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      What do we mean by the American dream? Can we define it? Or does any discussion of the phrase end inconclusively,
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      alternately, obscures and deceives? The Routledge Handbook on the American Dream offers distinctive,
      authoritative, original essays by well-known scholars that address the social, economic, historical, philosophic,
      legal, and cultural dimensions of the American dream for the twenty-first century. The American dream, first
      discussed and defined in print by James Truslow Adams’s The Epic of America (1931), has become nearly
      synonymous with being American. Adams’s definition, although known to scholars, is often lost in our ubiquitous
      use of the term. When used today, the iconic phrase seems to encapsulate every fashion, fad, trend, association,
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      argues eloquently for a deeper understanding of its heritage, its implications, and its impact—to be found in
      this first research handbook ever published on the topic.
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      (Palgrave Macmillan 2016), nominated for the Pacific Sociological Association’s Distinguished Scholarship Award
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      Preface


      
        Robert C. Hauhart and Mitja Sardoč
      


      
        The idea for this handbook emerged out of a conversation between the two co-editors on a winter afternoon in
        early 2019 in Ljubljana, Slovenia. The concept was further developed during preparations for an international
        symposium entitled “The Global Influence of the American Dream” hosted by the Research Centre of the
        Slovenian Academy of Sciences and Arts (ZRC SAZU) and the Educational Research Institute in
        Ljubljana, Slovenia, in May 2019. We would like to acknowledge the gracious support of Dr. Oto Luthar, Director
        of ZRC SAZU and Dr. Igor Žagar Žnidaršič, Director of the Educational Research Institute. Based on our
        enthusiasm for this idea and the encouragement from our colleagues, we prepared a proposal for a research
        publication like this one. Luckily enough, Routledge recognized the potential for a reference work on the
        American dream early on. Based on its commitment, we have invited a number of scholars from the US and around
        the world to contribute a chapter for this Handbook, which will be issued in two volumes. Each of these
        contributions covers a distinctive topic that is part of the American dream’s penumbra, a gravitational orbit
        of concepts and ideas that circle the various meanings that are attributed to it. Chapters address meritocracy,
        migration, social mobility, chance, failure, sustainability, race and ethnicity, among other issues. In fact,
        the matrix of ideas that forms the American dream offers fertile ground for further research, analysis, and
        exposition. As we hope you will see, the chapters collected in this Handbook testify that there are
        innumerable themes presented that can be fruitfully developed further.
      


      
        As a central element of American culture, the American dream is said to represent a distilled version of basic
        American values and, arguably, one of the most important emancipatory ideals associated with the American “way
        of life.” Both in the United States and abroad, the American dream constitutes a symbol of progress and has
        been synonymous with hope in general. Moreover, its progressive idealism has had a galvanizing influence on a
        number of emancipatory social projects, for example the Civil Rights movement, the Green New Deal, and others.
        At the same time, its promise of upward social mobility (firmly grounded in the merit-based idea of equal
        opportunity) encapsulates best the idea of nondiscrimination and fairness that stand at the very center of
        issues as diverse as racial desegregation, migration, the minimum wage, social welfare systems, and the status
        of women.
      


      
        The most common conception of the American dream emphasizes that a commitment to hard work, an aspiration to
        achieve, and a commitment to self-improvement (often through education) can lead to successful economic and
        social mobility. Issues of social mobility are, of course, central to sociology, as are the related study of
        social stratification, economic and social (in)equality, educational attainment, equal—or lack of—opportunity,
        cultural resources, and cultural capital. In the simple iteration of this short list, it is apparent that
        studies of the American dream constitute studies that are at the heart of the sociological enterprise.
      


      
        Yet, its “standard” interpretation as an idealized “metaphor of basic American values” is no longer
        straightforward, as the American dream has engendered also resistance and disenchantment. As an archetype for
        achieving (material) success and consumerism in general, the American dream has been subjected to a number of
        objections, notably that its promise of equal opportunity and material prosperity for all has not been
        fulfilled. Faced with various economic indicators and other data that show increasing inequality in the United
        States ([compared to other democratic countries), leading contemporary scholars and public intellectuals have
        questioned whether its liberating potential, as well as its promise of upward social mobility, remain viable in
        the twenty-first century.
      


      
        Furthermore, the voluminous literature on the American dream in disciplines as diverse as sociology, political
        science, economics, migration studies, history, advertising, cultural studies, linguistics, religious studies,
        anthropology, literary studies, and education makes clear that the idea of the American dream is not the
        province of any single scholarly discipline. Rather, the Dream is akin to a cultural talisman whose meaning and
        impact is subject to examination by everyone, whether within the United States or internationally. In
        particular, the American dream and the idea of equality of opportunity have had a decisive influence in
        establishing the link between education and social mobility in the United States and in many other countries.
        Nevertheless, this link, which at one time was so vital, has withered in recent decades. Among many reasons,
        the costs associated with higher education have challenged the core promise of the most common definition of
        the American dream. In the United States, a highly stratified educational system ensures that those who acquire
        community college degrees, degrees from “for profit” and online colleges, and degrees from other less
        prestigious institutions are not experiencing the economic and social mobility of prior generations.
      


      
        The same general trend is true with respect to the findings arising from American dream studies with regard to
        governance, community, family and lifestyle, political attitudes, and political sociology. During the early
        post–World War II era, the growth economy created favorable economic conditions for many in the United States.
        This economic floor buoyed the potential for achieving a semblance of the common vision of the American dream.
        Yet, if one takes a moment to review or reflect upon some of the seminal studies developed in late
        twentieth-century American sociology, such as Bellah’s (et al.) Habits of the Heart (1985) or Robert
        Putnam’s Bowling Alone (2001), one can see the emergence of concerns that anticipate the twenty-first
        century economic order we inhabit today. These studies of the bonds that unite (or fail to unite) American
        society are replete with discussions of the negative forces that impact work, community, relationships, and
        political engagement and participation. Many of the disruptive forces discussed in those works were
        relentlessly driven by Americans who were in avid pursuit of the American dream, a pursuit so intense that it
        often left little time or energy for anything else. As just one consequence, the American twentieth century saw
        substantial geographical mobility due, often in principal part, to the desire for greater economic and social
        mobility. These attempts to live the American dream by relocating have had notable (and duly noted) impacts on
        family, community, and political life in the United States ever since.
      


      
        American dream studies must inevitably address questions of race and ethnicity in American life and their
        relation to its national dream narrative. Many African American, Hispanic American, and Asian American scholars
        have done so, and a rich scholarship on topics unique to minority Americans with respect to the American dream
        already exists. Naturally, many of those works—such as William Julius Wilson’s The Truly Disadvantaged
        (1987)—document the terrible plight that many minority Americans confront in their daily lives. Finally, one
        should not disregard the particular plight of the white working class, particularly white working-class men,
        both older and younger generations, which has spawned its own literature (Kimmel 2013; Hochschild 2016).
        Therefore it comes as no surprise that the American dream has been well represented in both early
        twentieth-century works (e.g., Znaniecki and Thomas, 1927; Merton, 1938) and later contemporary scholarship
        (e.g., Hochschild, 1995). In the last handful of years alone, there have been quite a number of monographs from
        well-known authors and prestigious academic and mainstream presses, including Chomsky (2017), Graham (2017),
        Hauhart (2019; 2016), Lemann (2019), Markovits (2019), Putnam (2015), Rank (2014), Samuel (2012), Sandel (2012;
        2020), and Smith (2012), to name but a few.
      


      
        What we believed was missing, however, was the sort of authoritative, comprehensive, and historically informed
        analyses that a careful collection of edited papers presented in a reference work can offer. This is what we
        aim to provide with the present volume, the first of two. The chapters that follow are a collection of invited
        essays on the American dream written by distinguished contemporary scholars of American society. Given that
        there are now many American Studies programs at colleges throughout the United States, as well as thousands of
        sociology curricula at US universities and throughout the world, the absence of any equivalent resource seemed
        to call out for a publication such as this one. We are very pleased to be able to offer it.
      


      
        Outline of the Handbook


        
          Like any reference work, the overall aim of The Routledge Handbook on the American Dream is to bring
          together a collection of authoritative and comprehensive essays addressing some of the most distinctive
          aspects of the American dream. Given the broad range of topics that are encapsulated by the several
          definitions given to the Dream, the essays are grouped in two separate volumes. Volume I, which follows,
          comprises nineteen chapters.
        


        
          The introductory chapter by Robert C. Hauhart and Mitja Sardoč entitled “What Is the American Dream?”
          contextualizes the discussion in historical, sociological, and cultural terms. The American dream is,
          regrettably, too often merely appropriated for its positive associations rather than thoughtfully analyzed
          for its full substance. Our introductory discussion is simply an effort to provide a background and
          foundation for the further examinations that follow in each of the chapters. Hopefully our introduction will
          give readers a basis for much-needed reflection as to the various meanings that have been attributed to the
          Dream and how those meanings shape the works that follow.
        


        
          The first section of this handbook (“Economic Success, Upward Economic Mobility and the American Dream”)
          includes six chapters. While the unifying theme among the papers is the issue of upward social and economic
          mobility, like most chapters there is the question of the idea of the national dream narrative itself. Pawan
          Dhingra’s chapter, “Racial Capitalism and (Im)Mobility: Asian Americans in the Contemporary Economy,”
          discusses the economic mobility of Asian Americans within a context of racial capitalism within the
          stratified US social structure. As he emphasizes, “[t]o understand how Asian Americans fit into a racialized
          capitalism, it is necessary to explain how US immigration laws shaped who could immigrate and begin their
          lives in the country.” His analysis of the trajectory of this historically marginalized racial minority opens
          up a range of issues that the “standard” promise of upward social mobility associated with the American dream
          leaves largely unexamined.
        


        
          Susan Dewey’s essay, entitled “Gendered Street Capitalism and the Violence of the American Dream” brings to
          the forefront female street prostitution through the perspective of an extreme, and uniquely situated, form
          of neoliberal capitalism. This framework, as she emphasizes, “deliberately situat[es] prostitution within the
          sex-money-drugs-violence nexus that governs everyday life in the street prostitution and illicit drug
          economy.” In particular, her detailed presentation of precarity at its most crude provides not only an
          in-depth portrayal of the American dream’s “dark side” but also the persistence of its pervasive cultural
          power, even among the marginalized.
        


        
          Victor Tan Chen’s chapter “The Mirage of Meritocracy and the Morality of Grace” delves into the idea of
          meritocracy, one of the central components of the American dream. The belief that if you work hard, play by
          the rules, and maximize your skills and resources in the land of opportunity you can become successful is
          among the earliest, and some would say hoariest, definitions of the Dream. Chen’s meticulous analysis of the
          idea of meritocracy and its intertwined relationship with the American dream provides an insight into some of
          its cultural contradictions that ultimately challenge the idea of fairness that underlies the explicit
          promise of the meritocratic version of the American dream. His discussion of meritocratic (in)equality offers
          a deeper understanding of the many problems, challenges, and tensions associated with the idea of meritocracy
          when the notion is embedded within twenty-first-century neoliberal capitalism.
        


        
          In his chapter, “Hegemony and Interpellation: The Ideological Functions of the American Dream,” Cyril Ghosh
          takes a closer look at the different functions performed by the American dream. He first traces its origins
          and foundations and then identifies many of its core terms, including “rugged individualism, equal
          opportunity, abundance, endless choices, success, virtue, unsullied newness, limitless resources, infinite
          possibilities, the inalienable rights (of classical liberalism) to life, liberty and the pursuit of
          happiness, a (hard) work ethic, house, car, beauty, youth, talent …” His conceptual analysis of the American
          dream and its role in American political culture as an ideological veil is of particular relevance for
          research on national dream narratives in general.
        


        
          The next to last chapter from this section by Jennifer Sherman, entitled “Paradise for Whom? Rural Inequality
          and the Elusive American Dream,” provides an exhaustive presentation of the romanticized portrayal of
          rurality and its alleged perfection in the context of a highly stratified society dominated by late
          capitalism. This idealized image, as she emphasizes, “includes easy or open access to land, space, peace, and
          freedom, and is intertwined with understandings of the American Dream focused on land and home ownership, as
          well as the individual responsibility, autonomy, and success that comes from self-employment in land-based
          livelihoods.” Drawing upon her in-depth ethnographic research, she points to some of the different
          understandings of the American dream among residents of “Paradise Valley” and the different experiences of
          those who are local to the area and those who are “from away.”
        


        
          In his chapter essay, John Erik Fossum chooses to examine whether there are manifestations of the American
          dream in Europe. As he notes, the heart of the American dream are the two core values of liberty and
          equality. American exceptionalism is then about offering a particularly favorable context for realizing these
          values. Socioeconomic and political changes have evened out conditions and life chances and have given rise
          to dreams and conceptions in Europe that resonate with the core values of the American dream. Professor
          Fossum then turns his attention to the Nordic model, which is something analysts and practitioners hold up as
          desirable also for the US. The Nordic model is steeped in the two core tenets that mark the American dream,
          freedom and equality, but is based on a different calibration of these. The model does, although not as is
          often thought, downplay individualism, but it seeks to develop a socioeconomic and political context that is
          conducive for human flourishing.
        


        
          The second section of the Handbook (“Contemporary Issues in American Dream Studies”) includes two
          chapters that focus on some of the neglected aspects of the American dream. Mark R. Rank’s chapter, “The
          Random Factor: Chance, Luck, and the American Dream,” takes a closer look at the idea of moral arbitrariness
          embedded in the very promise of the American dream. In fact, as he accentuates, “[t] he lottery of birth
          decides where we fall with respect to the powerful forces of class, race, and gender” and, American dream
          rhetoric aside, may still constitute the principal basis that affects our life chances. Based on this initial
          observation, Rank proceeds to examine “the interplay between structural forces such as class and race,
          randomness, and individual agency,” in an effort to evaluate the proportionate influence of relatively fixed
          social factors vis-à-vis individual effort in producing our life outcomes. In particular, he views the
          “lottery of birth” not simply as an obstacle but as one important factor that is often neglected in
          evaluating the prospects for achieving the American dream.
        


        
          “The Feminist American Dream” by Alison Dahl Crossley points to gendered structural inequality as a key
          obstacle in the pursuit of the American dream. By drawing on a feminist approach, she argues that in order
          for the American dream to maintain relevance, it should center women and incorporate an intersectional
          perspective. It is difficult to deny that the historical subjugation of women to patriarchy has been the
          principal hindrance to women’s achievement in most fields, up to and including the present. The young
          feminist millennials who Crossley interviewed are, hardly unsurprisingly, unwilling to accept the
          hierarchical status quo bequeathed to them by the prior generation. Like earlier generations of feminist
          women, the question remains whether their concerted influence will move the culture of the American dream
          further in the direction of gender equality across the broad range of institutions and power positions in
          American society.
        


        
          The third section (“Migration and the Immigrant American Dream”) brings together three chapters gravitating
          around one of the most pressing issues associated with the American dream, that of migration. Shoba
          Sivaprasad Wadhia’s chapter, “Migration and the American Dream,” discusses the many benefits of migration to
          the US in relation to the classical conception of the American dream. By situating this discussion in her own
          family immigration narrative, she points out firsthand the Janus face of US immigration laws, that is,
          “welcoming of immigrants and family in particular” on the one hand whereas on the other pointing at the
          “exclusion in our immigration laws and the ways exclusion has magnified in the current [i.e., Trump]
          administration.” As Wadhia’s essay illustrates, the effect of social class on just who it is that will be
          invited to our shores to live the American dream remains vitally and tangibly present in the twenty-first
          century.
        


        
          The chapter “Post-1965 Immigrants, African Americans, and the Limits of the American Dream” by Milton
          Vickerman examines both conceptual and empirical issues embedded in the idea of the American dream. The
          central part of this chapter delves into the language of the American dream and its link with immigration,
          which the author concludes is largely ideological in nature. While economic improvement remains a powerful
          lure for immigrants to the United States, Vickerman astutely recognizes the complexity of factors that
          motivate those from other countries to make the journey across borders and cultures to come here. Time and
          again, Vickerman presciently points to the elusive nature of the American dream and its function as a
          floating signifier of promise, one that often goes unfulfilled for African Americans even as he acknowledges
          the strides toward equality that have been achieved.
        


        
          Steven F. Messner and Richard Rosenfeld’s chapter “Crime and the American Dream in a Nation of Immigrants”
          considers the intricate relationship “between the American Dream and immigration, and the implications of
          that relationship for crime in the United States.” The authors argue that while immigration has the potential
          to replenish the Dream’s “bright side” and thus limit the criminogenic consequences of the “dark side,” the
          Dream also has the potential to energize nativist hostility to immigrants. Older white Americans in
          particular may feel threatened by the presence of immigrants in the context of neoliberal capitalism that
          seemingly pits all against all. Thus, the lure of the American dream may vitalize and motivate the “dark
          side” of the Dream in the form of crime. The real issue then becomes what conditions will best support the
          brighter promise of the Dream.
        


