American notion of progress. Traditionally, this was the most cherished dogma of the Left, typically associated with socialism, or some such “end state” utopia. The rationalism of the Enlightenment promised a definitive realization of the Kingdom of Heaven on earth which could ne known in advance. This idea, of course, gave birth to the totalitarian projects of the last century. But in America, progress is a “conservative” idea, and even a religious one. It is a dogma of the Right, which in fact radicalized it, as the idea of infinite progress.
 The American notion of progress owes as much to religion  as it does to the Enlightenment. (The view that equates progress mainly with anti-religion is a European prejudice that has European reasons.) Ironically, America is the most radically modernist of any modern country, yet it is also the most “conservative” and also Christian of modern countries.
 There is no end state in this notion, or rather, progress itself is the end state, a state in which progress itself is guaranteed boundless.  Democracy, consumerist capitalism, and technology deliver the limitless economic expansionism, the open vista–like a Western sky–of endless possibility promised to each individual as his democratic birthright.“Conservative” progressivism has triumphed over the liberal or socialist sort, at least in America, for the simple reason that it is the most radical assertion of democracy.
 Gatsby may well be its god. To the extent that American pragmatism rests upon this notion of boundless progress, it rests, paradoxically, on the denial of reality, the superior right of the dream. 


* * *


The novel presents passion and reality on a simple collision course, making an impression as ludicrous as it is tragic, because it is so obviously Quixotic. Nick is Gatsby’s Sancho Panza, seeing through his delusions yet still tempted enough by them to serve them faithfully. At the risk of covering known ground, let us briefly describe them. The main action is Gatsby’s five-year quest for the Holy Grail, an adolescent ambition (conceived at age seventeen) miserably immolated at the high noon of its achievement. That enterprise demands that he roll back the clock and recapture his dream of a woman, his pre-War lover Daisy Fay, and so prove her marriage to Tom Buchanan a fiction. Only by triumphing over Old Money in its own house–by showing that the dream of desire belongs to him, not Tom–can he bring to accomplishment his original project, conceived well before he encountered Daisy. That is the creation of Jay Gatsby out of the ashes of James Gatz–his self-invention. This romantic ambition to become the father of himself–to create himself from nothing–is inspired by three main sources. These are, first, the distinctively American culture of “self-help” and the “power of positive thinking,” that is, the will to deny reality; second, the “chivalrous” literature typified by Horatio Alger-type stories, of the self-made man who, overcoming great poverty becomes “successful” (that is, wealthy) beyond his wildest dreams–only to run into the rude obstruction of those who are born into this condition. Somehow, though, he prevails, and saves a damsel from the clutches of Old Money. And finally, Gatsby’s embarrassment at his origins, his desperate desire to become someone else, the inverse reflection of his feeling of his own nullity. Thus Gatsby acts out a boyhood dream driven by quixotic and characteristically American fantasies of the democratic David defeating the blue-blooded bully Goliath, blocking his path to “self-improvement.”
 Daisy ultimately serves his self-image; it crystallizes his desire. Even after his defeat, Gatsby “wanted to recover something, some idea of himself perhaps, that had gone into loving Daisy.” (111) The despised world of Old Money affords him in Daisy the measure of his success.


When he encounters her as a young army officer in Louisville before the War, the jejune dream of himself as hero is renewed, now for the third time. (The second was Dan Cody’s yacht, on which the gold-rush millionaire helped him perfect his new persona, “Gatsby.”) Daisy was not only rich and privileged but the most popular girl in town–a role that Daisy learned to perfect, the universal object of others’ desire. She is, though, a passionless icon of passion. Like Phaedrus the character of Plato’s dialogues on Eros, she is the carnal image of a divine beauty, a Platonic form that, alas, awakens desire but cannot satisfy it or even really return it. That, perhaps, is the strange magic of her voice, so “full of money,” arousing passion but beyond its reach. Like a Platonic idea, the image she presents stimulates life but is itself dead.
 Yet for the “penniless young man without a past,” (149) she disappears into her house as into a “rich, full life.” He is crushed and just for this reason he falls in love with her. The fact that he didn’t belong in her house and found himself there only by some colossal accident–a uniform and a practiced lie about his origins–only excites his desire. And so he “took her because he had no real right to touch her hand,” exercising a seigniorial right in reverse, the right of the poor to seduce the daughters and wives of the privileged. As an outsider and illegitimate, he is not bound by any of the rules of the society that he desperately seeks admission to. He has a right to everything because he has nothing. Daisy’s kiss sets his passions ablaze with images of a ladder ascending to the stars, a heaven in which anything can happen and all the limits of space and time are annulled. Having once tasted the forbidden fruit, though, he is corrupted forever. He becomes hopelessly enslaved to his own lie; he loses his soul. When he cannot hold Daisy during the War, Tom’s marriage to her is a gauntlet thrown down that his sense of pride cannot permit him to ignore. The dream of a heaven in which anything is possible–where even the past can be rewritten at will–becomes a whip that drives him on. 


