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Preface

There’s an old saying — a true one, I think — that every book is autobiographical. Every book is about the author and their concerns before it’s about anything else. The same is true of this book. While it’s got references to social critique, history, philosophy and literature, I can’t ignore that a lot of it’s about me.

I’ve never been a particularly ambitious person. For most of my life I never really wanted to make anything of myself or find a direction, to live up to my supposed potential. I made attempts, certainly, but they were motivated more by guilt than anything else. I applied for university out of high school not because I was desperate to find a career, or even because I was interested in exploring the field I’d enrolled in, but because it was something I felt I should’ve been doing, since I did well in school despite not trying very hard. If I went to university, my thinking went, I could tell people I was trying to make something of myself. I’d have something to tell extended family members when they asked what I was up to. It shouldn’t surprise anyone that I decided to drop out in less than a week. I applied to university again a few years later and actually finished a course, but with my majors being literature and anthropology, few would argue that I was dead set on finding a career. It was more about doing something that I enjoyed than the returns it’d give me down the line.

I understand that my lack of ambition is an anomaly, and that criticising ambition is a tricky endeavour. When I told a friend about the idea behind this book, he seemed surprised, and jokingly said, “You’re not going to make a lot of friends.” Part of the reason for this is that when our ambitions bear fruit, it feels good. It feels good to succeed in one’s work; it feels good to be recognised by one’s boss; it feels good to expand a small business into something greater. If one has invested all their time and energy into their work, chances are that the few genuinely happy moments they have all hinge upon career success. But the lesson for us here should be obvious: just because something feels good to us on a phenomenological level doesn’t mean it’s always beneficial to us or the world around us. Things don’t get off scot-free from analysis just because they make us feel good.

Marx writes in the first volume of Capital that “the consumption of food by a beast of burden does not become any less a necessary aspect of the production process because the beast enjoys what it eats.”1 In its original context the sentence is about how the things we consume — food, housing, tools, etc. — are necessarily intertwined with economic processes. Our enjoyment of something doesn’t separate it from economic processes, nor from critique. A crucial part of any left-wing person’s political awakening often involves coming to realise the cruelty necessary to create many of the things they enjoy, whether it’s underpaying musicians to maintain Spotify’s profits or rare-earth mining in central Africa to create internet modems. If we want to really enjoy using Spotify, or the internet, we’re encouraged to ignore these factors. Ambition is much the same, in the sense that, because we enjoy it and its promises, it evades our criticism.

But ambition’s value seemed to take a hit during Covid. Many came to feel they no longer enjoyed pursuing their ambitions, and lost their faith in the promises offered. Even though this book isn’t a “Covid book”, I couldn’t help but be inspired by a brief interaction I had around March 2020, once the reality of Covid began to set in. The mass layoffs had begun in many sectors, and the requirements of my supermarket job increased dramatically as people began panic-buying shelf-stable essentials like dried pasta, toilet paper and baby formula. The supermarket I worked in had hired a fleet of short-term casual staff to meet the demand, and one of them was a very depressed looking man in his forties who’d held what he thought was a stable white-collar job until just days before. This guy wasn’t like the rest of us at that supermarket: he wasn’t a uni student, an immigrant or a dropout. He was a professional who had worked in an office in the centre of Melbourne, and who took his job and career very seriously. He was ambitious and, until he was sacked, motivated. None of that mattered when the time came for his bosses to sack him in what was, at that moment, probably a rational financial decision on their part.

Covid forced people to reckon with their ambitions in unexpected ways. Contrary to the logic of ambition, the pandemic showed people that their circumstances weren’t always something they could control. In an article about losing her ambition during Covid, Amil Niazi writes that “there’s an illusion with work that everything you give up now, all the stolen time commuting, working overtime, checking your email and Slack notifications after hours, will somehow earn you freedom and capital in your later years.”2 We’re supposed to work hard now, save every penny, so eventually, when we retire at an increasingly old age, we can live the lives we’ve saved up for — let our ambitions run free, and invest all we can into them, so that we can reap the dividends decades from now. But for Niazi and the laid-off guy I worked with, nothing made the illusion of ambition clearer than the pandemic. Everything we’ve earned, saved and invested can all be taken away by circumstances far beyond our control.