        
          The following section (“Marginalized Americans and the American Dream”) includes three chapters discussing
          some of those social groups that have not benefited from the overall promise of economic betterment and
          social equality associated with the American dream. Francesco Duina’s chapter “Poor but Still Dreaming” takes
          a closer look at poor Americans’ beliefs about the American dream and their continuing commitment to this
          ideal. This chapter identifies some of the limitations of existing research on the American dream and then
          considers an alternative perspective based on large-scale data from the General Social Survey and the World
          Values Survey. The author complements these surveys with data from interviews he conducted with poor
          Americans, concluding that poor Americans, perhaps rather remarkably, continue to believe in the American
          dream. Still, Duina acknowledges that additional research on the nature and strength of this attachment may
          well further improve our understanding.
        


        
          Clara E. Rodríguez’s essay on the American Latinx community, the American dream, and the US mass media
          documents the continuing neglect and misrepresentation that Latinx suffer through their depiction, or
          absence, in English-speaking, mass media venues. As Rodríguez reminds us, not only are Latino/a Americans the
          fastest growing segment of the US population, they will soon constitute 20 percent of all Americans. It is
          apparent, she argues, that Latinx Americans deserve fuller, and more accurate, treatment by US mass media, as
          well as inclusion at all levels in its production and distribution. Further, within the general disregard of
          Latinx Americans, Rodríguez locates a neglected minority within a neglected minority: Puerto Ricans.
          Puerto Ricans are, of course, the only Latinx who don’t need an entry card or passport to come to the
          mainland. Still, they are often noticeable largely by their absence in the US English-speaking mass media,
          even after disasters. Professor Rodríguez respectfully pleads their case for inclusive treatment.
        


        
          Mary Robertson’s chapter “Queer Youth and the American Dream” questions some of the basic tenets of the
          American dream. Given the historical challenges facing queer youth, the American dream appears as both
          discriminatory and oppressive in earlier eras. Recent changes in social attitudes and legal rights in the
          United States, however, have acted to reverse some of the barriers and limitations that all LGBTQ Americans
          formerly faced. Robertson’s informed account of those changes, and her detailed analysis of the changed
          circumstances queer youth face in contemporary United States society, permits her to offer a cautious but
          optimistic assessment with respect to the potential for queer youth to seek their own American dreams
          successfully in the future. In essence, the social change narrative the LGBTQ community has experienced
          offers a state-of-the-art success case study regarding claims by vulnerable groups for equal rights as
          citizens, thereby making the heteronormative American dream their dream as well.
        


        
          The penultimate section (entitled “The American Dream Goes Global?”) brings together three chapters focusing
          on the global import of the US national dream narrative. Robert C. Hauhart’s chapter “Exporting the American
          Dream: Global Implications” discusses the impact of the American dream, “America’s most pervasive, and
          important, legacy,” on the world community in the aftermath of the Great Recession (generally, from 2007 to
          2009 in the US). His focus on one of the central embodiments of the American dream—home ownership—illustrates
          the dangerous influence and effect that American cultural and economic trends can have on other nations’
          economies in the context of globalized demands from citizens of other countries to “live the American Dream.”
          While some have argued that globalization has spawned many beneficial outcomes, the American housing
          crisis—exported across the globe through the popularity of the United States’ dedication to a single family,
          mortgaged American dream—offers a more sober account of the negative consequences that a wholesale embrace of
          the American dream can portend.
        


        
          The chapter by Blaž Kosovel, “Why Is There No European Dream?” discusses the historical circumstances that
          originated the American dream and contrasts those with a European history that failed to develop an
          equivalent, ideological necessity. Very briefly, Kosovel’s reading of the historical forces at work suggests
          the United States’ strong commitment to laissez-faire capitalism required a strong ideology that would
          supply supportive motivation for Americans to embrace a brutally competitive, and highly unequal, social
          order. Conversely, European nations, committed to protective social labor laws and social welfare states more
          generally, needed no such ideological myth. Then, too, the United States, having watched carefully as
          Europeans fought a century’s worth of wars principally over national religions, needed an ideology that was
          very explicitly religiously neutral as a way to unify the country’s diverse religious heritage. The American
          dream fulfilled both counts.
        


        
          The chapter by Michael A. Peters entitled “The Chinese Dream, the Wuhan Nightmare, and COVID-19 Conspiracy
          Theory” takes a closer look at the main competing national dream narrative to the American dream—the Chinese
          Dream. His critical examination of the Chinese Dream challenges the vagueness and deceptiveness associated
          with the various slogans, metaphors, and other thought-terminating clichés this and other national dream
          narratives seem to inextricably generate. As he convincingly argues, making sense of the Chinese Dream
          requires one to take into account not only the nature of ideology but also acknowledge the official status of
          the Chinese Dream as an intentional creation of the Chinse government under Xi Jinping. His meticulous
          examination of the historical consciousness that forms a backdrop to the programmatic and the pragmatic
          aspect of the Chinese Dream sets it apart from competing interpretations like the American dream, which
          although supportive of the “American way of life” is less consciously a product of the American government.
          As Peters details, the Chinese Dream has been successful in many respects but faces perhaps insurmountable
          economic challenges as the world economy continues to change and the Chinese population places further
          pressure on the government.
        


        
          The final section of the Handbook (“Sustainability and the American Dream”) consists of a chapter by
          Robert C. Hauhart entitled “Using Cargo Cult Movements to Explain the Persistent Appeal of the American
          Dream.” The central part of this essay makes use of our anthropological knowledge of cargo cult movements, “a
          different folk-myth, from a different part of the world and from a wholly different cultural context,” to
          provide a better understanding of the persistence of the American dream. Faced with the realization that the
          promise of the American dream—whether the “get rich quick” version or the incremental “upward mobility”
          version—is in many instances just a myth and patently untrue, why does the myth survive? Hauhart suggests
          that the answer can be found in the wish-filled dynamics of South Pacific cargo cult movements, which for
          decades waited to receive what they believed to be their promised fair share of American, Australian, and
          European goods (the “cargo”) as their rightful due. Indeed, all available evidence suggests the Americans,
          Australians, and Europeans had no such plans to distribute cargo as pure largesse, nor any comparable
          understanding, of the illusion the native locals were harboring. Still, like the existence of heaven and the
          celestial rewards one will receive there, the expectant notion of receiving a bounty of “cargo” persisted. In
          short, the American dream need not come true, either, to sustain its hopeful adherents. The promise, and the
          belief in the promise against all known facts, seems to be enough.
        


        
          We hope you enjoy the essays collected in this volume. Volume II of The Routledge Handbook on the American
          Dream, which will follow in a year’s time, will likewise offer a broad range of essays by invited
          scholars of the American dream. It is our fervent hope that the Handbook offers readers both an
          introduction to innovative, authoritative discussions at the forefront of American dream studies and an entry
          point into contemporary avenues for further research.
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        Introduction


        What Is the American Dream?

      

      
        Robert C. Hauhart and Mitja Sardoč
      


      
        
          Lord, won’t you buy me a Mercedes Benz …
        


        
          Janis Joplin, Michael McClure, and Bob Neuwirth (1970)
        

      


      
        Jim Cullen, in his aptly named book The American Dream (2003), observes that when first researching his
        work, he placed the phrase into a library card catalog, which promptly returned 700 items. It was not the
        number, however, that impressed him. Rather, it was the fact that none of the books he looked at in the further
        course of his research made what he characterized as a “systematic attempt” to define the term (5). Cullen
        noted that all the books virtually took the meaning for granted, as though any fool would know what it means.
      


      
        Nearly twenty years later, Cullen’s admirable effort to say what the phrase “American Dream” means has not
        substantially moved the ball forward—or the needle in any direction—for much of the country or the world. (See,
        for example, Hauhart 2017, 11–26, and other papers collected in Šolsko polje, Letnik XXUIII, Številka
        3–4 (2017).) This is not Cullen’s fault, however. In his introductory comments, Cullen suggests that ultimately
        we must acknowledge that “beyond an abstract possibility, there is no one American Dream” (2003, 7,
        emphasis in original). With respect to James Truslow Adams’s celebrated (at least among “American Dream”
        connoisseurs) definition (“that dream of a land in which life should be better and richer and fuller for every
        man”) (Adams 1931, 404), Cullen’s willingness to concede there is no single exact meaning of the phrase “may be
        fine as far as it goes” (2003, 7).
      


      
        Where does it get us, though, to just say, as Cullen does, “there are many American Dreams” (7)?
        Admirably, while Cullen lets the cat out of the bag early that we can’t expect to find a single definition of
        the phrase, he is unwilling to stop there. Indeed, his intellectual journey through a number of specific
        American dreams (whereupon he changes from the capital “D” to the lower case “d”) more than capably distills
        some of the themes that have given visible form to the idea. Consequently, in our own effort to be
        comprehensive and authoritative about its meaning, it behooves us to retrace some of that journey and see what,
        if anything, we might be able to add to what he and others have already said.
      


      
        Antecedents


        
          Cullen, writing a self-described “history” of the American dream, finds it useful to begin before the
          founding of the republic by tracing the dream of the Puritans to practice their
          strict religious beliefs without domination by the Anglican Church and its leaders that
          brought them to Massachusetts (11–34). Yet, while offering glancing reference to the Puritans’ separatist
          theological cousins, the Pilgrims (5, 8, 15), and acknowledging that the Virginia colony, motivated by the
          investors and indentured workers’ equally intense desire to profit materially preceded the Puritans’ arrival,
          Cullen does not appreciably develop either of their stories. Rather, he finds in the Puritans alone the early
          colonial foundation of the values infused in the American dream. Other commentators differ.
        


        
          The attribution of cause or motivation with respect to historical movements is, at best, a tricky business.
          Hall, in his authoritative history The Puritans (2019), agrees that religious motivation was ascendant
          in those Puritans who chose to cross the Atlantic but notes, “[O]nly a small fraction of the godly” chose to
          make the journey (221). For others, whether they chose to make the journey or stayed in England, Hall
          suggests that their decision “emerged out of careful consideration of the merits and risks” of one decision
          over the other (221). One member of the kirk contemplating the trip mused that perhaps it was better to stay
          in England and “suffer than to cast himself upon dangers in flying (i.e., fleeing)” (Shepard 1981 quoted in
          Hall 2019, 222). John Winthrop, who led the expedition, was arguably responding as much to his own
          straightened financial prospects if he remained in England as he was to any religious or moral impulse. His
          biographers rather uniformly mention a number of financial demands Winthrop was facing. These included
          reduced income from the farming operations at his Groton estate; financial demands from his three adult
          children; a long-running lawsuit in Chancery Court; a dowry for his marriageable daughter; increased pressure
          to purchase a second home in London in support of his position as a magistrate; and many lesser claims and
          obligations for revenue that he struggled to provide (Bremer 2003, 122, 125–32; Rutman 1975, 24–26). Indeed,
          even though Winthrop issued a lengthy public justification focusing on his religious and moral motivations
          for choosing to emigrate to North America, Rutman (40) persuasively argues that his speech—delivered to a
          religious conference of fellow believers—was carefully calculated to provide only the explanations that he
          was happy to offer, and that would be equally happily received, before that audience. In sum, while religious
          dissent and the official disapproval and censure that followed from the Church of England was clearly a core
          factor in inspiring the journey to Massachusetts for the Puritans, it is perhaps reductionist to idealize it
          as the sole motivating influence.
        


        
          Jillson (2004, 16), taking a broader view, makes an important distinction early by noting, “The first
          settlers into North America came either for quick wealth or to live in ways not permitted them at home.”
          Eschewing the narrowness of Cullen’s focus solely on the Massachusetts Bay Colony’s founders, Jillson elects
          to examine those who emigrated from England to the United States to settle Massachusetts, Pennsylvania, and
          Virginia, finding in each both common themes and notable differences (17). As Jillson notes, the North
          American wilderness the early settlers crossed the Atlantic to colonize “seemed to hold out unlimited
          promise” (23). The promise, according to Jillson, was not restricted solely to those who came to profit
          materially but rather included each group of settlers, essentially any of those who sought a grant of
          “religious authority, economic opportunity, [or] social status” (23). What these different groups shared
          according to many who have studied the matter was hope (1).
        


        
          It was hope, based on faith, that permitted the Puritans to believe that in the New World they would
          be able to “make the word of God live in their lives” without the oppression forced upon them by the Church
          of England (24–25). As Cullen expresses the idea, using the word that has come to symbolize the Puritans’
          vision for themselves as well as the collective myth that is said to be quintessentially American, “[The
          Puritans] had a dream …. you’ll never be able to understand what it means to be an American of any
          creed, color, or gender if you don’t try to imagine the shape of that dream” (2003, 13; emphasis added). The
          Quakers, who settled in Pennsylvania, sought peace and prosperity, based on the
          hope that they might escape the “outward cares, vexations, and turmoils, which before we were always
          subject unto” and from this peace they hoped “plenteous prosperity” would arise (Tolles 1963, 33–34).
          Thus, the Quakers sought to perfect the “inner plantation of the heart and soul” (Jillson 29) but willingly
          accepted the material benefits that flowed from the diligent, frugal manner of living
          they established in the new land. The Virginia colony, in contrast, opened up by the London Company, drew men
          seeking profit and economic opportunity, not communal religious exaltation, whether as investors or bound
          laborers. The hope for these men was that they would become rich quickly or,
          lacking that, “hope[d] they would be rewarded with a materially better life in what was then a largely
          unknown land” (Hauhart 2016, 4–5; emphasis added).
        


        
          Isenberg (2016), rewriting our nation’s history with a focus on class—particularly the lowest class—turns her
          attention to the fact that in many ways the hopes of the settlers were disappointed. She notes,
          “[D]ozens who disembarked from the Mayflower succumbed that first year to starvation and disease linked to
          vitamin deficiency; scurvy rotted their gums, and they bled from different orifices” (10). The settlements
          the New Englanders established, putative followers of Christian ethics, consisted of
          a hierarchical society of ranked “stations” according to Isenberg. The elites who ran New England in 1630
          owned Indian and African slaves, exploited child laborers, and visibly declared their high status through
          occupying their church-designated seating, carefully selected for them due to their wealth and prominence
          (10–11). New Englanders were not alone in their disappointment either. Rather, Isenberg declares, “Virginia
          was even less a place of hope” (11). Most were expecting to find gold, as were the profit-driven investors
          who coerced many of the early “first comers” into debt servitude and indentured contracts (11, 25–31). But as
          Isenberg reports, what they found instead at Jamestown was privation and starvation with “80 percent of the
          first six thousand dying off” (25). Yet, however disheartening the actual experience of the settlers turned
          out to be, settlers continued to come from England. Isenberg explains this not due to elevated ideals
          relating to the Puritans’ and Pilgrims’ desires to practice
          their religion free of oppression, or purely the lure of great wealth promised to new Virginians, but rather
          to “England’s opportunity to thin out its prisons and siphon off thousands … an outlet for the unwanted, a
          way to remove vagrants and beggars, to be rid of London’s eyesore population” (10). For Isenberg, our
          mythical fables regarding early settlers erase much of the harshness and coercion behind the crossing and
          substitute instead the lure of opportunity and upward economic mobility in their place (11). In her
          retelling, the early colonists were predominantly “waste men and waste women” who were an expendable class of
          laborers subjected to the organizers’ obsessions with class, rank, and profit (26–8, 30, 33, 42).
        


        
          While the dreams each group envisioned for themselves differed, they were alike in one other respect: all
          three of the dreams were founded on the belief that leaving England and starting over in a New World would
          give them the liberty necessary to establish the life they sought. In England, one
          must recall, none of the three groups were fully free; rather, each was constrained by the society and its
          established social order. As non-separatists and a small minority, the Puritans were unable to reform the
          Church of England as they believed was critical to living the life God ordained for them. As separatists, the
          Pilgrims were reviled and the object of official Church censure and oppression. Thus, neither the Puritans
          nor the Pilgrims were fully free to practice their religion in the way in which they interpreted God’s
          commands. And as landless and often unskilled free laborers, the men who shipped off to Virginia under the
          London Company were little short of a destitute, roaming mob constantly seeking work in the cities they fled
          to when England’s rural economy changed and then collapsed. Rather than a respite from religious oppression,
          those who indentured themselves to make the journey principally sought economic opportunity in the liberty
          the New Land would give them, a greater freedom to work and thrive rather than the sort of freedom they
          possessed in England, which was closer to the freedom to idle and starve.
        


        
          Yet, while each group exercised its liberty to leave England, neither hope nor hope and
          liberty were quite sufficient to fulfill their respective dreams. In addition to the hope each
          group entertained for a better life in the New World, one that would be fostered by the liberty to
          live more as they liked, all three groups also shared a willingness to take risks. It is difficult
          today for us to imagine the courage, perhaps the recklessness, it took to board what today would be small
          wooden sailing vessels with room for only modest stores, crowded with settlers, and launch off across the
          storm-tossed North Atlantic. At the end of their journey, the new colonists would find a
          forested but otherwise untamed and unwelcoming shore that required domestication to support their new
          settlements. John Adams, in his Dissertation on the Canon and the Feudal Law, published in 1765 to
          inspire his fellow countrymen to unite against King George III’s ill-usage of their loyalty as his subjects,
          reminded his readers of the desperate straits their ancestors had traversed:
        


        
          
            Recollect their amazing fortitude, their bitter sufferings—the hunger, the nakedness, the cold, which they
            patiently endured—the severe labors of clearing their grounds, building their houses, raising their
            provisions, amidst dangers from wild beasts and savage men, before they had time or money or materials for
            commerce.
          