And he all but brings Daisy to the point of denying that she ever loved Tom–magic words for Gatsby, equivalent to a kind of adult baptism, washing away the sins of birth. Five years in the making, in the course of which Gatsby becomes fabulously wealthy (or so it appears), but the moment is shot down with almost laughable ease–“broken up like glass against Tom’s hard malice” (148). Tom simply suggests the facts–Gatsby is a crook, a bootlegger with plans for the bond market. Facts are virtual murder weapons in a world predicated on credibility, self-image, and interpretation–a world that is a “text,” so to say.
 The idea that Daisy would abandon the father of her child for a crook like himself–who spends his money as fast as he makes it and thus really has none–is inane. His fortune, and his idealism too, presuppose a hidden corruption. And with that his image is instantly shattered. His pink suits suddenly appear silly. Gatsby’s pride has no alternative but to become a ludicrous ghost of itself. Sensing the reality of the situation but unable to apprehend it, he withdraws defensively into his dream. He clings to the impossible as to his salvation. Instead of pursuing Daisy he haunts her, hanging outside her window at night, as though he were going to protect her from the brutality of Tom’s realism. He nurses an illusion that now, manifestly, is only his own; the dream is exposed as a delusion. In fact Gatsby’s world was already crumbling even before the fatal encounter with Tom. The world he ministered to, the world of illegal booze and counterfeit bonds, the Dionysus and Apollo of democracy, had already begun to shift against him; his money slowed, his Maenads abandon him. His underworld patron Meyer Wolfsheim replaced his servants with his own men, not to protect Gatsby’s interest but his own. Gatsby has hopelessly lost sight of reality and succumbed to his adolescent dream. It is almost good taste, not to say good policy, to annihilate him for good. If George Wilson hadn’t killed him, Wolfsheim would have.


Gatsby’s arc describes a perfect trajectory of mimetic desire. He recalls a whole host of literary characters of which he is an American distillation–Julien Sorel, Don Quixote, Madame Bovary, most obviously.
 Unlike these, though, Gatsby is formulaic. The romantic personality is reduced to the symbol of the romantic; he becomes an image of himself, a caricature. Like Daisy, he too is a kind of Platonic idea of the romantic, a ghostly double. Rather than a dynamic personality dramatically affected through his actions, he imparts a sense of stasis, fixity. He is revealed recollectively, in past tense, and doubly so, first as Nick’s recollection, and then the story of his past brought up to speed within it. The past catches up with the recollected present, at a rate that coincides with his collision with reality. It is only fully revealed after he death. Then we discover the full extent of its boyhood origins. By the end of the novel he is, literally, an idea, a recollection, a boyhood memory. He remains insistently what he is throughout. That was formed before the action of the novel, which does nothing to change it. To the contrary, Gatsby manifestly resists submitting to the force of circumstances; he clings to the end to his fixed idea, impervious to reality. Not surprisingly, then, he has little to say and lacks the psychological intensity or inwardness of those other romantic prototypes. Indeed, we only discern his inner life through Nick, as if Gatsby is Nick’s vicarious double (as Cousineau argues). Like the other characters of the novel, he is flattened out like a cubist painting, all surface, though the surfaces are fragmented and juxtaposed to a certain effect. The actual confrontation with Tom, the most dramatic moment in the novel, is short-lived and anti-climactic, deflationary. The first meeting with Daisy is comic. And his affair with her is devoid of detail and doesn’t reveal anything about him that we don’t already know. There are no psychologically significant interactions between them, each is so self-absorbed. This is not a true psychological novel like those other works of mimetic passion. It assumes, but it does not illuminate, the structures of mimetic desire. We can reconstruct his mimetic motivations easily as the evidence comes in–it fits all the familiar patterns–but little that is new is revealed about mimetic desire itself. The other novelists are deeper. Is it at all possible to see this book as a consummation of the tradition of Cervantes, Stendhal, and Flaubert? Or is it not instead a brilliant, but superficial coda? 


This suspicion is reinforced, too, if we consider the philosophical background of the novel, the romantic tradition (I use the term broadly) of Nietzsche, Marx, and Hegel. This tradition is distinguished from the novelistic tradition just mentioned because it shares the assumptions of modern aestheticism, instead of debunking them. But it deploys them in the most revealing ways. Consider what one might call the three main philosophical ideas of the novel: the idea of the self-made man, the gnostic theology of money, the idea of the self as a commodity and of the commodity as a self, and the sacrificial mechanism of the passions of freedom. Each of these ideas can be found in at least one of the above-mentioned thinkers. A few points to illustrate. I limit myself mainly to Nietzsche, but the case could be just as easily made with Karl Marx, according to whom money is a “divine power” that “brings together impossibles.”
  The core of money is the sacred power, as terrifying as it is seductive, to change everything into its opposite, and thus to annul the limits of space, time, and the body. It is the social incarnation of freedom as the supreme object of desire. In all essential respects, he perceived the commodity as a crystallization of a self and the self as a commodity, a crystallization of desire. And it could also be made with respect to Hegel’s “cunning of reason” in history, as already intimated above. History in Hegel’s account of it obeys a sacrificial mechanism at the heart of progress, a mechanism  brought into play by the free unfolding of desire. 


