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The Change in Nick

The Great Gatsby is a story about Nick, a man from the Midwest, who learns about life away from home. He ends up on the East coast in New York where he meets many people with various morals. His curiosity and inexperienced view on life draws him toward the American dream, living the life of luxury and being able to do anything he wants. As he gets a taste of it, he sees how sour the fruit really is, experiences the corruption and the carelessness of the rich, and retreats back to the life he has always known. As the narrator, Nick’s character develops from a naïve Midwestern man to one who understands the consequences of human corruption.
Nick’s father tells Nick, “Whenever you feel like criticizing any one…just remember that all the people in this world haven’t had the advantages that you’ve had” (Fitzgerald 1). Nick lives his life day by day, determined to earn his own wealth. He starts out young and anxious, hoping to earn big money and live the life of a rich man. Wishing the world to be “standing at…moral attention forever” (2), he wants to experience the rich way of life. Every child wishes to become wealthy, thinking that it can give them infinite power. Nick thinks in a similar fashion: he wants to get rich so he can do as his heart desires. His naïve views on life, thinking the bond business is good because everyone else was in it (3), affect portray his need to mature mentally. Young and inexperienced businessmen follow the flow of the river, going where ever the crowd goes. Nick gets into the bond business because everyone was in the bond business. He follows the crowd because he does not have his own ideas and trusts people too much. Given a small task, children feel important because they have helped their mom or dad. Again, Nick’s personality is reflected here; the simple task of directing a man to West Egg village (4) makes Nick feel important and necessary only because he was there. Nick’s curious mind leads him to New York where he develops his shallow mind.
West Egg, where money was not inherited but accumulated through one’s own wealth, shows Nick many things that he has been sheltered from living in the Midwest. After living in West Egg for a while, Nick’s cousin Daisy tries to set him up with her friend, Jordan (18). Nick’s trust in people leads him into a relationship with Jordan. Her fabricated stories shows Nick the deceptive nature of the rich because of her fibs to win golf tournaments; her driving demonstrates her carelessness and recklessness. Nick’s privileged glimpse of the wealthy portrayed how the rich conduct themselves, selfishly and arrogantly. Tom illustrates for Nick another example of upper class corruption. Tom, Daisy’s husband, has a secret affair yet he is enraged that Daisy should also have one. “‘She invited him; she knew him before we were married – God knows where!” (122). Tom selfishly uses his money to do as he pleases to keep himself happy but he only allows himself to enjoy life because he forbids others like Daisy to have an affair and a happy life as he does. Nick witnesses these events, seeing that the rich are not content with their life. His observation of these events permits him to gain more knowledge of the upper class: they are hypocritical and they can never be satisfied.
On the hottest day of the year, it is Nick’s birthday and he turns thirty. “I was thirty. Before me stretched the portentous menacing road of a new decade” (135). At this moment, almost everything in his mind connects and Nick finally understands; his mind matures, becoming judgmental of others, such as Tom and Daisy, and Nick begins to speak out to defend himself. Tom meets Nick on the road and questions Nick, ‘Do you object to shaking hands with me?’ Nick replies with ‘Yes. You know what I think of you.’ (178). Nick’s last conversation with Tom uncovers Nick’s maturity. Nick refuses to properly acknowledge Tom because Tom is the indirect cause of Gatsby’s death. Nick’s maturity allows him to Tom for who he really is, a jealous hypocrite. Nick is able to speak for himself, not just what is pleasant to the listener, but his own thoughts. Nick also takes on the responsibility of Gatsby’s funeral. “I’ll get somebody for you, Gatsby. Don’t worry. Just trust me and I’ll get somebody for you -” (164). Nick tries to organize Gatsby’s funeral, but no one is willing to come, yet he sticks to his word to Gatsby and finishes his promise to Gatsby. At the same time, he learns how the rich are used and disrespected; Klipspringer stayed at Gatsby’s house and leeched off of Gatsby’s property while Gatsby’s party goers never cared to know who he really was and continuously spread rumors about him. Nick comes to the conclusion that being a rich man has its appeals; to be unknown and toyed with by others is not what he wants.

In the end, Nick finds everything he searches for on his journey to be something that he does not want to remember. His exploration of the upper class life, the discontent and corruption, leads him to the conclusion that the rich life is not so glamorous. His “privileged glimpses into the human heart” (2) drives him to grow mentally. He discovers how money corrupts people and turns them into heartless beings. After witnessing all these disasters, he gives up his search for the American dream because he no longer wants to achieve it because he no longer has any desire to obtain it and become just another man with unquenchable desires. He doesn’t want to become corrupt as the wealthy are due to their carelessness and retreats back home because he believes that it’s the best place to be, away from the upper class corruption. Nick’s development depicts the collaboration of his knowledge of both the East and the Midwest. Previously, Nick could not judge people because of his Midwestern morals that held him back and his lack of knowledge of the Eastern customs. Nick’s knowledge of the behavior of the upper class tells him not to trust the rich, thus shedding his naïve and sheltered Midwestern life and teachings to accept the Eastern morals of life.
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