          
            (Cullen 2003, 17)
          

        


        
          Indeed, Adams cleverly incorporated the early settlers’ bravery in the face of the most severe adversity by
          uniting their hopes and expectations for a new, better life in the new land with the
          hope and initial exercise of their freedom that supported their journey:
        


        
          
            Recollect the … hopes and expectations which constantly supported and carried them through all the
            hardships … Let us recollect it was liberty, the hope of liberty,
            for themselves and us and ours, which conquered all discouragements, dangers, and trials.
          


          
            (17; emphasis added)
          

        


        
          Moreover, while all three groups faced risks, some settlers had more to lose than others did. Both the
          Puritans and the Pilgrims included many adherents who had substantial means and
          risked the comfortable life they had achieved in England to throw their lot in with their respective
          community of believers to subdue and make fit for human habitation the rugged, unbroken wilderness found on a
          foreign shore.
        


        
          Thus, the groups that first arrived from England to settle the eastern seaboard of North America shared
          abundant hopes for a better future, a desire for liberty beyond what they had known before, a willingness to
          risk their future in a speculative venture, and the willingness to cast aside any ties to family,
          community, and nation that they left behind. As Philip Slater (1990, 18) reminds us, though, the many
          admirable qualities the early settlers possessed were not fully descriptive or exhaustive of who they were:
        


        
          This nation was settled and continually repopulated by people who were not personally successful in
          confronting the social conditions in their mother country, but fled in the hope of a better life…. [Our
          ancestors included] an unusual number of energetic, mobile, ambitious, daring and optimistic persons…. But …
          [i]f we gained the energetic and daring, we also gained the lion’s share of the rootless, the unscrupulous,
          those who valued money over relationships, and those who put self-aggrandizement ahead of love and loyalty.
          And most of all, we gained an undue proportion of persons who, when faced with a difficult situation, tended
          to chuck the whole thing and flee to a new environment. Escaping, evading, and avoiding are responses which
          lie at the base of much that is peculiarly American.
        


        
          This portrait of the American character, sharpened by poetic license, is now acknowledged as fittingly
          characteristic of one set of the values ascendant in our culture, to such a degree that nearly the entire
          cast of Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby (2004) fits neatly into the aforementioned profile. As Nick
          Carraway informs us, he hails from the Midwest but having come east to participate in World War I, he
          “enjoyed the counter-raid so thoroughly that he came back restless” (3). He leaves the Midwest and his family
          a second time to return to the East Coast. There he meets other transplanted Americans—Gatsby, also from the Midwest (and all over), Daisy and Tom Buchanan (first from
          Louisville and New Haven, then from Chicago, and then the West Coast), and Jordan Baker (from Louisville).
          All have cut their ties to their past. Gatsby himself is a magnet for the rootless and unconnected, who
          attend his parties in droves without knowing him, and in many cases, not making any effort to meet him. The
          unscrupulous are well represented, too: Wolfsheim, the gambler who fixed the World Series, but Daisy, Tom,
          Jordan, and, of course, Gatsby himself all display a predatory ruthlessness that broaches no interference
          from human values other than self-interest. Klipspringer, the piano-playing party guest who took up residence
          in Gatsby’s house after one of his parties, perhaps epitomizes this unprincipled amorality best. When Nick
          contacts him after Gatsby’s death, Klip-springer explains he won’t be able to attend the funeral because
          “there’s sort of a picnic or something [tomorrow]” (169) but unashamedly, in the same breath, asks that a
          pair of tennis shoes he left at Gatsby’s house be forwarded to him because “I’m sort of helpless without
          them” (169). Gatsby, with his “extraordinary gift for hope,” (3; emphasis
          added) is perhaps, then, the fitting profile for an American, someone possessed of a “romantic readiness” (3)
          to boldly throw everything aside and strike out for his American dream, a “dream [that] must have seemed so
          close that that he could hardly fail to grasp it” (180), but one that consisted of, above all else,
          self-interest.
        


        
          In short, in addition to hope, a belief in the promise of freedom, and
          a willingness to expose oneself to the winds of chance and face risk, we must add a willingness to
          shed any connections to people, places, or values that may tie one down as a formative element of
          American character. Later, as Tocqueville (1961) would notice and comment on at length in his magisterial
          report on his travels within the United States in the 1830s, the rootlessness at the heart of American
          geographic and social mobility would fuse with our self-interest and self-absorption to create that most
          commonly recognized feature of our national character, individualism. Likewise, the
          lack of solidarity displayed by a willingness to move on from people and place would
          prove, as Fitzgerald depicted, fertile ground for rapaciousness and venality to germinate and thrive. As
          Merton (1938) recognized, the acceptable means of achieving cultural goals can be cast away and abandoned
          just as easily as one can move from the Midwest to the East and then somewhere farther from the people and
          places who were the source of civilized values. When the goal of personal success is
          shorn from the context of the culturally legitimated means of attaining success, a principal American
          virtue—striving to achieve mastery or success—can become a powerful American defect—winning over others in
          any way possible at any cost. As other commentators have recognized, the desire to win is as much of a
          national obsession and characteristic value of Americans as hope, freedom, courage, opportunity, and equality
          (Duina 2010).
        

      

      
        Foundational Documents and Historical Sources


        
          As Cullen (2003, 38) reminds us, the early historical document that “survives in collective memory and
          underwrites the American Dream” is the Declaration of Independence, whose
          “self-evident truths” and “inalienable rights” include the rights to “Life, Liberty, and the Pursuit of
          Happiness.” These promises—especially that phrase which more than any other defines and justifies the
          American dream—are today still “implicitly and explicitly invoked all the time” (39). Seldom, as Cullen
          notes, are humans given such an explicit rhetorical basis and motivation for their actions, yet—as
          Americans—we are (38). The roots of the American dream are clearly evoked in our earliest manifestoes.
        


        
          Americans of the late eighteenth century were moved by these words and sought to identify for their fellow
          citizens the necessary personal attributes that would bring them closer to realizing their national dream.
          Among these, perhaps the most famous is Benjamin Franklin (1706–90), whose many articles in various
          periodicals along with anecdotes and advice in his Autobiography (1895),
          Poor Richard’s Almanack, and other writings left an indelible description of
          the values that infused Franklin’s love of his country. His prescriptions for successfully pursuing life,
          liberty, and happiness were avidly read, widely discussed, and often quoted. Franklin’s
          writings are too many and too lengthy to examine them fully, but his encomiums to frugality, industry, and
          discipline as a means of living a satisfying life and attaining wealth and high station are legendary (1895,
          143–44). Indeed, Franklin’s list of a “baker’s dozen” of exalted virtues he hoped to attain, with its
          emphasis on moderation in all things, speaks to many habits of prudence and industry he praised and
          principles he honored that find their place in the Declaration of Independence
          and the Constitution (1895, 149–50).1
          Although Franklin acknowledges he never arrived at the perfection he sought, he claimed that “by the
          endeavour, [I became] a better and happier man than I otherwise would have been” (1895, 59), and his various
          writings spread widely his gospel of hard work, perseverance, acquisition of wealth,
          and other values. As I noted in an earlier book (Hauhart 2016, 14), Franklin saw his list of common virtues as fully aligned with a second list of nondenominational religious
          propositions. The two, taken together, united two different rationales—one earthly and functional and the
          other spiritual—that served to inspire a single American creed, one that would set the stage for what would
          emerge as a more formal statement of the American dream.
        


        
          While Franklin was a patriotic American and not reluctant to sing the United States’ praises, he was
          reluctant to shamelessly endorse some of the more extravagant and exaggerated claims that were used to
          further lure settlers to the newly formed country. Thus, he cautioned those who were considering emigrating
          from their homeland by noting, “it cannot be worth any Man’s while, who has a means of living at home, to
          expatriate himself, in hopes of obtaining a profitable civil Office in America” (Koch 1965, 134). While
          conceding that “hearty young Labouring Men who understand the Husbandry of Corn and Cattle” and skilled
          workmen in the “Mechanic arts” can do well by themselves in America, he cautions that those looking for a
          gentlemen’s sinecure in the learned professions may find the positions they seek filled with incumbents
          already in place (134–6).
        


        
          The issue of immigration was on the minds of many from the date of the country’s
          founding. J. Hector St. John de Crevecoeur (1735–1813) came to the colonies about 1760. After serving the
          French as a representative, he took up farming, became a naturalized citizen, and wrote Letters From an American Farmer ([1782] 1957) to apprise both his fellow countrymen and
          those thinking about relocating to the United States of its wondrous bounty and many opportunities. In a
          chapter entitled “What Is an American,” Crevecoeur suggests that “[immigrants] no sooner than they
          immediately feel the good effects of that plenty of provisions we possess” start to love America (54). The
          immigrant is “[no longer] the slave of some despotic prince [but has] become a free man” (56). Crevecoeur
          goes on to contend, “If he is a good man, he forms schemes of future prosperity … feels an ardour to labor he
          never felt before” (56). And so “they launch forth, and by dint of sobriety, rigid parsimony, and the most
          persevering industry, they commonly succeed. Their astonishment at their first arrival … is very great—it is
          to them a dream … the recollection of their former poverty never quits them” (57; emphasis added).
          Here, too, one can see the encomium to hard work and diligent pursuit of success that
          formed the spine of Franklin’s creed tied, once again, to the experience of a dream. Indeed, the pages
          following are filled with the words frugal, laborious, succeed, prosper, prosperous, modifications of
          industry, ingenuity, sagacity, and prudence (58–9), as though Crevecoeur’s appreciation for his adopted
          country had but a single hymn always in the same register. Thus, the twin themes of the necessity for hard
          work to achieve the dream and self-reliance in its pursuit have
          been established early in our history. As Emerson (1990) would later phrase it in his most famous essay,
        


        
          A man is to carry himself in the presence of all opposition, as if every thing were titular and ephemeral but
          he. I am ashamed to think how easily we capitulate to badges and names, to large societies and dead
          institutions (32)…. But do your work and I shall know you. Do your work, and you shall reinforce
          yourself (34)…. It is easy to see that a greater self-reliance must work a revolution in all the
          offices and relations of men; in their religion; in their education; in their pursuits; their modes of
          living; their association; in their property; in their speculative views (45; emphasis added).
        


        


        
          The early statements regarding liberty, industry, American independence of spirit, hard
          work, and self-interest were all subjects of great interest to a foreign visitor to the United States in the
          1830s, Alexis de Tocqueville, a French aristocrat who came to acquaint himself firsthand with our experiment
          in democracy. While his report on what he found, now issued in two volumes entitled Democracy in America (1961), makes many profound observations, perhaps his greatest
          contribution was to be among the first to notice and examine intelligently what he considered the most common
          character trait and cultural theme among Americans—individualism. Tocqueville claimed that while equality was America’s “ruling passion” (1961, Vol. II, 113), he considered individualism its
          most notable offspring (Jillson 2016, 89). Tocqueville begins by defining individualism as
        


        
          
            a mature and calm feeling, which disposes each member of the community to sever himself from the mass of
            his fellow-creatures; and to draw apart with his family and friends; so that after has thus formed a little
            circle of his own, he willingly leaves society at large to itself.
          


          
            (1961, Vol. II, 118)
          

        


        
          For Tocqueville, individualism rested on “the principle of interest rightly understood” (145–49). This is
          because, in his view, “it disciplines a number of citizens in habits of regularity, temperance, moderation,
          foresight, [and] self-command” (147), a list of settled traits that would have pleased Franklin and
          Crevecoeur. Perceptively, Tocqueville ties this principle of self-interest to other qualities of national
          character often widely remarked by those from other countries as well as those from our own—materialism. As
          Tocqueville phrases it, “Carefully to satisfy all, even the least wants of the body, and to provide the
          little conveniences of life, is uppermost in every mind” (153). He continues,
        


        
          
            If I were to inquire what passion is most natural to men who are stimulated and circumscribed by the
            obscurity of their birth of the mediocrity of their fortune [as is common here in America], I could
            discover none more peculiarly appropriate to their condition than this love of physical prosperity.
          


          
            (155)
          

        


        
          Tocqueville could see, however, that this ardent desire for material gratifications had a dark side: although
          it drove a passionate energy for innovation and industry, it also produced a people “so hasty in grasping at
          all within [his] reach … [that] He clutches at everything, he holds nothing fast, but soon loosens his grasp
          to pursue fresh gratifications” (161). In short, the American becomes the perpetual acquisitor, a person
          whose unquenchable greed and desires compel him/her to never be satisfied, to always be moving on in search
          of the next satisfaction. In short, to be like Jay Gatsby, the man who wanted too much; the man who could not
          be satisfied with a mansion on Long Island; could not be satisfied with “two … hulking cabinets which held
          his massed suits and dressing gowns and ties, and his shirts, piled like bricks in stacks a dozen high” (93);
          could not be satisfied with Daisy’s love, but had to have her declare in public she never loved Tom Buchanan
          (Fitzgerald 2004, 130–32). As Daisy exclaimed, “Oh, [Jay] you want too much!” (132). For Tocqueville, this
          quality of Americans was the source of all our inquietude and restlessness and unhappiness. As Tocqueville
          phrased it,
        


        
          
            [The man in] pursuit of worldly welfare is always in a hurry, for he has but a limited time at his disposal
            to reach it, to grasp it, to enjoy it…. This thought fills him with anxiety, fear, and regret, and keeps
            his mind in ceaseless trepidation, which leads him perpetually change his plans and his abode.
          


          
            (1961, Vol. II, 162)
          

        


        
          In short, as Robert Merton (1938) understood, the cultural drive for success may well be Americans’ most valued attribute but is also the source of our most
          profound failures.
        


        
          Another writer who captured the essence of our dream was Horatio Alger Jr. (1832–99), a
          mid-nineteenth-century writer whose core oeuvre was the young boy’s “rags-to-riches” tale. His first
          story in this vein, Ragged Dick (or Street Life in New York With the Boot Blacks), was
          initially serialized in 1867 and published as a book a year later (Jillson 2004, 127). Dick Hunter, the boy
          of the title, was an orphan, forced to make his own way in New York City as a shoeshine boy. He was a quick
          learner though and through “luck and pluck” (the title of another of Alger’s books with a similar theme,
          plot, and style) Dick manages to overcome his penury and make good. The formula remained the same in all of
          the stories Alger wrote for boys: determination to improve one’s circumstances combined with hard work (and a little good luck) always paid off in the end. As Richard Fink observes, “His
          books told American boys what they already half-believed” (Fink, “Introduction,” in Alger Jr. 1962, 18).
          Alger’s young heroes became the young adult embodiments of the ambitious, upwardly bound American who, taking
          advantage of the land of opportunity, demonstrated they could achieve the American dream. At the heart of
          every Horatio Alter story was success, a success always measured by the achievement of material prosperity.
          Of course, the boys’ stories were simple fantasies on a page, but the Alger stories’ contributions to the
          American dream were no less influential than Crevecoeur’s or Franklin’s odes to preparation, hard work, and
          keeping a sharp eye out for potentially successful opportunities. Fink directly ties Alger’s success ethic to
          Franklin’s writing about the “way to wealth” in Poor Richard’s Almanack and
          The Speech of Father Abraham, better known today as The Way to Wealth (19). Both Alger’s and
          Franklin’s bromides championed the same values. Indeed, as celebrations of the mythical qualities of the
          American dream, the Alger stories were far superior at doing so and undoubtedly reached many more people. The
          stories offered easily digestible hope in a book form.
        

      

      
        The American Dream and Pecuniary Success


        
          As the quotation that heads this introductory chapter suggests, materialism—whether in the form of money or
          the things that money can buy—has often been, and still remains, on the minds of many Americans and a sought
          after national goal. Many, apparently, would like to have a Mercedes Benz and as the song lyric suggests, by
          any means, even (or perhaps especially) as a gift from God (since it would require no outlay or effort).
          Robert Merton (1938), in what has been described as perhaps the most read sociological paper ever published,
          relies on this starting point—the “extreme emphasis upon the accumulation of wealth as a symbol of success”
          in the United States—for his definition of the American dream (675). Merton is interested in examining what
          success means in our culture and what impact it has on both individuals and society. In his view, the special
          importance placed on attaining wealth both inspires legitimate striving and undermines commitment to the
          prescribed means for achieving success. However, since the culturally admired value—achieving monetary
          success—is prescribed universally while the legitimate means of attaining the goal are extremely limited for
          many in American society, there exists an undeniable tension, one that places pressure on some to violate the
          rules for acquiring money honorably.
        


        
          Our open-class, egalitarian ideology—which suggests implicitly there are means available to everyone in the
          land of opportunity to chase the American dream when in fact that is not true—is the force that impels many
          to distrust or reject any belief in the American dream. Still, it is difficult to suggest that Merton is
          wrong in identifying the powerful motivating force of acquiring wealth in the United States as the heart of
          our American dream myth. Messner and Rosenfeld (2007) note the “special priority” given to money in our
          culture and its frequent invocation as the “metric for success” in the United States (70). They also observe
          that like the universalistic, open-class ideology of the American dream, success defined by money is equally
          open-ended since it is always possible to desire, and possess, more money (70). The pursuit of money, like
          pursuit of the American dream generally, has no endpoint. Likewise, it is true that the
          American dream remains a powerful source and incentive for hope, regardless of whether that hope corresponds
          with the actual potential for becoming successful or “getting ahead” (Merton 1938, 679). This widespread
          twentieth-century emphasis on money as the principal goal that fuels the American
          dream has become, in the words of one commentator, a “new counter-narrative [that] redefines the American
          Dream from one that promotes a moral code and Puritan work ethic to one that promotes risk-taking, easy
          money, and greed” (Duncan 2015, 43). Arguably, the rise of the technology that supports the internet has only
          enhanced this trend by enabling people to de-emphasize elements of what the American dream may have meant
          historically while focusing users on the single goal of making money (through internet poker, gambling,
          pornography, and so forth) (128).
        


