What is the American Dream?

Background Essay

What is the American Dream?

The term was first used by James Truslow Adamssitbdok The Epic of America which was written

in 1931. He states: "The American Dream is "thatdn of a land in which life should be better and
richer and fuller for everyone, with opportunity feach according to ability or achievement. It is a
difficult dream for the European upper classesiterpret adequately, and too many of us ourselves
have grown weary and mistrustful of it. It is nadr@am of motor cars and high wages merely, but a
dream of social order in which each man and eaaghamoshall be able to attain to the fullest statdre
which they are innately capable, and be recognmeathers for what they are, regardless of the
fortuitous circumstances of birth or position."23p4-215)

In the United States’ Declaration of Independence,founding fathers: "...held certain truths to be
self-evident, that all Men are created equal, they are endowed by their Creator with certain
unalienable Rights, that among these are life,rtyb@nd the Pursuit of Happiness." Might this
sentiment be considered the foundation of the AcaerDream?

Were homesteaders who left the big cities of tist &afind happiness and their piece of land in the
unknown wilderness pursuing these inalienable RighVere the immigrants who came to the United
States looking for their bit of life, liberty anlle pursuit of happiness, their Dream? And whatogd
desire of the veteran of World War 1l - to sett@nah, to have a home, a car and a family - tell us
about this evolving Dream? Is the American Dreatair@dble by all Americans? Would Martin Luther
King feel his Dream was attained?

Some say, that the American Dream has become tisaipaf material prosperity - that people work
more hours to get bigger cars, fancier homes,rthis fof prosperity for their families - but haess

time to enjoy their prosperity. Others say thatAlneerican Dream is beyond the grasp of the working
poor who must work two jobs to insure their fanslgurvival. Yet others look toward a new
American Dream with less focus on financial gaid amore emphasis on living a simple, fulfilling

life.

Thomas Wolfe said, "...to every man, regardless binith, his shining, golden opportunity ....the

right to live, to work, to be himself, and to bea@mhatever thing his manhood and his vision can
combine to make him."

I sthis your American Dream?
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The American Dream: Excerpts from On-line Articles

“The American Dream” from Wikipedia
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/American _Dregm

“The American Dream is a subjective term usually implying a succesahd satisfying
life. This term usually implies financial securaypd material comfort, but can also imply a
dream of fame, exceeding  social, ethnic, or diessdaries, or simply living a fulfilling life.
Perceptions of the American dream are usuallydédm terms of American capitalisnts
associated purported meritocrg@ymericans are  more likely than any other demogta
believe that people succeed because of actualdudivtalents, efforts, and accomplishments
rather than the social class into which they am@appand the freedoms  guaranteed by the

U.S. Bill of Rights

The term is not easily defined, and has subjectiganing to many who claim it. The
American Dream is often associated with immigmates the dream of religious freedom,
economic prosperity, and opportunity has histdisicdriven immigrants to the United States
The term is used by many modern  Americans to fsiguiccess in life as a result of hard work
(as in, ‘living [or pursuing] the American  Dream’)

There are many books, plays and other formsaflitire which have defined, explored
or denounced the American Dream. Some more welivknexamples are:

Horatio Algerts books

The Great Gatsby

Death of a Salesman

A RaisnintheSun

Of Mice and Men

Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas

The American Dream by Edward Albee
Rags to Riches by Richard T. Farmer

“Who Wants to Be a Millionaire”
(http://lwww.americansc.org.uk/Online/American Drelaim

Matthew Warshauer, Professor of History at Cer@@inecticut State University, says,
“Traditionally, Americans have sought to realihe American dream of success, fame
and wealth through thrift and hard work. Howevke, industrialization of the 19th and 20th
centuries began to erode the dream, replacinghtavphilosophy of ‘get rich quick.” A variety
of seductive but elusive strategies have evolaad,today théhree leading ways to instant
wealth ardarge-prize television game shows  big-jackpot state lotteriesand
compensation lawsuits
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ContributorTiffany

Location: Littleton, CO

Country:  United States of America
Series: Contemporary

Dreams

Does hard work actually pay off? | believe it deagh the American
Dream; Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of happindss¢cause when
there is a will there is a way.

My parents were immigrants from Vietnam after andmg the war.
They came over to America looking to accomplishrtieeams and
have a life that they can look back and smile @adk from every
way of life came to accomplish the American dream.

My father is a great, hardworking and loving fammtan. He came
over to America when he was about 13. He didn'tvkiamy English
and he was not familiar with this new world thatswaid out in front
of him. | believe he is a man that can overcomelang. He learned
how to speak and write English fluently in justemay. He graduated
college working many jobs to pay for, got a jobd dwad a family. He
has seen death and sadness in his family butlheastie over it. My
dad is a strong man; he is the glue that holdsfainmsly together. He
helps us with life decisions and keeps us closefasily, with my
brothers, mother, grandpa, and cousins.