Struggling to overcome one’s circumstances is one of the chief characteristics of ambition. The idea that, if we try hard enough, we can rise above whatever conditions we were born into is an attractive one. One of the most salient definitions of ambition, from Alexis de Tocqueville, clearly expresses this characteristic. De Tocqueville called ambition “the desire to rise” and said that, owing to a successful revolution against the English, it was a specifically American affect.3 When the Americans proved themselves able to throw off the yoke of English rule, and seemingly ordinary men became responsible for a radical change in their lives and their world, “nothing [seemed] impossible to anyone”.4 Ambition as I describe it in this book isn’t uniquely American in the way de Tocqueville lays it out, but it’s still seen as a desire to control one’s circumstances, rather than being controlled by them. A recent self-help book for business types argues that ambition is a trait for those who “would like to have a say in where they end up”, as opposed to those who are happy to let chance determine their circumstances.5 Ambitious people are told, “If you try your hardest, you can achieve anything”, and they actually believe it.

But there’s another regard in which de Tocqueville’s definition is wanting. What he didn’t recognise is that ambition always, without fail, contains a sense of directionality; an ambition is an ambition for something. In the words of Chantal Jaquet, “The precondition for any ambition is the representation of a real or imaginary model that the individual desires to realize”; or in other words, to be ambitious is to have a goal set out in one’s mind, and to do whatever possible to realise that goal.6 Whether one’s ambition is to be the best electrician in their small town, a world-changing scientist, or a leader of their country, one can’t accurately be described as ambitious without having a goal in mind, no matter what it is. Even if one’s ambition is for a broad abstraction, like money or power orrecognition, one has a goal in mind about how they’d like to get, and use, their money or power or recognition. De Tocqueville’s definition is improved with this addendum: ambition isn’t just a “desire to rise”, but a desire to rise somewhere. When I write about giving up on ambition, I mean giving up on both these characteristics.

This is where the book starts. The first two chapters will explore how our desires for a life purpose and social mobility are not only flawed but actually encourage our willingness to be governed by external forces and ultimately to govern ourselves. The former chapter introduces Aristotle’s notion of purpose, the “final cause”, as an explanation for why things exist and its consequences for human life. The chapter argues that having a purpose in our lives is a source of unhappiness and restricts our autonomy, even if our supposed purpose is something we’ve decided for ourselves. Rather than giving us a reason to get out of bed in the morning, having a purpose leads to us to govern our own lives with a degree of discipline and micro-management that would be unacceptable for anyone else to impose, and for good reason. I argue that ambition giving our lives a purpose and a direction isn’t a positive aspect at all, but one of its deficits.

The second chapter is about ambition and its unique relationship to capitalism, particularly when compared to other class systems like feudalism or slavery. What class you are affiliated with under capitalism is primarily based on wealth rather than bloodline or tradition; therefore, changing one’s class is theoretically much more possible — and acceptable — in capitalist societies rather than in feudal or slave systems. People’s ambitions can run wild in such a class system, because their upward social mobility won’t disrupt the sanctity of the traditions upon which the class hierarchies are based. Ambition isn’t only acceptable in capitalist economies, it’s encouraged. Because if someone believes they’ll ascend the class hierarchy if they work hard enough, they’ll willingly dedicate their lives to hard work and self-sacrifice towards such a goal.

The next chapter looks at how people are made to be ambitious in the first place. Ambition hasn’t always been as common as it is today, and from this we can infer that there are factors driving ambition today that didn’t exist in the past. One of these is the rise of “human capital” as an economic concept, roughly the idea that everything about ourselves can be seen as something in which to invest and from which to extract profit. It’s much easier to imagine propelling ourselves towards a future goal when we see the language(s) we speak, our social networks, and our interests as little more than investment strategies directed towards this imagined future. Ambition is also presented as a means to escape living situations in which we can’t afford food or a roof over our heads. People like Andrew Tate or Elon Musk or Hillary Clinton, who can afford whatever food or housing they want and who are recognised for their personalities and uniqueness rather than being unrecognised workers like the rest of us, are presented to us as role models whose lives we’re supposed to aspire to emulate.