        
          Although it is common, perhaps, to wish for more money, and certainly many Americans will express the desire
          to be better off, contemporary research suggests great wealth does not purchase the American dream. Rank,
          Hirschl, and Foster (2014) interviewed a broad spectrum of Americans about what constituted the American
          dream. An interview with a professional wealth advisor, Robert Greenfield, revealed many of the reasons why
          wealth has not often been among the primary goals of Americans when asked. Greenfield’s job was to advise
          clients whose families possessed between 100 million and 3 billion dollars (45). Greenfield’s comments
          revealed that many of his clients lived lives characterized by unhappiness and a lack of fulfillment (46). He
          went on to introduce to Rank and his colleagues the notion of “independence from riches,” because his clients
          ended up feeling imprisoned by their money. Wealthy families who could not answer, “What’s it all for?” were
          especially unhappy. Only those who saw money as a tool that they could use to accomplish a worthy goal seemed
          to avoid the misery of great wealth (47).
        


        
          Yet it is true that within limits, money is a factor essential to well-being and happiness, and assessments
          of other happiness markers track right along with wealth up to the level of $75,000 per year in income
          (Kahneman and Deaton 2010). Above that figure, individuals did not generally report greater happiness nor did
          they report a reduction of stress, anxiety, and worry. These results and others like them have led to the
          increased interest in the promise of upward mobility, well-being, and life
          satisfaction research. If money alone as a goal doesn’t really lead to the American dream, perhaps a broader
          investigation of the factors related to defining the American dream and experiencing life happiness will do
          so.
        

      

      
        The American Dream of Upward Economic and Social Mobility


        
          In contemporary American dream scholarship, no factor has perhaps been emphasized as more central to defining
          the Dream than upward mobility. Indeed, virtually all commentators agree that its simple ubiquity makes this
          definition difficult to ignore (Cullen 2003, 59–102; Jillson 2016, 275–29; Rank et al. 2014, 89–95, 101–05;
          Hauhart 2019, 195–208; Samuel 2012, 7, 42–71; Rohe and Watson, 2007, 213, 234–35, 261; Winslow 2017, 85–98;
          Hochschild 1995, 41, 44–45, 94–95, 234–35, 240–46). Given all the attention paid to the concept, however,
          there is remarkably little attention paid to the distinction between economic mobility and social mobility.
          Yet, such a careful analyst of the economic order, social status, class, and status
          groups as Max Weber understood the importance of the distinction (Gerth and Mills 1946, 69, 180–94).
        


        
          As Weber understood, “the factor that creates ‘class’ is unambiguously economic interest” (183). Yet as Weber
          took pains to repeatedly state, “‘classes’ are not communities” (181, 184, 185). In contrast to the concept
          of “class,” Weber spoke of status groups, which he believed were communities (186). These were described as
          “the life fate of men that is determined by a specific, positive or negative, social estimation of
          honor” (186–7; emphasis in original). Weber acknowledged, though, that property was not a sufficient
          “status qualification,” “but in the long run it is, and with extraordinary regularity” (187). In essence,
          Weber recognized status honor as expressed by the fact that “above all else [it
          is] a specific style of life [that] can be expected from all those who wish to belong to the circle”
          (187). Thus, status groups are defined by restrictions on social intercourse, whether to residents of a
          certain street, who are qualified to be “visited and invited” (188), indicia of a certain status acceptable
          for “employment chances in ‘swank’ establishments, and above all, for social intercourse and marriage with
          ‘esteemed’ families” (188). As Weber recognized, conferring status honor is an eternal, socially constructed
          activity with groups “setting themselves apart by means of any other characteristics and badges” than merely
          shared economic strata (188).
        


        
          Specific status honor, according to Weber, “always rests on distance and exclusiveness” (191). Inclusion is
          displayed by honorific preferences, that is, the privilege of wearing special costumes, which are restricted
          to the specific status, although the right to possess material monopolies is always at the heart of the claim
          for status honor (191). The right to intermarriage is also a core privilege accorded to only those of similar
          status within the circle (191). In short, “classes” are determined by their place within the economic order;
          status groups are defined by their place in the social order, that is, by their place “within the sphere of
          the distribution of ‘honor’” (194).
        


        
          The aforementioned distinctions have seemingly been lost in our search for the meaning of the American dream.
          For the most part, many commentators have chosen, instead, to focus on whether different segments of American
          society have achieved the American dream of upward mobility and only debate how we should measure our journey
          towards it. Generally, the answer has been through objective economic success/economic security achieved, and
          then sustained, over a lifetime, or passed between generations. The question whether it is social
          mobility that Americans seek, rather than economic mobility, is relegated to a category labeled “those
          questions we haven’t asked,” although the answer is an important one. Status respect is among those forms of
          social capital that “money can’t buy” such as respect, prestige, and esteem. As many have commented, “markets
          and market-oriented thinking [have reached into] spheres of life traditionally governed by nonmarket norms”
          (Sandel 2012, 7).
        


        
          An influential book in American dream studies that took this approach is Jennifer Hochschild’s (1995)
          Facing Up to the American Dream: Race, Class, and the Soul of the Nation. As
          her subtitle alerts us, Hochschild is especially concerned about the intersection of race and class and the effect it has on our national life. How
          does she go about assessing the relative condition of members of American society with respect to access to,
          and success in achieving, the American dream? Hochschild generally relies on objective indices of economic
          success, homeownership, and the like as proxies, along with some data on life satisfaction. To a substantial
          degree, she relies on the General Social Survey and comparable economic data compilations to reach her
          conclusions. On the one hand, she finds support in her data among both African Americans and white Americans
          who agree that many of the values encompassed in the American dream should be pursued by all Americans. For
          example, she cites survey data showing that a very high percentage of both races in California believe that
          “trying to get ahead” is an important part of being an American (56). However, using data available to her at
          the time, Hochschild notes that African Americans were “increasingly dismayed” at the existence and height of
          the social barriers they must surmount to achieve the American dream, whereas white Americans were
          increasingly pleased with the direction and degree of decline of those same barriers (60).
        


        
          In addition to her assessment of attitudes regarding the American dream, Hochschild reports data in the form
          of economic indicators. She notes, for example, that overall African Americans’ occupational status had
          improved as of the date of her publication (39–40). Likewise, African Americans gained with respect to years
          of education as compared to white Americans over fifty years (40). Looking at mobility across generations,
          Hochschild found that white Americans were upwardly mobile across generations from the 1920s through the
          1960s, but those born after 1936 became increasingly downwardly mobile as they aged (41). Still, African
          Americans were “not gaining economically” on white Americans during this time frame and, depending on how one
          interprets the data, may have been losing ground (42). Using homeownership as one
          yardstick, houses owned by African Americans were on average only worth barely more than half of those owned
          by whites (42). Finally, Hochschild assesses the status of the “new (Black) middle class,” which she
          describes as defined principally by growth of income (43). She presents tables showing that poor African
          Americans declined by 10 percent while overall the tables show “over twice as many well-off blacks now as
          twenty-five years ago” (43–44). In the end, Hochschild states her strong case for using intergenerational
          upward economic mobility as the measure of success for achieving the American dream. She states, “One has not
          really succeeded in America unless one can pass the chance for success on to one’s children” (44). Evaluating
          her data, Hochschild concludes, “The best-off third of blacks … is vastly better off than the best-off third
          of blacks has ever been before in American history,” thereby permitting African Americans to pass on more
          wealth to their children than ever before (45).
        


        
          The most interesting sections of Hochschild’s book are not those chapters where she finds many indicators to
          suggest that African Americans, and to a certain extent all Americans, have better opportunities to achieve
          the American dream than ever before. Rather, the most interesting chapters are her efforts to grapple with
          the facts that show many poor African Americans in particular are living lives that “distort the American
          Dream” (184–99) or the chapter where she analyzes those Americans who are in some other way “breaking the
          spell” that the Dream has cast over Americans (200–13). In these chapters, Hochschild confronts those younger
          generations who have given up on traditional values, transferred conventional business values to making it in
          the drug trade, and adopted an “outlaw culture” that accepts lawbreaking and violence as part of life. As one
          East St. Louis High School student responded to an inquiry about the American dream, “Don’t tell students in
          this high school about ‘the dream.’ Go and look into a toilet here if you would like to know what life is
          like for students in this city” (214). Yet while economic status is one element of this estrangement, as
          Hochschild’s chapters make clear there is a notable cultural element that has deteriorated as well. In short,
          relying principally on objective economic indicators is a hazardous, and ultimately insufficient, basis for
          defining the American dream and linking it to what Americans want out of life and
          how they actually go about living.
        


        
          The weakness of the “equal opportunity to pursue the American Dream of upward mobility” definition is the
          fact that periodically the equal opportunity that seems available to Americans is the equal opportunity to
          experience downward mobility. As Barbara Ehrenreich acknowledged in Bait and
          Switch: The (Futile) Pursuit of the American Dream (2006, 2), blue-collar economic woes have a lengthy
          history in the United States, but starting in the 1990s white-collar downward mobility often became the lead
          story line. Ehrenreich’s stories tell of middle managers accepting jobs at Walmart or—seeking something a bit
          higher—waiting tables at a fancy restaurant. Gary, described as a “former broadcast journalist and PR
          person,” tells Ehrenreich he is now looking for entry-level positions at Best Buy and other “big box”
          retailers (205). Steve, a former white-collar worker, tried Walmart but said, “for a professional, it’s
          tough” to accept the reduced status let alone the meagre pay (205).
        


        
          Nearly two decades later, not much has changed for the upward mobility American dream. In Arlie Russell
          Hochschild’s (2016, 136) tour of the white, working-class South in Louisiana, she envisions her interviewees
          as “patiently standing in a long line leading up a hill.” Just over the ridge top of that hill, she and
          others see the American dream, the object of their vigil, the goal that they pursue. As she defines it, the
          American dream is “a dream of progress—the idea that you’re better off than your forebears just as they
          superseded their parents before you” (136). That American dream for her older, white, working-class subjects
          is the reward—in the form of prosperity and economic security—for having worked and strived. And yet, in
          Hochschild’s vision, she sees her interviewees restless, unable to see over the hill, unable to tell whether
          the line is moving. Finally, they are pretty certain the line is not moving. After a lifetime of being
          a good American, of honest toil, those in line are “beginning to feel stuck” (136–37). A man named “Bill”
          tells Hochschild his story of seeking the American dream. He had been in sales and a sales manager, doing
          well. In his early 60s, he was making $60,000 per year when he was asked to cut some of
          his sales staff. Then, the company wanted to reduce his salary to $40,000 but put him back on commission. He
          says he felt betrayed so he quit. Then the reality of age discrimination haunted him; he applied, again and
          again, but he never heard back (141–3). Disposed of, Bill worried he might never make it back up that hill,
          especially with the long line of people in front of him.
        


        
          In sum, adopting the definition of the American dream as upward mobility is a perilous choice in the
          twenty-first century, since many indicators suggest it is an unlikely outcome. McNamee (2018, 11), relying on
          a number of different studies, concludes that prospects for the next generation reaching the American dream
          are not good. Chances for adult children having higher real income than their parents, adjusted for
          inflation, have declined over six decades. There has been a corresponding deep decline in the ability of
          young adults to own their own homes. While home ownership rates for young adults have plummeted, the
          percentage of young adults living at home with their parents has risen. These economic factors are buttressed
          by others: growing student loan debt, an increase in college costs, and a weakening labor market and lower
          salaries for college graduates. Economic factors, in turn, produce social impacts such as increased age at
          marriage and increased age at the birth of a first child. Dreaming the upward mobility dream in a no-growth
          era is, for many, an unlikely path to the American dream.
        

      

      
        Great Expectations and the American Dream


        
          Great Expectations ([1861] 1989) is, of course, Charles Dickens’s cautionary novel about the dangers
          attendant upon social ambition and upward mobility in a class-conscious society. In the story, Pip, the
          orphan boy who starts as a blacksmith’s apprentice, receives unexpectedly a large fortune from a mysterious
          source. He then loses that fortune, and yet, luckily, many years later, is reunited with the girl he fell in
          love with as a youth. In Dickens’s story, the “great expectations” Pip envisions do not arise until he
          receives the unanticipated largesse that is bestowed upon him by an unknown benefactor. He is then advised
          that he must come to London to be schooled in the graces necessary to become a gentleman commensurate with
          the wealth and station he now commands. Having learned the social skills necessary to ascend into the class
          of gentlemen, Pip’s expectations are soundly shattered when he loses his fortune. Dickens’s tale is widely
          understood as counselling against placing too much emphasis on social advancement, wealth, and the alluring
          but illusory qualities associated with being upper class. Dickens’s tale seems to most readers to suggest
          that contentment, loyalty, integrity, and knowing whence one came from in society are more important values.
        


        
          Daniel J. Boorstin, a historian who later became the director of the Library of Congress, grew concerned
          about the United States in the late 1950s and early 1960s. The immediate consequence of his concern was the
          creation of a book, The Image, or What Happened to the American Dream (1962).
          Boorstin’s book targets the forces that in his view helped create “a thicket of unreality” which stood
          between Americans and the experience of life (3). Boorstin believed that our very successes—technological
          mastery, high literacy rates, wealth—had enabled an “opportunity to deceive ourselves” and we took advantage
          of it, through a “feat of self-hypnosis” (3). Among the collateral damage that he saw was a strong desire on
          the part of Americans to believe the illusions we ourselves had created; he thought we did so because of our
          “extravagant expectations” (3). Essentially, he believed we “expected too much of the world” (3). By
          extravagant, he meant that our expectations for life went “beyond the limits of reason or moderation” (3). We
          were, in his view, indulgent with ourselves.
        


        
          In a brief display of rhetorical ebullience and wit, Boorstin (4) writes:
        


        
          
            We expect anything and everything. We expect the contradictory and the impossible. We expect compact cars
            that are spacious; luxurious cars that are economical. We expect to be rich and charitable, powerful and
            merciful, active and reflective, kind and competitive. We expect to be inspired by
            mediocre appeals for “excellence,” to be made literate by illiterate appeals for literacy. We expect to eat
            and stay thin, to be constantly on the move and ever more neighborly, to go to a “church of our choice” and
            yet feel its guiding power over us, to revere God and to be God.
          


          
            Never have a people been more the masters of their environment. Yet never has a people felt more deceived
            and disappointed. For never has a people expected so much more than the world could offer.
          

        


        
          In sum, Boorstin believed that we had come to demand the world provide us these illusions and that the making
          of illusions had become the “business of America” (5).
        


        
          Boorstin’s conclusion, after 200 pages, is that our dreams—including the American
          dream—have been taken over by, and converted into, illusions, images that we have started to inhabit and live
          in virtually (yet long before the internet made that virtually possible) (239). Dreams, he reminds us, are a
          vision or an aspiration—we can compare our vivid conception with actual reality, and thereby we can envision
          how we might wish to change things, innovate, invent, and create. An illusion, to the contrary, is like an
          experiential fog, a mental barrier that renders us passive and static, unable to imagine and construct
          because we are frozen, staring at an idol of our own making.
        


        
          This movement from a land of dreams to a land of illusions is quite a big change. As Boorstin notes, the
          United States has always been a land of dreams, where the aspirations of people
          from all over the globe who wished to escape countries encumbered with rich, aristocratic, ideological elites
          could reach for what once seemed unattainable to them. The American dream, which they sought, can really just
          be reduced to the hope men (and women) carried to America. It meant nothing other than a shorthand expression
          for the possibilities inherent in a new land as compared to “the old hard facts of life” (240). The dream was
          a notion that encompassed the optimistic sense that “the impossible was thought only slightly less attainable
          than the difficult” (240). Yet Boorstin foresaw that the illusions of his age had obscured the imaginative
          drive that our national myth had fostered. Dreams and ideals could be striven for, which inspired the
          illusion of having “made it.” Making it, to the contrary, or thinking one has it made, rendered a people
          complacent, enervated, and static. In Boorstin’s view our Dream had become more of an image—limited,
          concrete, and oversimplified—rather large, inviting, and challenging (244). The solution, as he saw it, was
          to decline to sell others the illusions that we ourselves did not want but rather to share with others the
          quest “which has been America” (246). In this regard, the Dream is active and unifying, whereas the illusion
          of American exceptionalism is presumptuous and alienating, part of the fog that Boorstin saw settling over
          the country. In this fog, we can only see the American dream as the images that have been made to sell us the
          images: the house in the suburbs, the car on the open road, the smiling spouse, the clean, healthy, spotless
          children, the happy-go-lucky, frisky dog. So, what did happen to the American dream? In Boorstin’s view,
          whatever it once meant, it no longer means that any more. To rediscover whatever it meant, we would need to
          shed the illusions we’ve deceived ourselves with and start anew, according to Boorstin, facing the same
          unexpected future that transplanted English settlers confronted on the eastern shore of North America. To
          simply adopt the inflated expectations that permeate American culture and demand them as an entitlement, as
          Boorstin describes, is to misconstrue the American dream. Reflection is the cure that he prescribes. That
          might tell us what happened to the American dream.
        