Consider, then, Nietzsche’s idea of “life as literature,” or as he puts it in The Birth of Tragedy, the notion that “existence and the world are justifiable only as an aesthetic phenomenon,” a work of art.
 The self-created man is, at bottom, an aesthetic phenomenon, and so the aesthetician may have something to reveal about him. It may be that this idea is realized in the modern consumerist economy depicted in The Great Gatsby;  it turns out not to be the aristocratic ethic Nietzsche imagined, but the bourgeois democratic one, par excellence. Nonetheless, its logic may still be that described by Nietzsche. In his later work, he doubted the possibility and implications of this idea, without ever giving it up. Unlike so many of his interpreters who adopt it as if it were a fait accompli, Nietzsche himself sees it as deeply problematic, inevitably “tragic,” even doomed, a sense that has all but disappeared from its contemporary exponents. The romantic project of self-deification entails self-destruction; passion is self-consuming. Of course, this was not for Nietzsche a reason to reject it. This implication is fully evident in The Birth of Tragedy; in effect, he is predicting his own course. In that early work, whose romantic and Hegelian aestheticism was later disavowed, he still embraces it enthusiastically, so much so that he inadvertently betrays its secret. Nietzsche’s Apollinian and Dionysian, the dreaming principle of individuation and the intoxicated principle of the dissolution of individuals, are not, as he claims, pantheistic forces of nature. Rather, they are human relations, social forces, that is, forces of social passion. Nietzsche may despise democracy, but he grasps society entirely in its terms–as a relation of desires that in themselves are not governed by any transcendent order but solely by their relation to each other. And this has the form of mimesis. The Apollinian and the Dionysian are powers emancipated by modern democracy–on the one hand, the desires and illusions of individuals as such, on the other, the blind and ruthless force that consumes them as they think they pursue their own impulses. 

The entire comedy of art is neither performed for our betterment or education nor are we the true authors of this art world. On the contrary, we may assume that we are merely images and artistic projections for the true author, and that we have our highest significance as works of art–for it is only as an aesthetic phenomenon that existence and the world are eternally justified–while of course our consciousness of our own significance hardly differs from that which the soldiers painted on a canvass have of the battle represented on it. (52) 

This is the basic vision of the book, the recognition of the Dionysian mechanism behind the Apollinian dreams. But it equally asserts the indispensability of the dream–the illusion of the individual, or the freedom of desire, a contradiction basic to Nietzsche’s thought. Thus Nietzsche recognizes that the power of the Dionysian is mimetic desire. For example: 

The Dionysian excitement is capable of communicating this artistic gift to the multitude, so they can see themselves surrounded by such a host of spirits while knowing themselves to be essentially one with them. This process of the tragic chorus is the dramatic proto-phenomenon: to see oneself as transformed before one’s own eyes and to begin to act as if one had actually entered into another body, another character. . . . Here we have a surrender of individuality and a way of entering into another character. And this phenomenon is encountered epidemically: a whole throng experiences the magic of this transformation. (64)

This drama is not enacted on a stage, however, but in modern society in real life. It is, one must say, the essence of democracy considered as a purely secular community–a world in which human beings and their desires ultimately refer only to each other. In such a world, the idea of freedom or individuality is bound to be as necessary to insist on as it is obviously mythical. Rather, we encounter here “a community of unconscious actors who consider themselves and one another transformed.” 


Now this is the truth of being, so to say, but it is one that cannot be acknowledged with risking psychical and perhaps even physical destruction (thus Nietzsche’s famous description of Hamlet’s nausea). That is where the tragic hero comes in, the mortal god who presides over this state of affairs. It is important to remember how Nietzsche perversely describes this Dionysian cycle: a “bliss born of pain,” as nature itself–beyond any individual–derived satisfaction from the creation and destruction of individuals whose passions act out its laws. The destruction of the individual, according to Nietzsche, exceeds his creation in affording nature a divine, since it is in his destruction that the properly Dionysian element, the universal substrate of nature, primal impersonal will, manifests itself. It is impossible to make sense of this unless one recalls the democratic structure of life that is being described. Initially, Nietzsche understands it as passion as it happily plies its course towards its own self-destruction. Tragedy is invented, briefly, to save society from its destructive effects. It is, then, the Dionysian mob that enjoys the spectacle of destruction, in order to be saved itself. And it is the hero, the one who saves them but is also devoured by them, who affords them this pleasure–the fall of the great. 