The subsequent two chapters are about the consequences of ambition, personally and politically. Desires for social mobility and purpose introduce the possibility of failure into human life, and that failure can become a source of psychological dis-investment. Chapter Three is about failure as the inevitable outcome ambition, and how rare it is to actually get what we want. And since even those whose ambitions pay off are still compelled by economic forces. Their lifelong struggle to achieve their goals often only ends in disatisfaction nonetheless. Chapter 4 deals with the consequences of widespread failure and explores a theory of politics and power informed by failure and dis-investment in society. This is a politics of destituent power, which is characterised by the destruction and abandonment of a social order, rather than a constituent power, which takes the levers of power and uses them to build a future society. In this chapter, I tackle the paradox, at least as old as Montaigne, that the abolition of ambition is itself an ambitious task, and look at how destituent power is uniquely uninterested in goals and a desire to rise.

The final two chapters of the book are about what might happen — first to our relationship with work and value and second to our lives — if ambition no longer played a part in how we live. Chapter 5 begins by considering the various reasong why women are often considered to be less ambitious than men, and takes up the radical ecofeminist argument that women’s lack of ambition isn’t a problem with them and that the problem actually resides with men and the forces driving them to find their self-worth in producing things imbued with economic value. Women’s position in the gendered division of labour — I argue, alongside the ecofeminists — is much better for maintaining the world and our ability to live in it. The work traditionally done by women should be valorised over more “productive” labour, and it should be shared by everybody rather than used to keep women in an economically subordinate position to men.

The last chapter describes how our individual lives would change if we weren’t ambitious. I begin the chapter with a description of aimlessness not as a defect of someone’s personality but as a positive characteristic. Some of the most valuable work has no broader goal besides the maintenance and reproduction of everyday life. Contrary to ambition’s purposefulness, this isn’t a direction in which to take one’s life, but a daily practice of maintenance. I then draw on the French philosopher Georges Bataille and his work on wasteful — that is useless — consumption to show that the things we enjoy most are often the least economically useful, and thus the most wasteful. Bottles of wine, days spent on the beach, hiking mountains, hours spent gaming and/or chatting with friends: when we do these things, we’re literally wasting our time on earth, and we’re all the better for it.


1. The Tyranny of Purpose

All I am is what I’m goin’ after.

— Vincent Hanna, Heat

Government is the right disposition of things, arranged so as to lead to a convenient end.

— Guillaume de La Perrière, Le Miroir Politique1

Ambition is nothing without a sense of direction. For someone to be considered ambitious, they need to have given themselves a clear target, an aim, a goal or a purpose. The ambition to be a scientist or a small-business owner is commonly perceived to be good, associated with hard work and dedication to one’s task, while the ambition to be a politician or simply to become rich and powerful is commonly perceived to be bad, associated with greed and moral corruption.

We see this distinction between good and bad ambitions play out regularly in films. Two recent films which make for an apt comparison are Michael Bay’s Pain & Gain and Jon Favreau’s Chef. Pain & Gain features three muscle-bound villains high on a diet of self-improvement seminars, ambitious ideology and protein shakes. Enamoured with the idea they deserve to be among the uber-rich, they kidnap and torture a wealthy man who goes to their gym until he signs over to them everything he owns. Chef shows a more positive, and modest, ambition. It begins with its protagonist, played by Favreau, working as a chef in a restaurant that’s becoming stale and receiving bad reviews due to the owner’s complacency and attachment to an outdated menu. A verbal confrontation with a critic leads to Favreau’s character getting fired, and he sets out making Cuban sandwiches in a food truck. What makes the chef’s particular ambition good, in the world of the film, is that he’s not trying to become rich and famous like the gang of bodybuilders in Pain & Gain. Rather, his aim is like many of ours; he’s trying to regain some autonomy and creative control at work. And by the end of the film, the chef achieves his goal. After his food truck becomes a hit, the food critic he sparred with offers to bankroll a new restaurant and gives him total freedom at work, similar to how artists hundreds of years ago would rely on the favour of wealthy patrons rather than government grants or the sale advertisements.

Just in these two films, we see how particular ambitions are assigned moral value based on what their goal is. Aiming for wealth and power is bad, and the ambition for them requires socially unacceptable means. On the other hand, aiming for autonomy and freedom in one’s work is good, and can be done through “legitimate” means. But there’s something we miss when we focus all our attention on the particular purpose ambition draws people towards. In saying that Favreau’s chef lives for a good purpose while the bodybuilder gang live for a bad purpose, we’re implying that the directionality and purposefulness their ambitions have given them is a valueneutral characteristic, not to be judged in its own right. I disagree. The problem I’m addressing in this chapter isn’t which ambitions are good and which ones are bad based on where they are directed, but that ambition gives life an overwhelming sense of purpose and direction at all.