        
          Somewhat unexpectedly, today’s science of behavioral economics and well-being seem to support Boorstin’s meditation on problems with the American dream written
          over 55 years ago. As Anne Case and Angus Deaton reported beginning in 2015, mortality rates increased for
          poor, white, middle-aged, non-Hispanic men and women between 1999 and 2013. This group is correspondingly the
          category that reports being least happy and least optimistic. What explains these two findings? Paul Krugman
          (2015), among others, has suggested that the explanation may be due to the sharp disappointment this group
          has experienced from economic setbacks. Yet it is not simply the economic declines the
          group has experienced per se since other sectors of US society have likewise suffered economic decline.
          Rather it is because the white, male cohort’s expectations were higher but have not been met. This group is
          coping poorly with the failure of their American dreams to come true because they believed in its promise. In
          sum, any expectations that end up greatly exceeding the real likelihood of fulfillment can quash the American
          dream, whether by curtailing earthly opportunities or puncturing what was an illusory American dream in the
          first place.
        

      

      
        The American Dream as a Life Better and Richer and Fuller for Every
        American


        
          A number of factors that inhere in the previous definitions we considered have coalesced in recent years to
          revive interest in John Truslow Adams’s definition of the Dream. His succinct statement that the American
          dream is simply “that dream of a land in which life should be better and richer and fuller for every man,
          with opportunity for each according to his [or her] ability or achievement” (1931, 404) subtly shifts the
          emphasis away from acquisitiveness, on the one hand, and toward equality on the other. Indeed, on the
          following page Adams directly renounces materialism by saying, “[The Dream] has
          been much more than that. It has been a dream of being able to grow to fullest development as man and woman,
          unhampered by barriers … [and] unrepressed by social orders which had developed for the benefit of classes”
          (405). A significant factor in this reorientation and return to Adams’s conception involves the emergence of
          the subfields of positive psychology and behavioral
          economics as well as advances in what has been termed the science of well-being.
        


        
          The science of well-being takes aim at precisely those behaviors and attitudes that collectively make life
          “better and richer and fuller” for every human being. Initially, the social scientists examining the question
          asked just what it is people most want in life. Universally and cross-culturally people responded by saying
          “happiness” (Lyubomirsky 2008, 14). Thus, the science of well-being has become a series of studies aimed at
          discovering those factors that are most conducive to well-being/happiness and those that add little to our
          sense of being comfortable, healthy, and happy. For example, some scientists contend that there is a
          biological baseline to our happiness established by genetically determined set points (20–21). The
          “happiness” baseline is conceived of as a “bottom” or constant, below which our happiness level cannot
          (permanently) descend. This approach does allow for gains in well-being, however, based on the acquisition
          and deployment of specific attitudes and behaviors. Although related to earlier literature on economic
          inequality, studies regarding well-being have begun to focus on the link that exists between attitudes toward
          the future—especially attitudes about future economic mobility—for different demographic cohorts, since these
          attitudes have been shown to be influential factors (Graham 2017, 2).
        


        
          Initially, well-being research focused on two different conceptions of well-being: how people evaluate their
          life as a whole when questioned about it and how people experience various features and elements of their
          daily lives as enhancing or suppressing their happiness (10). Current research suggests that individuals who
          express higher levels of evaluative well-being (the first kind) possess a better
          sense of what their futures may be like and are better able to delay gratification to achieve it, a historic
          measure of self-control, or what is now called “agency” (11). This finding is buttressed by findings
          regarding eudemonia—or the extent to which people identify having purpose or meaning
          in their lives (11). Eudemonic well-being corresponds closely with life evaluative well-being, both of which
          reflect indirectly whether people possess the “capacity” to achieve high life satisfaction. This
          correspondence provides the basis for determining what specific attitudes and behaviors support well-being
          because it enables researchers to study people who express high life satisfaction to discover the things they
          all share. Significantly, researchers have found that some of the goals emphasized in those definitions of
          the American dream we have already considered are important contributors to position life satisfaction
          evaluations—but sometimes only to a certain point.
        


        
          Thus, individuals with higher levels of well-being on average have been found to be
          those who have higher prospects for future upward mobility (11). Likewise, the importance of materialism is not easily dismissed, although it is an element of well-being that has an
          ascending arc followed by an apex and then a descending arc in terms of its overall positive impact. In this
          regard, economic studies clearly have shown that the poor in the United States are
          not as materially deprived as are their counterparts in many other countries. Yet the poor in the United
          States often score lower on many dimensions of well-being in comparison to the poor of other countries,
          including objective health indicators (life expectancy, obesity rates, rates of cardiovascular disease, and
          so forth); reported stress levels; greater social isolation and “disconnectedness”; among others) (79–80).
          The visibility of inequality and the fact of being poor in a country where individual wealth is more highly
          valued than in other countries may well contribute to these results. The studies indirectly still suggest
          that income, wealth, and pecuniary success generally can’t be discounted as a proper goal, often one defined
          as essential to achieving the American dream, if only because their pursuit and attainment seems to be
          indirectly related to other critical positive factors. For example, high levels of stress are often
          predictive of or related to an inability to plan ahead, lower life satisfaction levels, and overall poorer
          health outcomes. Yet higher levels of income typically provide “insulation” from some life stresses by
          enabling people to possess the means to pursue more opportunities and thereby lead more fulfilling lives. In
          short, money can act to reduce the levels of stress that the poor tend to experience at higher levels (77).
          Likewise, studies suggest that having the resources to move to a better neighborhood can have a measurable
          effect on childhood well-being leading to better rates of college attendance, higher adult earnings, and
          higher marriage rates (81). Thus, while money perhaps can’t buy one happiness directly, nor will simply
          having a lot of money guarantee that a person achieves the American dream, more resources (that is, money)
          tend to facilitate lifestyle changes that increase levels of well-being.
        


        
          A very significant finding from behavioral economics also illuminates one mechanism behind reports that poor,
          white Americans with lower educational attainment are suffering decreased life satisfaction (Case and Deaton
          2015). This is the psychological process known as “loss aversion.” As Kahneman and Tversky (1979) began
          demonstrating through their work, people disproportionately value losses over and above gains. This suggests
          that it is not at all unexpected that poor whites with lower educational levels, who have been losing status
          now for decades, express less optimism for their futures than, for example, poor
          African Americans whose trajectory, although exceedingly modest, has been upward (Graham 2017, 101). All of
          this is buttressed by other studies that show the convergence of negative indicators of well-being and life satisfaction. One study of mental illness and life satisfaction found, for example, that mental illness had a powerful
          explanatory influence on well-being across samples in Australia, Germany, Great Britain, and the United
          States. Indeed, the impact was more pronounced than was the influence of poverty—except that in the United
          States poverty had a much higher effect than in the other countries (105). This is consistent with what we
          know about American culture: money and wealth are valued higher here, and the stigma, fear, and desperation
          often associated with falling into debt and falling behind economically are far greater in the United States
          (Newman 1993; Newman 1988; Ehrenreich 1989).
        


        
          In general, researchers studying well-being find that the interaction between individual findings typically
          “loop back” to support each other. Thus, one primary mechanism for coping with stresses and strains is access
          to friends, family, and other social networks that an individual can reach out to
          for help when needed (107). Social networks tend to be stronger in more equal societies and less available
          and salient to individuals living in unequal settings. These general propositions disproportionately affect
          both the poor and the rich, as compared to the middle class, in the contemporary United States. However, the
          effect is magnified for the poor who already experience multiple negative life factors associated with their
          poverty; the rich, as noted previously, can compensate to a degree for a weak network through their
          additional resources. Both groups will gain in their overall sense of well-being and life satisfaction if they live in a neighborhood where cohesion and equality
          are high as compared to a neighborhood where inequality is higher (116–17).
        


        
          In sum, the well-being and life satisfaction literature can perhaps stand as a proxy for what it means to
          live a life that is “fuller and richer and better” if that is the meaning of the American dream. As the
          various studies show, certain life circumstances seem highly related to a more optimistic outlook, which are
          in turn thereby related to other objective predictors of well-being. Moreover, noncognitive skills that
          individuals possess, such as conscientiousness, extraversion, openness to new experience, emotional
          stability, creativity, and self-esteem, all of which are fostered by broadened life experience, are
          themselves predictors of completing higher levels of education and higher lifetime wages; these, too, are
          indicators related to high life satisfaction (125). Cumulatively, these traits and skills, and the outcomes
          they produce, support the belief that much of what happens in life arises from one’s own action (termed
          “locus of control”) rather than being a result of external events and actors, such as fate, luck, and other
          people. This, too, produces another feedback loop in that people who expect their actions to matter tend to
          invest more in human capital accumulation, live a healthier lifestyle (because they think it matters), and
          generally invest more in the future (125). One question that looms over the well-being and life satisfaction
          research, though, is whether the economic and cultural infrastructure that supports its findings will sustain
          the future that those with optimistic outlooks anticipate and look towards as their future.
        

      

      
        Is the American Dream Dead?


        
          In his 2017 book, Requiem for the American Dream, Noam Chomsky recalls his
          experience of the Great Depression. He confirms that what historians tell us is
          true: the financial disruption was bad—“much worse objectively than today” (ix), but he also recalls that
          there was a shared sense that somehow the United States would overcome the lack of jobs, men riding the rails
          and living in hobo jungles, and so on. Today, he muses, that this sense of optimism
          in the face of calamity is missing. Rather, the general atmosphere he senses from the public is “nothing’s
          coming back—it’s over” (x, emphasis in original). Is the American dream dead and should we hold a
          requiem mass for its demise?
        


        
          Chomsky’s assessment is that the level of economic inequality in the United States
          is unprecedented—and he is not alone in this view. Chomsky calls the present “[one of] the worst periods of
          American history” (xi) with regard to the distance between those who have most (the “super-wealthy” as
          Chomsky calls them) (xi, emphasis in original) and everyone else. As he reminds us, a major component of the
          American dream is class mobility: a person can start poor but by working hard that person can become, well,
          if not rich then substantially better off, with a decent job, a home, a car, and a middle-class lifestyle.
          Chomsky pulls no punches, though: the reality, he believes, is that the potential for upward mobility for many people in the United States has all collapsed (xi). Is there
          anything that can be done about it?
        


        
          Chomsky is cautious: he notes that “in the absence of a general popular reaction” against the erosion of
          democracy, the wealthy will continue to have an inordinate amount of control over government policy, private
          wealth, and economic outcomes (xiv–xv). Can democracy in the United States be saved and restored? Chomsky
          tackles the problem by examining how elites maintain power and economic control. He does so by identifying
          ten “principles” he believes the “masters of mankind” (Chomsky’s phrase, following Adam Smith) (xiv) have
          developed to keep them in control and everyone else in society subject to them and the system they now
          manage. The antidote, in Chomsky’s view, is for ordinary Americans to grasp the nature of their subjugation
          and organize to take back what they have lost. As he reviews the ten principles of
          concentration and control, Chomsky occasionally offers prescriptions for resisting and counteracting the
          present-day ruling elites. Quoting his friend, the late Howard Zinn, what matters according to Chomsky are
          the “countless small deeds of unknown people” which, collectively, will lay the foundation for a revived,
          true democracy and a restoration of the structural conditions that will enable each
          succeeding generation to live the American dream (150).
        


        
          Chomsky’s list of his ten principles begins with the efforts of the elite to resist, control, and dominate
          the popular pressure for more freedom and democracy coming from below (1). Initially, Chomsky wishes to
          remind us that there is nothing new in this: the informal and formal channels of power have always rested in
          the hands of the wealthy in our society. Still, Chomsky notes that this uneven distribution of control and
          rewards engendered a constant battle over both the extent of influence held by elites over democracy and the
          amount of wealth inequality existing in society. So, what is it that can be done? Here, Chomsky cites the
          often maligned activism of the 1960s, calling it a “period of significant
          democratization” (8). Groups that were formerly passive became actively engaged in demanding change. The same
          groups simply used the freedoms they retained, changed consciousness among many, and forged new expansions of
          rights for ethnic and racial minorities, women, the differently abled, youth, and so on. Chomsky implies that
          something similar can be done today through human solidarity; if only citizen and
          noncitizen alike could band together and organize against elite control, this barrier could be lessened or
          eliminated.
        


        
          Chomsky’s second principle for explaining how the elites maintain control is to essentially describe how
          those in control “corner the market” by producing and defining an ideology that is so effective at supporting
          the status quo there is little space for effective opposition. One does this, according to Chomsky, by
          beating back those groups challenging the elite hierarchy. Thus, the spirited activists from the 1960s had to
          be depoliticized and/or otherwise thwarted (18–19). Since the young are often at the vanguard of demands for
          change, this means that disturbing trends in liberalizing education had to be defeated and more doctrinaire
          means of subjugation reintroduced. Chomsky cites such seemingly unrelated initiatives as changes in college
          architecture (to keep youth from congregating together and spurring each other on) to increased tuition
          (which compels students to go into debt to afford college and then become employed immediately thereafter to
          pay off the debt), the entire process keeping students safely obedient and within the system (19–20).
          Although unstated, Chomsky’s proposal for undercutting the elite backlash to control the narrative, shape the
          ideology, and stifle any dissidents appears to be—Protest more! Use your freedoms more! Organize and resist
          more!
        


        
          Chomsky considers the third principle—to redesign the economy—one of the most important for elite domination.
          In essence, Chomsky contends that elites have waged a concerted effort to (1) increase the role of financial
          institutions because it is now easier to make money through financial manipulation than by actually making
          things (thereby feeding the elites’ coffers) and (2) adopting “offshoring/outsourcing” strategies so that
          profits remain high (even become higher) while wages/incomes will be lower here at home. The ensuing “worker
          insecurity” is a desirable outcome for those in control since it keeps workers subservient, threatened as
          they are by job loss at any time (40–41). In essence, a tractable work force is a docile workforce; a work
          force that will fight against others for their own shitty jobs. Here, Chomsky is more specific about the
          manner in which resistance could confront these trends, but in the end his proposals reduce to the mantra
          that “[t]o the extent the public fights back, effective systems can be created” to allow ordinary but
          organized Americans to make the decisions about constraining these elitist trends and redirecting the money
          that fuels them for the public good (42). Still, the weakness of this approach seems to be that phrase “to
          the extent.”
        


        
          Professor Chomsky’s treatment of the remaining core principles he has identified follows this pattern. The
          fourth principle recounts the efforts of elites to “shift the burden” to the upper middle, middle, and lower
          classes. Chomsky notes what he perceives to be a change in attitude among corporate elites to focus
          exclusively on short-term profits rather than the long-term future and sustainability (53). Correspondingly,
          taxes on the rich have been periodically, but consistently, lowered since the golden economic growth years of
          the 1950s and 1960s (57). Chomsky queries, “can the mass popular mobilization … beat back the regressive
          tendencies …?” (58). He provides no answer to his question.
        


        
          Chomsky’s fifth principle focuses on the means by which the wealthy attempt to
          undermine social solidarity. In general, all the methods come down to defunding (or
          underfunding) systems beneficial to the mass of Americans: social security, public education, privatization,
          or proposals therefor (Medicare, health care/Obamacare, the VA) (65–71). Chomsky also criticizes the focus on
          the federal deficit since he asserts the real problem for ordinary Americans, as well as the economy, is
          joblessness (71–73). Tackling just one of these issues, Chomsky asks, “How do we make education more
          affordable?” His answer, simplistic in the extreme: “Very easy—by doing it” (73).
        


        
          Principle six is a discussion of regulation and “regulatory capture”—the revolving
          door where former politicians and regulators move into the systems they have been regulating and, then, often
          back to government again. Chomsky’s case in point is Glass-Steagall, the Depression-era law that separated
          commercial banks, where losses up to a certain amount were guaranteed, from investment banks, whose risky
          private investment decisions were not. The law, a bulwark against widespread losses for ordinary Americans,
          as happened in the Depression, was gutted in 1999. Both before and after, the elites who form the vanguard of
          government have bailed out those who caused financial crises, not those who have just suffered from them. As
          Chomsky concludes, the essential pattern is “let the market prevail—except for the rich” (90). Here, though,
          Chomsky makes no recommendation or prescription for reversing the pernicious trends he observes; one wonders
          whether his silence is simple acknowledgement of the likely impossibility of the task.
        


        
          Throughout his analysis, Chomsky’s underlying message has been that concentration of wealth yields
          concentration of political power. His seventh principle discusses the policies and legal decisions, like
          Citizens United (2010), which have undercut the democratic voting process in
          the United States. As Chomsky notes, Citizens United merely formalized, legalized, and entrenched what
          had been going on for years: the corporatization of elections. In this chapter, though, Chomsky is more
          forthcoming about his prescription. He notes that elections are a mere tip of the iceberg in achieving true
          democracy. Rather, what really matters is “the continued effort to develop and organize active dedicated
          popular movements that will continue to struggle constantly for what has to be done” (102).
        


