
 

 

The Great Gatsby as a Business Ethics Inquiry  
 
 Tony McAdams, a professor of business law in the Management Department at 
the University of Northern Iowa, found difficulties in teaching ethics in business to his 
students. Finding useful material outside of real world cases, proved to be a difficult task  
especially since his students were concerned about the ethical issues. McAdams turned 
to The Great Gatsby as a discussion vehicle for a general inquiry into American 
Ethics/values. Throughout the article, he explains the topics he used to teach his 
students and how examining the book can be a provocative ethics experience for 
business students. McAdams split his discussion into two parts: an examination of 
Characters and American values, each separating into specific sub-topics.  
 
Characters 
 
1. Liar  
 McAdams believes that each character is a “liar” in some way or another. He 
gives his students specific examples of his argument and discusses them thoroughly 
(ie. Tom and his mistress, Gatsby’s life, Daisy keeping it a secret that she killed Myrtle, 
etc). With this information secured in the minds of his students, McAdams now 
acquaints his students with studies of lying in America.  
 
2. Nick’s Moral Growth 
 Nick goes from an inexperienced midwesterner to a wise, more mature man who 
has finally acquired some understanding of human complexity while living in the East. 
We know that Nick disapproves of basically everything that Gatsby stands for, yet he 
continuously throughout the novel admires him greatly and even goes on to tell him that 
he is “worth the whole damn bunch put together”  
 
3. Gatsby and a life of illusion 
 McAdams discusses how Gatsby life is entirely a lie yet his faith in life becomes 
the embodiment of the American Dream. In some ways, Gatsby’s lies become realities 
and his life becomes his own personal dream. Gatsby commits fully to his personally 
conceived vision on life and stays true to his invented self. Due to this, we admire 
Gatsby and can even go on to say that he seems to grow morally.  
 
McAdams continues on to talk about Tom and Daisy, but doesn’t discuss them intently 
due to their severe shallowness and life of eternal moral adolescence.  
 
American Values 
 
1. Wealth and Class 
 Gatsby see’s Daisy as an icon of wealth and that with money one becomes 
almost timeless. McAdam’s believes that a young poor man is not able to marry a girl 
with money. This brings up the topic of whether dramatic inequalities in wealth 
constitute a moral issue.  
 



 

 

2.  The American Dream 
  
             The gleaming possibilities, material and spiritual are abundantly found in 
America and also in the Great Gatsby. However, it can be argued that its a story about 
the withering of the American Dream in a dissolute era. McAdams suggests that the 
very definition of the American Dream doesn’t mean accomplishing all desired wants or 
needs but rather never giving up, having faith, romantic commitment, and the very 
capacity to dream. It lies in the limitless possibilities of being human and continuing 
forward despite the limitless risks. All qualities that Gatsby himself posses.  
 
In conclusion 
        We must simply remind ourselves that we are dealing with fiction. The 
characters and themes are constructs reflecting the author‘s world view, the 
nature of the times, the state of knowledge in that era, and so on. In this case, 
Fitzgerald drew, as noted, upon his own experiences and acquaintances in 
building his story. His values, his sense of the direction of America, his 
interpretation of the economic climate of the Jazz Age—these forces and 
manymore are at work in this book. Obviously, The Great Gatsby cannot be 
understood to be an effort at an objective depiction of the reality of America in the 
Twenties. Gatsby can, however, be understood to be a provocative instrument for 
raising a variety of enduring ethics/values themes so long as we recognize that we 
are doing so via the mediating influence of a particular author in a particular time 
and place. 

 