How could I possibly be against the idea of people having a purpose in their lives? Why else should they get out of bed in the morning? Ambition is often defended on the grounds that the purpose people find for themselves gives them a motivation to keep living. But if we investigate the philosophy behind what it means to even have a purpose, we quickly see that any positive influence is outweighed by its negatives.

What was I made for?

To my mind, the first thinker one should consult on what it means for something to have a purpose is Aristotle, who wrote that “purpose” is one of the four causes, the reasons for things being the way they are. According to Aristotle, an act or object’s “final cause” (or its “Telos” in Greek) is its aim, goal, end or purpose, and “each thing is defined by its end.”2 Insofar as humans make chairs to be sat on, if a chair is fit for this purpose, it’s fulfilling its Telos. Similarly, the Telos of a gun is to be fired, because that’s the reason it was made. Aristotle argued that the principle of things existing for a purpose can be expanded to include nature as well. Even though nature appears to work through random chance, that abnormalities seem rare was evidence enough to Aristotle that natural organisms work towards a purpose. That “all natural things are either constant or normal” was evidence enough to Aristotle that natural organisms work towards a purpose.3

We often explain natural phenomena in this teleological way, whether we know it or not. When children ask why the natural world is the way it is, teleological answers come to mind fairly quickly. Children might ask why echidnas, porcupines and hedgehogs have spikes on their backs, and we might reply that the spikes are there to fend off predators. When asked why giraffes have such long necks, or what apple seeds are for, we could say that giraffes’ long necks are to reach tall trees, and that apple seeds are for eventually growing into apple trees. All of these are teleological explanations. We’re saying that the existence of echidnas’ spikes, giraffes’ necks and apple seeds can be explained by their function in the present and future, not in their evolutionary past.

Here we begin to see why teleological thinking has received a bad rap since the days of Aristotle. In the current, more materialist age, it’s preferable to describe the conditions which caused things’ emergence rather than try to explain a thing by aligning it with a purpose in the future. To say that “giraffes have long necks so that they can eat from tall trees” implies they were designed for that purpose, and to say something is designed also implies a designer capable of creating a giraffe. It starts to sound very similar to the attempts to prove God’s existence by observing bananas and how well suited they are for human consumption. Both rest on teleological assertions. These teleological explanations might have served people well if they wanted to confirm the existence of God as an intelligent designer of the universe, but in secular societies they’re insufficient. A nonteleological explanation of giraffes’ necks, and one favoured by contemporary biologists, might be something like this: “Giraffes have long necks due to a series of genetic mutations whereby the giraffes with long necks lived long enough to reproduce and the giraffes with short necks didn’t.” The nonteleological answer doesn’t lead to the most vivifying writing, and will probably upset some children looking for a simpler answer, but it’s the kind of explanation scientists prefer.

It’s no wonder that Lucretius, one of the ancient world’s most ardent atheists, was one of the few thinkers of his age to present a rebuttal to teleological thinking:

Don’t imagine that the bright lights of our eyes

Were purpose-made so we could look ahead, or that our thighs

And calves were hinged together at the joints and set on feet

So we could walk with lengthy stride

[...]

For nothing is born just so that we can use it — in due course

That which is born creates its own use.4

Here Lucretius sounds closer to a contemporary scientist than an Ancient Roman philosopher, arguing that if God isn’t responsible for creating things on earth, then things don’t come with a built-in purpose. God didn’t design us to have eyes so that we could see or legs so that we could walk; our evolutionary development led to our being able to see with our eyes and walk with our legs. If the organs came before their function, it can’t be true that they developed with a purpose in mind.

Observers of social phenomena would also do well to abandon teleological explanations and focus on the causes of things rather than their supposed purpose. In the middle of 2020, when large riots and protests were overtaking many cities in the US, political commentators, particularly those on the right, criticised the riots because as an ineffective way of achieving the goals of racial justice. This is yet another occasion where thinking through an issue nonteleologically is more useful than trying to plaster a final cause onto it. When confronted with the question of why riots occur, the right can only answer through teleological references to their purpose: riots happen to destroy cities, to achieve political goals, as an excuse to loot shops, blah blah blah. When we eliminate the need to find a teleological explanation, we might instead understand riots in the same way we understand chemical reactions. Riots happen in response to an unacceptable event amongst a background of increased social, political and economic immiseration. This, I find, is an answer far truer to life than anything offered by the political right, and places riots in a social context that allows them to be compared to similar historical uprisings, like the German Peasants’ War or the Arab Spring.