        
          As Chomsky observes, the wealthy have always attacked unions because they are such a powerful organizing
          force (107). He discusses some of the highlights (or perhaps more accurately, lowlights) of this anti-labor
          history before reaching the 2011 efforts of Wisconsin Governor Scott Walker to limit the bargaining power of
          unions representing state workers, which eventually became law. Chomsky’s conclusion (emphasis added),
        


        
          It wasn’t enough to beat back the legislative efforts, but if it continues it could very well lead to
          the kind of situation in which a sympathetic government could respond by implementing policies that would
          deal with the real problems of the country (and not the ones that concern to the financial institutions)
        


        
          written in 2017, strikes today’s reader as a rather remarkable act of denial (113). The fact is that Walker
          beat a recall election in 2012 and won reelection in 2014. While he lost his bid for a third term as governor
          in 2018, the Wisconsin legislature (both houses) remains firmly in the hands of Republicans. Further, there
          is no organized, concerted effort that has succeeded—or appears to have any chance of succeeding—in
          overturning the Walker-supported legislation or in instituting a “sympathetic government” in Wisconsin.
          Acknowledging the low social mobility today in the United States when compared to other industrialized
          countries, Chomsky recites his optimistic mantra: “What was done then [in the 1930s with New Deal efforts]
          can be done again” (116). He provides, however, no supporting citations, action plan, or evidence.
        


        
          Chomsky’s ninth principle suggests that one of the primary tactics of the elite is to develop strategies and
          practices that will “engineer consent” among the populace (123–24). If Americans can be lulled into a form of
          quietism, as opposed to activism, then the elite will not be seriously challenged
          and can control and govern (and profit) successfully. Chomsky bemoans the invasive and
          untruthful techniques of modern advertising and public relations as undercutting democracy in this regard,
          decrying the millions (and billions?) of dollars spent trying “to create uninformed consumers who will
          make irrational choices,” including for president (127; emphasis original). Although Chomsky believes
          that without advertising Americans would be more rational and make decisions that would lead to “dismantling
          authority and hierarchic institutions,” he again provides no evidence or citations in support of this
          conclusion, nor does he offer a way to stifle the dumbing-down effects of the advertising he recites (130).
        


        
          Chomsky’s tenth principle (“marginalize the population”) begins by reciting a study that analyzed 1,700
          policy decisions and compared them, respectively, to public attitudes expressed in polling data and the
          agendas of business interests (139). The results show “convincingly,” according to Chomsky, that the
          direction of policy is most often aligned with corporate interests, not public goals. Given the preceding
          nine principles Chomsky has discussed, this alignment of corporate/business interests with government policy
          is not much of a surprise. Ordinary Americans, effectively precluded from having any appreciable impact on
          policy, are not prevented from reacting to their powerlessness, but they do so in many cases in unproductive
          ways. The public’s powerlessness, moreover, is simply an opportunity for a predatory demagogue (like
          President Trump, according to Chomsky) to use the anger and frustration engendered by powerlessness to turn
          blame against groups other than those (the elites) who are the actual problem (141).
        


        
          Chomsky concludes his tenth and final chapter with a recitation of the dire circumstances we face from the
          multiple sources and forms of environmental destruction that are poised at our doors. Although Chomsky
          observes that “the future looks pretty grim” (143), he notes that “structures of authority, domination, and
          hierarchy … are not self-justifying” (146–47). Rather, he asserts that if our existing arrangements can’t be
          justified, then they should be dismantled, suggesting that this is “another task for an organized, committed,
          dedicated population” (147). Consistent with his earlier chapters, although Chomsky offers few specific
          prescriptions or solutions, he resolutely offers the hope that ordinary people collectively, through
          solidarity and activism, can make the changes needed for the species, and the United
          States, to survive.
        


        
          The bane of successful progressive movements, though, is not simply opposition. Rather, it is often
          complacency and inertia. Chomsky’s failure to investigate the science regarding human complacency lends
          support to his conclusion that the current circumstances regarding climate and environmental disaster are,
          indeed, grim. One research area alone—the question whether individuals who express intention to take
          climate change mitigation measures as compared to those who actually do take such
          measures—is by itself sufficient to question whether one should rely on Chomsky’s rather unsupported
          optimism for the proposition that organized mass popular action will somehow save
          us. A study from New Zealand, which has been at the forefront of climate change and
          environmental progressivism generally, is indicative. As the study’s authors state, “There is evidence across
          a wide range of disciplines that human intention to do something does not always indicate that they will”
          (Niles, Brown, and Dynes 2016). The study in question was designed to help determine the extent to which
          expressed attitudes favorable to acknowledging climate change as a problem and asserting a generalized
          willingness to make mitigation efforts to halt negative impacts resulted in actual efforts to take such
          actions in farming, which contributes 47 percent of New Zealand’s negative carbon and other environmental
          impacts. In general, the findings suggest that climate change attitudes and belief were only associated with
          intended, not actual, adoption of farming practices that would mitigate the negative climate effects of
          current farming methods. The findings did suggest that fostering positive understanding of perceived capacity
          to effect change and supporting attitudes of self-efficacy were the only factors that seem to convert the
          intention to take necessary mitigating steps with respect to farming practices into actual efforts to
          introduce mitigation. In short, if one wants to encourage farmers to take steps to mitigate the
          climate-related impacts of their current practices, one must undertake a major
          educational effort to inform them of their potential perceived capacity to do so and support their belief in
          the ability to successfully carry out the mitigation project. Worldwide, of course, this would be a
          monumental undertaking, one which Chomsky neither alludes to nor attempts to evaluate as to its political
          viability in any way. Blithely, it seems, organized mass opposition to the present is all that is really
          necessary from Chomsky’s point of view.
        


        
          Moreover, these tendencies will likely be magnified and enhanced in this instance by a particularly American
          quality. Thus, Chomsky’s formula for confronting inequality and powerless for the many, and thereby
          redirecting current practices and policies to save the planet, fails to take into account perhaps the most
          robust barrier to effective solidarity as a solution in the United States: the entrenched history of American individualism.
          As Tocqueville described at length and in depth, and many others have documented since (Riesman, Glazer, and
          Denney 1961; Slater 1990; Deresiewicz 2014), competitive individualism is perhaps more characteristic of the
          United States and Americans than a predominant history of altruism, community activism, and social
          solidarity. Many social movements have foundered on this rock, and Chomsky doesn’t offer any specific
          suggestions as to how to overcome it other than by urging, ’we absolutely need to do so for all our benefit.’
          That hasn’t often worked before, so it is difficult to understand why we should think it will do so now.
        


        
          Lastly, Chomsky fails to evaluate where in our fight against climate change and degradation we presently
          stand. Robert Henson (2014, 367), who has evaluated the world’s climate change mitigation efforts, writes
          summarily:
        


        
          In one way or another, climate change must be dealt with on a global level, and this poses an unparalleled
          challenge … For one thing, a whole host of intractable issues, from excessive consumption to economic
          inequity, tend to glom onto climate change … Over more than twenty years of addressing climate change, the
          United Nations has made fitful headway…. the UN’s 1997 Kyoto Protocol—though weaker
          than many had hoped—was ratified by countries that together represent the majority
          of people in the developed world (though only a third of global emissions). However, the effort to forge a
          binding post-Kyoto agreement experienced a major setback in 2009 … and progress in the 2010s towards a new
          plan for global action was painfully slow.
        


        
          Since then, “fitful” probably still sums up the UN’s forward progress on climate change, if it does not
          overstate it. As one example, the Paris Climate Change Agreement, which followed
          after Kyoto, was initially endorsed by the United States under President Obama but has since been repudiated
          by President Trump, who has acted to have the US, one of the world’s two largest polluting countries,
          withdraw from the accord (Hersher 2019).
        


        
          In sum, Chomsky’s appeal to rely on solidarity and organized progressive action to take back democracy and
          then use it to reorient national priorities, more equitably distribute wealth, and act decisively to
          forestall environmental disaster has limited potential for success. Yet, his optimism in the face of unparalleled dangers, the extent of which are not fully known, while
          also confronted by formidable economic and political forces in opposition is simply fertile ground for a
          continuing belief in the possibility of the American dream. By now we have seen that one of the principal
          elements of any definition of the American dream is an underlying sense of optimism. It is, after all, a
          dream and a myth—but an inherently optimistic one—that all Americans, from the Atlantic crossing by the
          Puritans, have always been invited to share. What seems to be the case is that it is not resolutely forward
          progress, the promise of ultimate victory, or very high prospects for the current plan in place that seem
          like indispensable elements for the American dream to remain viable. Rather, it is the critical ingredient of
          hope.
        


        
          Consider, for example, the numerous instances in American history in which it was quite reasonable to
          announce the death of the republic and the end of the American dream: 1780, when the British had virtual control of New York, had taken the city of Charleston, and were on the cusp
          of overrunning the rest of the Carolinas; when Confederate troops after the First Battle of Bull Run
          threatened the White House and the Capitol in Washington, DC, in 1862–3; or during the depths of the
          Great Depression beginning in July 1932 when the Dow Jones Industrial Average
          descended to its lowest point in history and when unemployment hit 25 percent in early 1933. It is true that
          some lost hope in each era. However, many did not lose hope and, in every instance, the American dream
          survived. Moreover, the Dream’s survival was not solely dependent on the prospects for surviving each of
          these catastrophes or avoiding the ensuing challenges, since new challenges followed on the heels of each.
        


        
          Rather, the independent element that seems indispensable to the American dream is optimism. Indeed, one may
          say it is optimism in the face of repeated challenge, defeat, and loss. As I will argue in the last selection
          in this volume, the American dream seems to persist almost independent of outcome: both South Pacific
          islanders awaiting the arrival of “cargo” and Mexican and Central American illegal migrants to the United
          States seem wholly undeterred by the fact that their respective dreams are routinely unsatisfied or defeated.
          When the cargo fails to arrive, the islanders explain its nonappearance away and keep waiting, sometimes
          patiently and sometimes impatiently, but in all instances with their optimistic hope for ultimately receiving
          the sought-after “cargo” intact. Likewise, migrants who are caught crossing the US southern border and sent
          back, or those migrants who have made it to the US but failed to find the jobs and streets made of gold they
          dreamt of, remain unfazed: they will often make the arduous, dangerous, and expensive trek again and again,
          as necessary, because the optimism that infects the dream seemingly cannot be extinguished. In sum, nothing
          distinguishes Chomsky’s dream-like confidence in his belief that a universal, social solidarity among
          ordinary Americans will emerge and we will all rise up in unity and save ourselves from the political tyranny
          of the moment and our perch on the precipice of environmental destruction. It is the hope alone that
          makes Chomsky’s analysis representative of, and typically supportive of, the apparently imperishable and
          enduring American dream. Chomsky, in this regard, is the American dream personified.
        

      

      
        
          Conclusion: Land of Opportunity


          So, What Is the Best Definition of the
          American Dream?

        

        
          
            As I write these last few paragraphs in late October 2020, the US Congress is steeped in a budget battle
            over whether to enact, and to what extent fund, another stimulus/relief bill to help Americans weather the
            economic impacts due to the ongoing (and perhaps worsening) COVID-19 virus. The
            wrangling has gone on for months. We are also now within two weeks of another bitter contest—the US
            national election to be held on November 3, 2020. Two days from now, on Monday, October 26, 2020, the
            Senate Judiciary Committee is scheduled to vote on another bitterly contested divide—the nomination of
            Judge Amy Coney Barrett to fill the empty seat left by the death of Ruth Bader Ginsburg on the US Supreme
            Court. I mention these because the core political polarization observed by many in our present political
            (and cultural) atmosphere over the last decade is reminiscent to me of another time. That earlier time is
            perhaps best distilled in a few pages of Philip Slater’s 1970 book, The
            Pursuit of Loneliness.
          


          
            There, Slater (1990) writes on page 2, “Our society is much divided. There are fewer and fewer things
            people agree about.” Slater proceeds to itemize a brief list of the more obvious things people were
            disagreeing about at that time and then turns to analyzing some of the weaknesses of American
            mid-twentieth-century culture that—in his view—led to the disagreements, and the near paralysis and
            dysfunction, of our then-contemporary society. Finally, though, he settled primarily on one strongly held
            value that he believed was the foundation stone from which most, if not all, of our cultural and political problems grew: individualism (1990, 8–16).
            Slater contended with respect to individualism that while all societies involve some combination of
            cooperation and competition, “our society lies near the competitive extreme” (8).
            Indeed, he saw our competitive individualism so dominant that it was wreaking damage to our very selves—by
            producing “a jungle of competing egos, each trying to create a place [for themselves in the scheme of
            things]” (10). Slater considered the entire “individualistic fantasy” (12) self-defeating. If everyone
            continued to seek “a private house, a private means of transportation, a private garden, a private laundry,
            self-service stores, and do-it-yourself skills of every kind” (11) (and within our private homes, a
            separate room, separate telephones, separate televisions, and one’s own car for every member of the
            household), it would eliminate both communication and culture. Slater’s fear has arguably become even more
            of a reality in the United States today than it was in 1970.
          


          
            The disease Slater was diagnosing could be discerned in its most visible symptoms, making relationships
            seem “increasingly competitive, trivial, and irksome” (15). Although Slater’s cultural criticism was not
            comprehensively sourced and footnoted, it is not difficult to find then-contemporaneous reports that
            confirmed his observation of the underlying competitiveness that drove American culture. Turow, writing in
            the mid-70s, chronicled his experience of Harvard Law School in One L (2010). Turow’s description of
            the competitive environment could not be clearer: “many of the younger people [in his first year class], if
            not most, [were] summa cum laudes from the best-known universities in the country” (13). “The
            process of selection … was rigorous…. the race for admission … [had] grown remarkably thick and heated”
            (13). Of course, admission wasn’t the end of the competition; rather, it was the start. As Turow relates,
            the experience of law school is a competition itself: a driven exercise to offer the best answer, to
            outshine one’s peers, to avoid humiliation, to—above all—survive to fight another day. In class, a student,
            grilled by the professor who has written the casebook, endures the “Socratic method.” The student stammers
            out his answers as “Perini [the professor], striding through the room, shouting and pointing as he battered
            Karlin [the student] with questions” (37). Outside of the classroom, Turow makes clear that his life and
            that of his peers had devolved into “Work, work, work”; in a typical week he would be “at it all weekend”
            (50). The test? Preparing oneself to “hold the floor” against the professor, whether for a brief, one-line
            answer or an extended statement (59). Moreover, it is not the only competition going on. There is the
            competition for grades, the competition to make law review, the moot court competition, and the final
            competition: to get a good offer from a major law firm. As Turow concludes during his recital of the last
            few weeks of his first year of law school, “It was again a race to squeeze the most out of every day. I was
            always looking at my watch” (234).
          


          
            Perhaps, unremarkably, a slate of recent cultural analyses reaches pretty much the same conclusion as
            Slater and Turow—that competition, whether economic or social, is rampant and integral to what American
            culture has become. Deresiewicz (2014), writing principally about the competition for admission,
            graduation, grade points, and jobs among students at our elite universities, states unequivocally, “If you
            live in a winner-take-all society, you’re going to want your child to be among the winners” (41). The
            fierce competition our society engenders creates what Deresiewicz labels in educational terms “the resume
            arms race” (39). Like Turow and his fellow law students, the students Deresiewicz profiles are driven
            competitors, stacking up accomplishments to gain admission to the elite colleges and then “paddling
            furiously” (a phenomenon at Stanford known as the “Stanford Duck Syndrome”) to be successful in the next phase of the competition (10). Much like Slater describing the
            frustrations he saw besieging Americans in the early 1970s and the economic and social pain they endured, a
            student transferring out of Stanford quoted by Deresiewicz describes the suffering he and his peers
            experienced by “sacrifice[ing] health, relationships, exploration, activities that can’t be quantified and
            are essential for souls and hearts” (9) purely for the sake of the college paper chase.
          


          
            Of course, the larger concern is that “winning” does not end with achieving a victory in an artificially
            constructed contest, whether admission to college, graduation from college, or acquisition of a symbolic handshake in the form of a “good job.” As Deresiewicz and students from the elite
            colleges recognize, in American competition there is always a higher rung to
            grasp; always another race to run; always another victor’s podium to ascend. As Deresiewicz derisively sums
            it up, “It doesn’t matter that a bright young person can still go to Ohio State, become a doctor, settle in
            Bloomington or Dayton, and make a very good living. Such an outcome is simply too horrible to contemplate”
            (42). The fact is that in a competitive culture it does not matter how much one has; the question always
            becomes what is it you don’t have? There are always more goods and more status to
            desire. As Slater (1990, 10) observed, “our economy [is not] grounded on the real material needs to
            people.” Rather, it “is built on inflated vanity.” Consequently, Slater thought that an economy so
            artificially sustained must eventually collapse when the illusion could no longer be maintained. It seems,
            though, he was wrong.
          