[I]t is only through the spirit of music that we can the joy involved in the annihilation of the individual. For it is only in particular examples of such annihilation that we see clearly the eternal phenomenon of Dionysian art, which gives expression to the will in its omnipotence, as it were, behind the principle of individuation . . . The metaphysical joy in the tragic is a translation of the instinctive unconscious Dionysian wisdom into the language of images; the hero, the highest manifestation of the will, is negated for our pleasure, because he is only phenomenon, and because the eternal life of the will is not affected by his annihilation.  (104)

After The Birth of Tragedy, The Great Gatsby does not seem so original. What it does add, though, is the fact that the true home of the aesthetic ideal is consumerist democracy. While the German thinkers may be the most profound thinkers of modernity and its most radical critics, it is America that is the most radical realization of modernity as such. 


The Jazz Age is experienced by Fitzgerald as a unique and unrepeatable moment, already an object of nostalgia by the next decade. It is, to be sure, an intense experience of democratic modernity in full flower. But it is neither new nor old, but the consummate expression of a dynamic there from the beginning, centuries earlier, and one that still defines us today. It does not add anything essential to its motivating myths and ideologies, it merely democratizes them relentlessly. Or rather, it fully achieves them, not just as literary or aesthetic ideals as in European romanticism. America’s boundless democracy was never fettered by the Old Regime, obstacles that confronted European romanticism and compelled it to assume a literary, aestheticist form, as if modern myths were the property of poets and intellectuals. Virtually nothing about the Jazz Age depicted by Fitzgerald, or the ideal of the self-made man in Gatsby, is not already discernable in principle in the radical modernists and critics of modernity in the pervious centuries. The only thing that is really new about it are the techniques employed–advertising, for example, and their artistic mirroring in modernist techniques. To find in this post-modernism is to fall for the image one is supposedly deconstructing. 

	� Thomas J. Cousineau stresses the sacrificial nature of Gatsby’s fate in “The Great Gatsby: Romance or Holocaust?” in Contagion, Spring 2001, Volume 8, pp. 21-38. He notes not only the basic mimetic features of Gatsby’s ambitions (his attraction to Daisy because she is desired by others and possessed by Tom), but also argues that his end is a sacrifice to the illicit desires of Nick Carraway the self-deceiving narrator, who vicariously desires Daisy through Gatsby but does so with impunity because Gatsby substitutes for him as the sacrifice of his desire. Sacrifice, that is, substituting another to pay for one’s own sins, is the secret mechanism of illicit desire. And far from signaling failure, it obviously produces success, at least for Nick (not to mention Tom and Daisy). Thus Cousineau debunks the self-serving moralism of many readings of the novel, which demonize Daisy and Tom, hold up Nick as a model of Midwestern virtue, and turn Gatsby into a tragic hero. The moralistic interpretation identifies with Nick, not only rendering invisible its real sacrificial import, but facilitating the sacrificial mechanisms the study deploys. I find this convincing, particularly the implication of the complicity between a certain kind of moralism and the libidinous world of  what I will call “democratic desire.” But for my purposes it is also necessary to explain the inner connection between Gatsby’s own romantic dreams and his fate as a scapegoat and sacrificial victim. I argue that it is essential to what the novel has to reveal about American democracy and the consumerist culture it has turned into. But Cousineau seems to deny that there is any such connection: “Quite apart from his romantic dreams, Gatsby has been chosen to play in the novel that bears his name a preeminently sacrificial role as the figure who will create unanimity among the members of the group that has both elevated him and excluded him.” (37) That is, the reason he is a scapegoat is that he is an outsider, powerless to exact revenge against those who might harm him. (36) But there must be more to it than that; Gatsby is not merely an instrument of Nick’s illicit, vicarious desires. Whatever we make of Nick (and I agree with much of what Cousineau says, although it must be stressed that it is Nick who describes Gatsby’s end as a sacrifice), Gatsby remains the central figure of the novel, the key mystery. It is by no means an accident that he is both the supreme romantic and a sacrifice; he is one because he is the other, or so I argue. As Cousineau observes, the emotional intensity of the novel does not seem to warrant its claim to greatness; Fitzgerald seems to suggest personal relations of mimetic desire, to sketch or intimate them rather than to develop them. His literary style seems to reflect the modernist world he was inhabiting, a world of images, representations, surfaces–a Platonic world of ideas, as it were, rather than of persons. Thus there is a good deal of symbolism in the novel, of a fairly obvious sort. Perhaps this reflects Fitzgerald’s own ambivalence about the world he was describing; he is not altogether beyond it. In any case, though, a mimetic interpretation may be brought to bear on the symbolic level as well.
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