“But surely some things are made with a purpose?” you might reply. And yes, I’ll accept that when people make things, like factories or bricks or pyramids, they make them with a purpose in mind. Marx famously argued that “what distinguishes the worst architect from the best of bees is that the architect builds the cell in his mind before he constructs it in wax”.5 What separates humans from nature, in other words, is that when humans work, they make things with a purpose in mind. But that doesn’t mean those things will always adhere to the purpose for which they’re made. Factories made to streamline car manufacturing can be turned into rave venues, and pyramids made to house dead pharaohs can be turned into tourist attractions. Closer to home, I find my dog Mango to be a particularly good example.

Mango is part Great Dane, part Mastiff and part a bunch of other breeds, all very large dogs. Great Danes and Mastiffs were intentionally bred as hunting dogs, helping people chase down bears and boars in Northern Europe. In a sense these breeds did actually begin with a purpose, but do the majority of Great Danes and Mastiffs today hunt large wild animals? Some of them do, but Mango certainly doesn’t. In fact, ever since she was young, Mango has walked on her tiptoes, which causes her some physical discomfort if she runs around for long periods. So even if we wanted to train Mango to hunt, to supposedly fulfil her evolutionary purpose, she couldn’t catch a wild boar to save her life. If I understood Mango through the lens of teleological thinking, I’d think she was nothing but a failure compared to all the fine hunting dogs that came before her — one of those things which Aristotle said exist “by the miscarriage of some principle”.6 He felt comfortable writing all these things off, like a rounding error, but I don’t think of Mango as a rounding error nor as a failure. I think of her as the dog she is, regardless of whether she conforms to the purposes for which her antecedents were bred.

It’s clear that teleological thinking — understanding the existence of things by their purpose rather than their cause — doesn’t adequately explain why the world is the way it is. But the problem goes much deeper than that. If we see an apple seed as a potential apple tree, we might be scientifically inaccurate, but there’s much more at stake when we try to view people’s lives through their supposed “purpose”.

Teleocracy: the tyranny of purpose

If self-help bloggers, management gurus, motivational speakers, hustle-culture entrepreneurs and pop psychologists are to be believed, finding one’s purpose and working towards it should be the driving factor of our lives. A quick Google search for “finding purpose” shows myriad results, from all sorts of sources and disciplines, about why purpose is important for building careers, improving our mental health and basically everything else. Even though the Google search algorithm may prioritise recent results, I don’t think the mass of writing about finding purpose from 2022 to 2023 is a coincidence. Covid led to people losing loved ones, careers and houses, and I wouldn’t be surprised if, in its aftermath, people were looking to regain a sense of purpose as a source of stability and direction. But one’s life having a purpose isn’t an uncritical good. As we’ll see, purpose and the search for it often become a form of self-restriction.

In the interest of full disclosure, I should admit that after struggling for a long time to find a halfway decent title for this chapter, I stumbled upon an interesting academic paper about Kazuo Ishiguro’s novel Never Let Me Go, and re-used its title. The author, Tiffany Tsao, argues — I think convincingly — that the clones from whose perspective the novel is written are the best case to illustrate how having an all-defining purpose can actually be an oppressive feature of one’s life rather than a solution to one’s existential problems.7 The novel features a group of human clones who have been designed for a single biotechnological purpose. They’re a living organ bank, and grow up with the knowledge that over the course of their lives all their organs will be gradually removed from them and given to the “natural” humans, who are largely absent from the novel. The clones’ lives will eventually end — literally described as “completing” in the world of the novel — when the last of their vital organs are removed. It’s meant to be a sad moment when a woman at the boarding school the clones attend explains all this to them, but one could imagine her words said by one of those self-help motivational speakers who are a dime a dozen today: “You were brought into this world for a purpose, and your futures, all of them, have been decided [...] If you’re to have decent lives, you have to know who you are and what lies ahead of you, every one of you.”8 It’s easy to imagine a man speaking a little too loudly, wearing clothes a little too tight, running around a stage saying basically the same thing, preaching the values of “realising one’s purpose” and finding what we’re all here for. The clones in Never Let Me Go need no encouragement, of course. They know exactly what their purpose is, and they’re taught it explicitly from a young age.