          
            Lest readers think that my sources are dated or biased toward the upper middle class (or both), there are
            dozens of studies of the underclass and working class that demonstrate they are trapped at the economic and social level they find themselves in as well. Barbara Ehrenreich’s classic,
            Nickel and Dimed (2001), examines the working lives of Americans paid at,
            or just above, minimum wage. After demonstrating that it was extraordinarily hard for her to “get by” in a
            number of different low-wage jobs, Ehrenreich muses about the fact that in all of the communities where she
            worked there was something local businessmen complained of as a “labor shortage.” Even as they complained,
            however, wages for those in the bottom tier remained flat, virtually stagnant, due to inflation in other
            sectors like rental housing (201–2). As Ehrenreich found out, “upward mobility” is not a concept that the
            poor have a lot of familiarity with or conversation about in their daily lives. Likewise, in The Temp
            Economy (2011), Erin Hatton examined the role of temporary workers in an era
            The New York Times characterized as “the downsizing of America” in 1996 (A1). The period, she notes,
            was typified by wage freezes, massive layoffs, closed factories, outsourcing production to foreign nations,
            and the collapse of career ladders. As Hatton describes, the temporary worker industry, which offered “a
            quintessential bad job,” stood ready to fill the gap (2011, 1). As she summed it up, “temps earn lower
            wages, and receive fewer benefits; and they have less job security, fewer chances for upward mobility, and lower morale” than regular workers have (1). Moreover, the industry
            puts downward pressure on wages for regular workers, leads to decreased employment security, and
            contributes to limited upward mobility for all workers, not just temporary workers (1). In short, like the
            low-wage workers Ehrenreich worked next to in her investigation of poor, working Americans, the competition
            between workers for good wages and employers for more profit was won by the employers in every instance.
            There was little likelihood that a low-wage worker could escape his/her status as an employee hired to do
            “degraded work” (1).
          


          
            In what has perhaps always been, but has certainly become, a predominantly competitive society, economic
            competition, which may be the foundation for all competition, has now been arguably replaced for many by
            status competition. One reason is that economic competition has its limits. As the character Jake Gittes
            asks Noah Cross in the 1970’s film Chinatown, “How much better can you eat? What can you buy that
            you can’t already afford?” (Towne 1974). Social climbing and status seeking, by comparison, likely do not
            have any limit. Therefore, winning something is always the point, seemingly, in US culture. Preet Bharara,
            formerly the United States Attorney for the Southern District of New York, a powerful prosecutorial post,
            reflects on the question in his 2019 memoir. He notes that the written guidance—that is, the official
            policy—of his office when he joined as a young prosecutor was that you only bring a charge “if you are more
            likely than not to obtain a conviction” (2019, 178). That is, you are “more likely than not” to win. The
            same underlying strategy may be found in virtually any occupation or profession. Travis Hirschi
            (1935–2017), a well-known American criminologist, explained his thinking as he developed his early, seminal
            “social bonds” theory:
          


          
            
              you have to remember the status of social disorganization theory … when I was writing. I felt I was
              swimming against the current … Had I tried to sell social disorganization at the … time, I would have been in deep trouble. So I shied away … since [social disorganization theory]
              had fallen into disfavor, I had to disassociate myself from them.
            


            
              (Lilly, Cullen, and Ball 2015, 117)
            

          


          
            In essence, Hirschi understood what he had to do to “make a successful sale” in the profession. In short,
            in American culture one does what one needs to do to be successful, to win, in any environment.
          


          
            Status competition is for many Americans a preordained competition that they can’t possibly “win” because
            they have already accumulated “status disqualifiers” that block upward movement. Susan Dewey (2011, ix),
            for example, interviewed “Cinnamon,” an entertainer, in her study of a topless dancing venue in New York
            State. Dewey asked why she didn’t leave a job she didn’t like and recorded Cinnamon’s reply in the third
            person:
          


          
            She was explaining how it was impossible for her to leave her job as a topless dancer not only because it
            was the sole source of economic support for her daughter, but also due to her perception that she was
            somehow psychologically damaged by her experience onstage.
          


          
            Dewey (ix) goes on to comment on structural factors, too, that are highly likely to make a transition into
            more conventional jobs difficult for Cinnamon.
          


          
            Women who have engaged in sex work for lengthy periods as their sole source of income can find it
            particularly difficult to seek out other jobs because employers are, at best, hesitant to view such
            experiences as translatable skills and, at worst, prone to negative judgments about the nature of such
            work.
          


          
            The upshot is that there are both “qualifiers” and “disqualifiers” in the land of opportunity. Many
            barriers are functions of class and status. Stigma, as in Cinnamon’s case,
            remains a status blocker that will likely keep her marginalized and in the lower class.
          


          
            The ultimate point is that competitive environments, as Philip Slater observed, “are hard to modify, since
            whoever takes the first step is very likely to go under” (1990, 130). This suggests that regardless of
            whether Merton’s “pecuniary success” definition, or the “intergenerational upward mobility” definition, or
            the “factors that make for happiness and well-being” definition is selected, the
            predominant underlying mode of existence in the United States will be a
            competition for whatever elements constitute the measure of success in whatever strata is at hand. Thus, as
            soon as an emerging profession in the nineteenth century—say, medicine or law, it doesn’t matter—became
            successful and showered economic success and social standing on its members, its principal activity forever
            since has been to restrict membership and keep prices up for insiders (131). As many studies have
            demonstrated, the principal purpose of social class is to maintain the boundaries of social class.
          


          
            Karabel (2006), in his study of admissions and related forms of exclusion at Harvard, Yale, and Princeton,
            noted as late as the 1950s the “hierarchy among the eating clubs remained as rigid as ever.” Established
            first, Ivy, founded in 1879, still held top spot (301). Thus, it was not until 1951 that Ivy admitted its
            first public high school graduate (301). Some would argue that achieving “happiness for all” need not be a
            “zero sum game.” The short answer to that suggestion is that in the United States virtually any activity
            can become a fiercely contested, if quietly waged, battle royale to acquire symbolic dominance, to have the
            last word, to be first in line. In competition, all is fair, as the saying goes, “in love and war.” As an
            American father, looking down to offer sage advice to his very young son, intones in a contemporary
            cartoon, “As you go through life, son, don’t forget to bend down and monetize the roses.”
          

        
      

      
         Note


        
          1 As purely an aside, it seems obvious that Gatsby’s schedule on the back copy of an
          old Hopalong Cassidy book he had as a boy (2004, 173) was adapted by Fitzgerald from a similar scheme
          (Hours: 5; Rise, wash, and address Powerful Goodness!, etc.) that Franklin set forth a few pages after his
          list of virtues in his Autobiography (1895, 156).
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        The ideals of the United States conjure up various notions in people’s minds (Hauhart 2016). For some, an
        American dream means having political, civil, and cultural freedoms. For others, it is the promise of
        recognition based on what one has accomplished rather than based on ascriptions from birth (Adams 2012 [1931]).
        These cultural and social conceptions of the promise of America are distinct from but sit alongside another
        core aspect of the American dream, that of economic prosperity. The United States supposedly offers financial
        mobility across generations based on hard work and skill (Hochschild 1996). It is this conception of the
        American dream, of economic prosperity, that often motivates people to move to the country and which I focus
        on.
      


      
        An American exceptionalism is at the heart of the American dream narrative, that the United States is uniquely
        able to provide upward mobility for its people, regardless of social background. Stories of Americans and
        immigrants who have found economic security in the United States seem to turn this dream into a reality. The
        majority of American adults still believe in the American dream, that their children will have a better outcome
        than they have (Younis 2020).
      


      
        Yet at the same time, we readily see counter evidence to this ideal notion. The United States is defined by
        rising economic inequality and economic insecurity for its more vulnerable people (Piketty and Saez 2014).
        Moreover, relative to other advanced nations, the United States offers less opportunity for mobility, in direct
        contrast to the ideals of the American dream (Sawhill 2018). Instead, one’s class status at birth predicts
        one’s class status as an adult. Low-income families, for instance, struggle to receive fair treatment in
        schools, health care, and housing (MacLeod 2018; Desmond 2016). The labor market does not provide opportunities
        to women in particular, leaving them to consider starting families at young ages in order to provide themselves
        with a sense of future and purpose (Edin and Kefalas 2011). The life expectancy is going down for those without
        access to the means of production (Crimmins and Zhang 2019).
      


      
        In other words, the promise of the American dream appears punctured by the realities of an economic system in
        which capitalists aim to maximize their profits at the frequent detriment of “everyday” people. People’s
        health, education, residence, and other social conditions are compromised to the extent that they lack
        meaningful opportunities in the labor market. For some to acquire advanced educations and sought-after jobs
        means others are left out. Without a government system that guarantees opportunities or financial security,
        many struggle within precarious conditions with few pathways for mobility.
      


      
        What then, is the possibility of an American dream? Is it so simple as to relegate the notion to being a false
        promise that is more akin to fairy tales than to lived experience? Or, does the nation still allow for people
        to make something of themselves within its competitive economic system? To think more carefully about the
        possibility of an American dream, I focus on the trajectory of Asian Americans. If there is a group that seems
        to uphold the promise of America, it is they. With incomes above the national average, they seem to affirm the
        prospect of upward mobility not just for themselves but for others as well. As immigrant minorities who
        seemingly “made it,” they suggest an open nature of the American system and the aforementioned American
        exceptionalism. But at the same time, as minorities they are part of a history and continued pattern of limited
        true mobility and a lack of meritocracy. How should we think about the American dream relative to Asian
        Americans? Do they demonstrate the prospect of upward mobility through hard work and perseverance? Are they,
        instead, victims of racist disfranchisement alongside other minorities despite having incomes above the
        national average?
      


      
        Racial Capitalism


        
          Asian Americans help us think through the tension between the nation’s history of racial capitalism and its
          verbal commitment to contemporary equality. People of color encounter a distinctive form of capitalism, one
          where race creates greater constraints on their opportunities. To think of the country as defined by racial
          capitalism suggests that it does not allow for upward mobility based on skills, talents, and hard work but
          instead defines opportunities in the labor market based on race, to the privilege of whites. It is well
          established that a racial capitalism has defined the nation’s economic expansion (Melamed 2015). Different
          sectors of the labor market have been performed by specific racialized groups who were brought in to serve in
          certain market capacities. The government and major capitalists utilized minorities in labor-specific ways,
          so that racism and economic growth went hand in hand. Native Americans had their land stolen and their lives
          taken in order to allow for the expansion of white settlers. The colonization of Native Americans and of the
          land set the stage for US economic growth. The forced slavery of Africans and the legalized secondary status
          post-emancipation provided the labor necessary to build up agricultural, domestic, and manufacturing
          industries. For Latinx, it was a dual experience of having land stolen and their labor utilized in order to
          provide agricultural labor for large-scale farmers and farming corporations (Smith 2012). For Asian Americans
          in the 1800s and at the turn of the century, their labor was used to build railroads and for work in mining
          and agriculture predominantly on the West Coast. This unequal and coordinated treatment of minorities allowed
          for the economic expansion of the nation that many whites took advantage of.
        


        
          Such a history creates embedded conditions that continue to reinforce white privilege today. For laborers to
          move up in the capitalist system, they do not just need access to skills and finances. The labor market
          rewards those who demonstrate the cultural capital (e.g., modes of expression, attire, cultural references,
          and so on), physical abilities, credentials, and social connections most valued by those in authority
          (Bourdieu and Passeron 2014 [1990]). Even if active discrimination in the labor market has weakened, racial
          inequalities continue due to the legacies of active exclusion from middle-class (not to mention elite)
          schools, access to health care, and other institutions. African Americans remain residentially segregated and
          racially stratified (Massey 2016). Latinx may have higher incomes across generations but relative to their
          education level report lower or stagnant wages over time (Livingston and Kahn 2002). Those who have benefited
          the most from these institutions are best placed to take advantage of opportunities in a capitalist system
          that rewards individuals over the collective. The country has long downplayed active government intervention
          to support those on the economic bottom and, instead, has accepted the premise that individuals should make
          their way on their own (Tocqueville 2012 [1835]). For these reasons, the continued significance of racial
          capitalism belies the prospect of meaningful upward mobility for minorities.
        


        
          Despite this racialized history of labor and its ongoing effects, upward mobility and the American dream can
          be possible if we think of the nation as not only having learned from its past mistakes but also slowly
          ameliorating its treatment of people of color. If the civil rights movement has been a watershed moment that
          has led to the gradual, albeit stumbling, process of racial equality in people’s opportunities if not clear
          outcomes, then the American dream remains viable. To the extent that corporations, school systems,
          residential markets, and other institutions take stock of their past biases and forms of exclusion, they
          create opportunities for racial progress. Asian Americans who arrived on the heels of that movement, in the
          1960s and since, with strong educational credentials help illustrate whether and under what conditions that
          dream can be a reality for privileged minorities, despite the racial capitalism that has defined the labor
          market.
        


        
          I concentrate on the experiences of Asian Americans, with particular but not exclusive attention to Indian
          Americans, for many arrived with high degrees of educational attainment and yet have had to prove themselves
          within white-run labor markets, industries, education systems, and other institutions of mobility. If the
          American dream is possible for any minority, it arguably would be them, given their privileges. Rather than
          asking if Asian Americans either live the American dream or lack mobility, I argue that the reality is more
          complicated. Many—by no means all—Asian Americans have found economic gains above the national average in a
          matter of a generation or two. Still, their achievements do not demonstrate an American dream. Instead, their
          pathways to middle-class and upper-middle-class status elucidate how racial capitalism continues to work in
          the United States. They may approximate the American dream outcome, but that is because they were positioned
          to do well, and even then it takes considerable effort to navigate racialized impediments. Upward mobility is
          possible, as is even breaking a glass ceiling and rising to the top of one’s profession. Still, the racial
          order is generally maintained, for groups mostly fit into organizational roles structured by their racial
          background. Because a racial capitalism continues, no American dream is widely possible.
        


        
          This chapter has two parts. The first explains the migration history of many Asian immigrants to the United
          States that sets up their economic and educational trajectories that we see today. To understand how Asian
          Americans fit into a racialized capitalism, it is necessary to explain how US immigration laws shaped who
          could immigrate and begin their lives in the country. The next part explains how Asian Americans experience
          mobility, or lack thereof, in two sectors most synonymous with the American dream, that of the white-collar
          workplace and small business ownership. I explain how Asian Americans encounter both discrimination and
          opportunities. Across these sites, I argue that Asian Americans achieve not by “overcoming” race or by
          sidestepping its impacts, for race will be shown to be a defining condition. Instead, their mobility and any
          claim on the American dream come from how they are favorably situated within racial capitalism due to their
          immigration history and, once situated in their institution, due to their abilities to navigate day-today
          racial inequalities.
        

      

      
        Immigration History of Asian Americans


        
          Immigration laws set the stage for who can come and how they engage the labor market. While a thorough review
          of immigration laws with respect to Asian Americans is too exhaustive for this chapter, I focus on what is
          considered to be the most significant law, the Immigration and Naturalization Act of 1965. This legislation
          laid the groundwork for the Asian American demographics today and the prospect for their American dream.
        


        
          Before 1965, racist quotas limited how many people from Asia, Africa, the Caribbean, and other areas could
          immigrate. The number of possible immigrants from such areas was artificially low in comparison to Latin
          Americans, Europeans, and Canadians. Asian Americans had been banned from migrating due to the Immigration
          Act of 1924. Changes to the law in the 1950s allowed for limited immigration, and it was not until 1965 that
          large numbers of Asians could immigrate again.
        


        
          While the law had the impact of bringing in many more Asian immigrants than were previously here, even at a
          higher ratio than European immigrants, that was not its intent (Chin and Villazor 2015). The law has
          preferences set up for who can migrate first, and once the total number of immigrants allowed into the nation
          per hemisphere is met for the year, no others are let in. The first preference has been for those with
          relatives already in the United States. Only after letting in all people under that condition are applicants
          from the second and then later preferences considered. If the total number of immigrants per year is reached
          by those arriving under the first or second preference, then no other applicants are allowed. The effect of
          this first preference was to affirm the ethnic makeup of those already in the United States, since
          predominantly Western and Northern Europeans would fit this criterion. In fact, promoters of the Act swore
          that the racial demographic of the country would stay the same, which was an assumption for the Act’s passing
          (Hing 1993).
        


        
          The effects of the law deviated widely from the intent. With little interest in immigration from relatives in
          European countries, the bulk of those who entered came under the laws’ later preferences, including those
          with science and engineering degrees. The majority of Asians who immigrated came under that preference and
          often were highly educated doctors, engineers, and university researchers (Ong, Bonacich, and Cheng 1994).
          Asian Americans grew from 1 percent of the population in 1965 to 5.8 percent in 2011 (“The Rise of Asian
          Americans” 2020).
        


        
          Immigration laws are part of the nation’s overall approach to race relations and labor market needs, and as
          such set the stage for whether and how groups encounter a racial capitalism. This major shift in immigration
          policy did not happen overnight or out of the enlightened mindsets of legislators who felt ashamed of the
          racist provisions in previous legislation. Instead, it came about due to anti-racist protests in the United
          States (Reimers 1983). Domestically, the civil rights movement pressed the US government to fulfill its
          promise of racial equality. Pictures of men, women, and children being blasted by police with fire hoses were
          seen worldwide and contradicted the image of the United States as the moral leader of the new world order
          (Chin 1996). Immigration restrictions of nonwhite nations added to the international embarrassment at a time
          when the United States wanted to claim cultural superiority alongside its growing economic might. By ending
          racialized exclusions in US immigration law, the government could address, however nominally, critiques of
          activists at home as well as abroad that the United States was inherently pro-white and anti-minority.
          Changes to the law in 1965 served as an explicit signal to the world that the United States could be a
          liberal, open-minded nation, one that welcomed all kinds of people. The preference system built into the law
          was intended to maintain the racial status quo, while the lifting of artificial quotas simultaneously
          signaled to the world America’s progressive ideals.
        