My mother was about 17 when she came over to Ame8be is a
very hardworking person and has a will do anythig.mom has
gone through a lot to get to America and accomptistier American
dream. She learned how to speak English and gadad pb. My
mom pushes me to do great things; things | thougiée impossible.
She wants me to do well in life and to accomplikimg dreams.
The dream to finish high school with high honoosfinish college
and get a job that | love, and to run a succesgfsiness; those are
my dreams, not my parents, not anyone else’s, putwm dreams.
That is the kind of dream my parents know | camatt hard work
and a will to do good, so that | can look back ognlife and smile
just like them. This dream is a dream that my p@rbave
accomplished and a dream that | want to accomplsi The
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American Dream.
Appendix #27a

Contributor: Cole
Location: state college, PA

Country: United States of America
Series: Contemporary
April 19, 2006

The Ideal American Dream

| am 23 years old and about to walk into the finewn as the real world. It is now my time
to take steps towards the ideal American Dream.cldek is ticking, and the time that | have
to complete this dream is limited. | need to bermadrwith 2 % kids living in a white house
with blue shutters and a picket fence locatedhiga class suburb before | turn 30.

Is this what people expect out of everyone? Why nkeed to live there? What if | want to
have four kids? What if | hate picket fences?

The American Dream should be what each individuaita to make of it. There should be no
regulations or even expectations for another pé&s@merican Dream.” Make of this what
you like, but my American Dream is exactly that: Mherican Dream. It is not ours to
share. You have your own, and | have my own; evexyaas their own.

| like what | like because | like it. Nobody telise to like grilled ham and cheese
sandwiches, | just do. There is no rhyme or re&satn but | like what | like and that’s that. |
do not like pineapple or coconut, but | do likegiroladas; | can not explain it but that’s
what | like. In the future, if | am happy and theople close to me are happy than | have
accomplished my ideal American Dream. | really docare if | have millions of dollars and
can buy whatever | want to, because | have nevan bble to do such a thing and do not
think that it is important in my life to be able do so. | want to be happy and | want my
family to be happy. This is what | believe becaafe/hat | like and enjoy doing. These are
just a few examples of what | believe in and MYsa@ang behind them. You do not have to
like them or agree with them; you can take YOUR awewvs and set YOUR own American
Dream.

| believe in this method of discovering the Amendaream because of how | was brought
up and what was important to keep my family hapmy lving what they believe is the
American Dream.

Find your own American Dream. Take notice on thgeats of life that you feel are
important to YOU and what YOU want.
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Appendix #27b

Contributor: Christine

Location: Austin, TX

Country: United States of America
Series: Contemporary

American Dream

| believe in America. | believe in being an Amencébelieve in the American Dream. But, most d&flal
believe in working hard. All of us, either a recantmigrant, or a descendent of one, at one poartecto
America to seek a dream. For Columbus, it was aoxpnity to discover something new, the Puritans,
practice their beliefs. My parents, who were Chensmigrants, came to America for prosperity. They
wanted a chance to give their children a chancey kinew that here is all about equality: equal ckan
equal rights, and equal prosperity. |, too, beligvthe American Dream.

What is the American Dream? Is it material wealthi? how successful you become? Is it to liveraglo
healthy life? When do you know you've achievedWRen do | know I've achieved it? | believe that if
am living in America. | have already achieved lddlit. So many people would gamble their whole life
just for a ticket to America. Constantly there Btexicans illegally crossing the border into thisndeof
Liberty. They cross because they too want a sliceeAmerican Dream. | look around, and | see ¢hos
who take advantage of this Dream. Those who alrbadg been served their slice, but waste it awaty, n
savoring the whole of their precious asset. Whileets, less fortunate clamor and desperately gnab f
even a sliver. The American Dream is being able&p the benefits of what you put out. So manygsac
in the world this is impossible. Yet, here in Anea;ithis sort of thing is common.

My father came to America in pursuit of his Amenaiream. He had lived his childhood in the
uncomforting little room that he had to squeezwith his 3 other siblings, enduring taunts at s¢Hoo

his broken shoes. Not to mention his birthdays evttpresents “Many years ago when | used to walk
home from school, | would always walk past this $tgre, and | saw a model of a fire truck that |
desperately wanted. | wanted it so much that ewrgdter school, | would walk by and stand in froht
the window, imagining all the things I could do lwit, and what | would trade for it—I thought aniyit,”
he tells me, “I remember it was my 9th birthdayd &had already hoped for this fire truck for o@er
months. | just on the tip of my toes waiting to gdbat were to be my present. But when all thaifg
came home at night, no one even mentioned my liythd guess it was because my parents had too many
children, so it was just too much to remember emeey no one was special. That’s how you feel inyman
places out of America, you feel like a duplicat&haut uniqueness. | was too naive to see my ptegas
out of the question.” Later he mentions the truas\wought, “ —that day, | could feel myself dropds
hoping so much for that red truck model, but wieat tdo? Nothing. That was my life, my parents vaark
hard, but they were never able to rise. Here in Agagit’'s different, there is no reason why yowskin't
rise, and opportunities are everywhere.”

Working hard is the key to achieving the Americaie@n. Being here, you've already achieved halhef t
American Dream, but to achieve the other part,ipoigt put in effort. | believe the American Dream is
real. Wishing upon a star will not make it comeetrli takes you and me, to make it happen. Theliete.
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