For a real-world example, nothing clarifies the role of purpose as an instrument of oppression better than the issue of women’s rights. How would one answer the question of why women exist in the language of Aristotle’s final cause? For what purpose can we say women exist? When put this way, the easiest reply is the typical conservative response of reducing women to their supposed function: women exist to take care of the home or to have children. This teleological justification for conservative gender roles became an immediate political concern for women in conservative-run states of the US when federal abortion protections were removed. In 2022, a ten-year-old girl in Ohio was raped and impregnated, and the state’s then recent abortion ban meant she had to travel to Indiana to terminate the pregnancy. The case was brought up during hearings on Ohio’s abortion laws, and the head of an anti-abortion group argued that “while a pregnancy might have been difficult on a ten-year-old body, a woman’s body is designed to carry life”, suggesting that carrying the pregnancy to term would’ve been fulfilling the ten-year-old girl’s biological destiny, fulfilling her life’s purpose.9 As I hinted when I described my dog walking on her toes, and as I’ll explain further in Chapter 4, evaluating anything relative to its supposed purpose introduces the possibility that it might fail. Not everything lives up to its purpose. If women aren’t able to have children, or simply don’t want to, does that mean they fail as, or are no longer, women? We see again how teleological thinking reproduces conservative talking points, and reduces women to their genitals and/or conservative social functions.10

Speaking of reducing women to their genitals, teleological justifications also invalidate trans women’s experiences and struggles for gender affirmation. The claim that trans women are invalid because they aren’t able to give birth is a common talking point among “feminist” and anti-feminist transphobes alike. There are uterus implant surgeries being developed for trans and cis women who want the capacity to birth children, of course, but I don’t wish to imply these women are illegitimate unless they get expensive and difficult surgeries for the sake of desiring biological motherhood.11

One could argue that these purposes are only tyrannical because the people involved aren’t able to find their own purpose for themselves. In Never Let Me Go, the clones’ purpose is stamped upon them through strict socialisation and biotechnological engineering. Trapped by their socially produced desire to “complete” their lives, the characters aren’t in control of their fate or their purpose. In the example of women in the US bearing the brunt of anti-abortion laws, their supposed “purpose” has been forced upon them through centuries of social and economic change. Like Ishiguro’s clones, many women have come to internalise their supposed purpose such that they feel like failures if they aren’t able to conceive a child. In neither of these cases do people adopt or pursue their purpose freely. As the instructor in Never Let Me Go says, the clones’ lives have been decided for them. It’s worth examining, then, situations in which people are free to find their own purpose, and if their purpose remains a source of domination once they find it.

One example is the titular character of The Great Gatsby. In the novel, Gatsby is well-regarded, as well as rich and powerful, but his life is miserable despite all his splendour because of his obsession with winning his old love, Daisy Buchanan. That Gatsby’s purpose has dominated his life is revealed in one of the novel’s most famous sections, wherein the narrator, Nick, recalls the origin of Jay Gatsby (quite literally, in that “Gatsby” is a character invented by James Gatz) and his love for Daisy: “He knew that when he kissed this girl, and forever wed his unutterable visions to her perishable breath, his mind would never romp again like the mind of God.”12 The phrase “mind of God” has drawn the most attention because it raises the question of what exactly the mind of God is; it seems to raise a theological question to which people get very attached. But I want to leave that aside and instead focus on the first half of that final clause: “his mind would never romp again”. Where many authors might describe drifting and aimlessness in negative terms, Fitzgerald’s narrator instead describes aimlessness as a positive, with the word “romp” highlighting the positive aspects of purposelessness. The verb “to romp” imbues directionlessness with a kind of childlike playfulness, rather than the more negative descriptions which could be used, like “shiftless”. The narrator’s description highlights the fact that Gatsby is captivated by Daisy in the very literal sense, that his love for her is holding him captive. Even though Gatsby can abandon his purpose at any moment, he feels he has no choice but to live his entire life with a singular purpose in mind: to one day convince Daisy to return to him, by any means necessary. Gatsby chooses his own actions and purpose, but Fitzgerald stresses that this purpose holds an immense power over him, and he is “forever wed” to accomplishing his goal. To borrow a term from the German philosopher Reiner Schürmann, Gatsby lives to serve a self-imposed “teleocracy” (coming from telos, meaning “purpose” and kratia, meaning “rule”).13 Even though it’s his own purpose Gatsby pursues and he can choose to leave it at any time, it still has an incredible power over him and the course his life takes.
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