        
          In reality, though, the law furthered the racial capitalism of the nation. This happened in part through the
          possible steps not taken by national and local governments and corporations. The country turned to
          immigrants abroad to fulfill needed occupational positions in the sciences rather than prepare African
          Americans and other minorities already in the country for those jobs. Politicians and leading capitalists had
          already come to rely on black and brown minorities to work manual labor jobs with no prospects of mobility.
          African Americans’ role in the labor market was not to be reimagined, even in the midst of a civil rights
          reckoning. They would remain in predominantly poorly paid labor positions in cities and rural areas. Latinx
          immigrants occupied a similar social and cultural position, as laborers in agricultural fields in part due to
          the Bracero Program that recruited mostly men from Mexico in the 1940s and 1950s (Massey and Liang 1989). The
          immigration law affirmed that these groups would not have opportunities for new trainings and job
          preparations.
        


        
          The Asians who immigrated following 1965 fit into the racial imagination of Asian Americans. The media in the
          1960s framed Asian Americans as the so-called model minorities (Hsu 2017; Wu 2015). Chinese and Japanese
          Americans were considered a well-behaved, upwardly mobile minority whose achievements exemplified the
          American dream potential. They were to be a model to other minorities, who presumably could also similarly
          achieve if they worked hard enough. In 1966, U.S. News and World Report expressly compared the
          struggle and perseverance of Asian Americans to African Americans, “What you find, [in] back of this
          remarkable group of [Asian] Americans, is a story of adversity and prejudice that would shock those now
          complaining about the hardships endured by today’s Negroes” (“Success Story of One Minority Group in the
          U.S.” 1966). The rhetorical question the article asks is, how can a country be racist if minorities who have
          experienced significant discrimination can achieve mobility? The answer is that it cannot be, and racism is
          not a major issue. The model minority stereotype reproduced anti-black racism, that African Americans have
          little mobility due to their own faults, while upholding the notion of an American exceptionalism. Asian
          Americans continue to be used to argue against the prospect of white privilege (Fox News 2018).
        


        
          The model minority stereotype carries more implications than just that of upwardly mobile Asians and a
          meritocratic US society. It also paints Asian Americans as amenable minorities who are happy to work hard and
          not complain for higher wages or better work conditions. Unlike other minorities, Asian Americans supposedly
          do not “make waves” or ask for assistance from the government. Employers see them as able to put in long
          hours without tiring out (Trieu and Lee 2018). Asians’ cultural background supposedly adds to their skill
          set. They are portrayed as drawing from their Orientalist heritage that makes them obedient to authority,
          committed to family, and valuing education (Brand 1987). Armed with their cultural backgrounds, they provide
          often technical labor for corporations that employers either cannot find among US residents or are not
          willing to pay an adequate wage to. They also are framed as starting their own businesses with their families
          and making a living due to their hard work.
        


        
          As more Asians arrived to the United States in the 1960s and onward as professionals in medicine,
          engineering, and technology fields, they fit into this racial capitalism and model minority image. They took
          on supportive roles in less desirable sectors of their industries. For instance, immigrant physicians were
          passed over for elite medical schools and residences in the United States, despite having sufficient
          qualifications, and ended up in rural and inner-city hospitals that lacked the same quality infrastructure
          and opportunities for future job prospects (Bhalla 2010). Engineers entered white-collar jobs but at low
          rungs with few opportunities for real mobility (Dhingra 2016). Asian Americans who turned to small business
          had limited means of production (discussed later).
        


        
          While Asian Americans entered into a racial capitalism, that does not mean that they remain defined by it.
          Upward mobility remains highly possible, for race and immigration may shape how they encounter the labor
          market but not determine their outcomes. To what extent have Asian American been able to progress in the
          labor market, such as in creative and managerial roles and in more lucrative business ownership, or to what
          extent have they been defined by a racialized capitalism that greeted them? Has their entry into the labor
          market been a stepping-stone that they used to make progress based on their qualifications and opportunities,
          or has it been a confining set of expectations? Knowing this will inform to what extent an American dream
          exists for them or to what extent a racial capitalism defines their experiences in the labor market. I turn
          to that next.
        

      

      
        White-Collar Workplace


        
          What are the experiences of contemporary Asian Americans in the white-collar labor market, both immigrants
          and US born? If any group of immigrants is likely to claim the American dream, it is those who enter in
          white-collar occupations and enjoy financial security. Such occupational status normally takes immigrant
          groups two or three generations, but in the case of many Asian Americans it happens within a single
          generation.1 According to the 2010 US Census, almost half of Asian Americans
          have a college degree, well above the national average of 28 percent, and they enjoy a higher median
          household annual income ($66,000 relative to the national average of $49,800) (Drake 2019). Most Asian
          Americans are immigrants. While the race is economically divided, with a number of individuals in poverty and
          a number with incomes above the national average, I concentrate on those with higher incomes in order to
          assess their prospects for the American dream.
        


        
          Financial or occupational security alone is not a meaningful indicator of the dream-like possibility of
          upward mobility. If immigrants arrive after putting in decades of hard work in their education and training
          in their homelands to take on a white-collar job in the United States, that says less about the giving nature
          of this country than about the labor market system that employs people from abroad because it either has more
          demand than supply of workers or does not pay competitive wages to Americans to take the jobs. In any case,
          how immigrants experience that labor market tells us more about the opportunities for mobility than does
          their job status alone.
        


        
          Unfortunately, there are reasons to believe that Asian Americans in white-collar jobs experience
          discrimination and inequalities in the workforce. According to Sakamoto, Goyette, and Kim (2009), even
          US-born Asian Americans face income inequality (see also Poon 2014). Immigrants encounter it even more so
          (Kim and Sakamoto 2010). Employers may pay immigrants lower salaries than their US-born peers because they
          graduated from universities without name recognition in the United States and because language barriers can
          limit workers’ presumed effectiveness. Lower pay can be practically built into how immigrants come to the
          country. Those who arrive on H1-B visas, for instance, are often paid less than are their white peers, akin
          to those who arrived after 1965, which is partly why they are attractive to employers (Park and Park 2005).
          The visa restrictions keep workers’ pay artificially low. If they protest their working conditions or
          compensation, they can be terminated and be forced to emigrate back to their homeland (Bhatt 2018). This
          constraint has led some to label these workers as “high-tech coolies,” a far cry from immigrants with full
          self-determination (Ong 2003).
        


        
          A lack of recognition of immigrants as fully equal employees also contributes to a glass (or “bamboo”)
          ceiling, which further calls into question their ability to claim the American dream. Even with adequate work
          experience and other credentials, Asian Americans can be passed over for promotions and feel locked into
          lower-tier positions (Woo 2000). Whites are promoted into management at a rate almost twice that of Asian
          American peers (Kochhar and Cilluffo 2020). This is especially true for Asian American women, who occupy
          managerial positions at a lower rate than do their white peers (Kim and Zhao 2014). When Asian Americans have
          authoritative positions, it typically is over other Asian Americans or Asians in Asia (Smith and Elliott
          2002). Such managers are considered technically skilled and able to monitor those who appear like them and in
          their narrow field of expertise. The implication is that they are not culturally sophisticated enough to
          monitor diverse sections of a company. Managerial opportunities, then, are limited. The lack of opportunity
          becomes self-perpetuating. Those in lower-managerial positions do not have access to the networks or skill
          development useful for promotions or have mentors to guide them (Shih 2006). Employment itself is not a
          given. Asian Americans tend to be more unemployed relative to whites with comparable educations, and the
          unemployed tend to stay unemployed for longer (Kim 2012).
        


        
          Immigrants’ lack of cultural capital and foreign background present one kind of obstacle to full mobility. So
          does anti-Asian racism. The model minority stereotype paints Asian Americans as technically advanced,
          intelligent, strong in mathematical and scientific skills, and well behaved. Yet, it simultaneously depicts
          them as passive, uncharismatic, and subservient, especially women (Cho 1997). This stereotype fits their
          position within racial capitalism as supporting large or small companies through white-collar or blue-collar
          jobs requiring technical skills that other groups, including whites, either cannot do as well or believe are
          not worth their effort. Asian Americans occupy a position as akin to whites but are not viewed as fully at
          their level. The stereotype suggests that they are unqualified for and possibly uninterested in high-level
          managerial jobs (Zhou and Lee 2017). Employers may not even realize they are discriminating against Asian
          Americans by intentionally passing them up for promotion because these candidates may not even come to mind
          in the first place to promote. A lack of recognition of Asian Americans as sophisticated employees
          contributes to their economic immobility.
        


        
          Even the US-born second generation senses the prospect of racism. I interviewed 50 second-generation Asian
          American professionals with college degrees who worked in a range of white-collar positions. Many felt that
          Asian Americans were seen by managers as inherently successful and so lacking the useful managerial skills
          that come from having to overcome obstacles. Joanne, a second-generation Korean American who worked in the
          insurance industry, commented,
        


        
          I think that a lot of times, we [Asian Americans] are passed up. And, [whites] think that just because we’ve
          managed to do well and managed to go to the good schools and get an education, we’re still functioning high.
          But I see a lot of people that get lost and are denied opportunities because they are not seen as having had
          to deal with any hardships.
        


        
          Similarly, Rajesh, a US-raised Indian American said,
        


        
          I think it is tougher for an Indian to make it up the management ladder versus a Caucasian or anyone. There
          are people who think Indians are good workers and hard workers and that kind of stuff, but as far as
          management … I’ve seen more Caucasians get promoted quicker than I have seen myself, after I have reached a
          certain point.
        


        
          As another second-generation Asian American said, “[Employers] label Koreans and Asian Americans no matter
          what as being quiet, being submissive, even in the workplace.” The point echoed by many Asian Americans was a
          recognition as hard working yet nothing more. They presumably lack the qualifications to be more than good
          workers in the service of others.
        


        
          Racism does not just work in one direction. While it can deny opportunities to minorities, it also can create
          them. Being seen as the hard-working model minority can lead employers to want to hire Asian Americans, for
          they are supposedly responsible, intelligent, and compliant (Li 2014). Asian Americans appear well positioned
          for lower-level white-collar jobs that may have a little room for mobility but otherwise depend on technical
          skills and/or the ability to work long hours. In other words, the high employment rates of Asian Americans
          can signal the relevance of race rather than its irrelevance. It is precisely the same image of Asian
          Americans that makes them appear as worth hiring that can limit employers’ belief in promoting them. Asian
          Americans’ model minority status shapes their place in the labor market, as trusted white-collar workers in
          science, technology, and finance fields who support their companies and managers but are rarely expected to
          move above that rung.
        


        
          Navigating Racial Capitalism


          
            Racial capitalism sets the stage for minorities’ place in the labor market but does not define their
            options. In response to this positionality and the ensuing restrictions, Asian Americans actively look for
            ways to not be pigeonholed as the passive Asian and to advance up the corporate ladder. One tactic by
            white-collar professionals was to avoid being read by co-workers as “Asian” and, instead, appearing as like
            other employees in their company. Asian Americans I interviewed spoke about their ancestry to co-workers
            only when asked by others about it and otherwise tried to avoid reference to it. They might even avoid
            associating with co-ethnics at work. Tajind, a software engineer, shared,
          


          
            I speak English well and when I meet someone, they see that I can speak like them. I want them to know that
            I’m not like [the immigrants]. My way of thinking is very different from people straight from the
            motherland. The way you’re raised is very different. The topics of conversation we choose.
          


          
            One could appear either as Asian or American, according to informants. Upward mobility depended on being
            seen as the latter.
          


          
            On the other hand, Asian Americans were hopeful that they could use their ethnicity to their advantage by
            playing into the more advantageous parts of the stereotype. It was not advantageous to be seen as
            completely Americanized. They should make use of their “Asian American” attributes. Being in a line of work
            that is well known to have Asian American success can give employees a leg up, some hoped. As Sanjay, a
            software engineer, said,
          


          
            I think that the overall industry I’m in, technology, Indians are seen as the forefront. You got a whole
            lot of talent out there: software developers, hardware, entrepreneurs. Indians go across the ranks. People
            attribute some competence without looking at the paper resume. The managers and directors see that I will
            see it through, and I think being Indian may have something to do with that.
          


          


          
            People know what roles their groups play in the economy and believe they can benefit if their racial image
            is a positive one. They do not necessarily need to go out of their way for this to happen. But sometimes
            they would. James worked as a financial advisor and played into the image of the hard-working Asian
            American in the office.
          


          
            That’s why I wear glasses. I wear glasses because I think [that] people think—Asian Americans, glasses,
            studies hard, works hard. I wear contacts on the weekend when I am with my friends. Maybe I play the race
            card a little bit. Sure why not, if people think, especially in financial advising, if they think I am good
            with numbers.
          


          
            James does not want to appear as a fully assimilated American. He goes out of his way to appear Asian. But
            he is Asian in a particular way, one that accentuated useful job skills for his position.
          


          
            In sum, Asian Americans balance the need to appear assimilated enough to be a regular member of the
            workplace while also making sure employers knew of the strengths that come from being of a certain
            ethnicity in a racialized workforce. They wanted to capitalize on the racial attributes that suited their
            corporate expectations, such as being diligent, mathematically minded, and the like, while avoiding seeming
            cliquish, unsophisticated, or foreign. Success in the white-collar workplace did not simply rely on the
            relevant skillset. Upward mobility within the racial marketplace required a delicate dance so as to avoid
            the income inequalities and glass ceilings that affected many Asian Americans. It is a negotiation not
            guaranteed to succeed. These structural barriers and subtle maneuvers by employees belie the notion of a
            meritocratic system that rewards people for their abilities alone.
          

        
      

      
        Small Business Entrepreneurship


        
          Vice President Al Gore said in 2002 to a convention of small business owners,
        


        
          Your industry, your personal stories, all of them different, but in some ways all the same, offer inspiration
          not only to your own families and to those who follow after you, but to all Americans. You represent the
          American success story…. Sometimes Americans, who have been here for 12 generations, take some things for
          granted about the United States. Sometimes, I think that your greatest contribution to America is that you
          remind all those who might have been tempted to take this country for granted, that this is the land of
          opportunity for all people who came here from wherever they come…. And God bless you for taking advantage of
          that opportunity and making the most of it and then turning that success and the fruits of the success into
          stronger families and stronger communities.
        


        
          Vice President Gore was not addressing just any group of owners. What makes his comments noteworthy is that
          he, as politicians have done before and since, was addressing a group of about 6,000 immigrant business
          owners, in particular Indian American motel owners at their annual motel convention. As explained later,
          Indian Americans have come to dominate the motel industry. But their success is more the exception than the
          rule for Asian American entrepreneurs.
        


        
          Asian Americans tend to own small businesses at a rate of 5.6 percent as of 2015, higher than other
          minorities and almost at the same rate as whites (Hipple and Hammond 2016). Yet, it is not the relatively
          high rate of business ownership that makes small business a key site to consider the prospects of an American
          dream for Asian Americans. Instead, it is what small business represents culturally in the United States. The
          image of the small business is of a family-run enterprise with local employees and clientele, on the
          proverbial Main Street of town. Politicians frequently reference small business owners in glorified language
          as representing the lifeblood of the nation. As seen with Al Gore, such rhetoric becomes magnified when
          applied to immigrants, for the assumption is of hard-working families who are not only self-reliant but also
          make America an exceptional country.
        


        
          To what extent does this rhetoric fit with reality? Are immigrant owners representative of the neoliberal
          ideology of self-sufficiency combined with capitalist goals, or does their immigrant minority status limit
          their opportunities in ways that undercut an American dream scenario (Ong 2003)? As for white-collar
          professionals, the truth lies in the middle. As explained later, while they have high self-employment rates,
          their finances are marked by precarity and they encounter hurdles specific to their roles within racial
          capitalism.
        


        
          Asian American small businesses tend to be small in scale, with an average number of under eight employees,
          while the average for all small businesses is almost 11 employees (“2018 Small Business Profile” 2018).
          Owners bring some financial assets with them to the United States but rarely enough to create a large or even
          medium-scale business. Instead, they borrow money from relatives and friends as well as viable banks in order
          to afford smaller-size operations (Light 1973). Given their small scale, entrepreneurs must enter industries
          that have opportunities for them to exploit. They find niches that larger corporations have considered too
          risky or without sufficient returns (Aldrich and Waldinger 1990). Immigrants take on the risks in order to
          get their foot in the door.
        


        
          As immigrant entrepreneurs seek to find niches, two types of small-business profiles tend to emerge, that of
          ethnic enclaves and of middleman minorities (Zhou 2004). Both place owners within a racial capitalism that
          depends on immigrants to serve marginalized populations. Within a racial capitalism, it seems fitting and
          appropriate for immigrants to occupy certain positions. Having immigrants in these small business formations
          appears natural to the general public for they are serving poorer populations ignored by big business. Such
          owners are not taking business away from white-run capital. Instead, both types of owners depend on their
          ethnic status for their business prospects.
        


        
          Enclave businesses serve primarily co-ethnic customers and are located in commercial districts known to cater
          to a particular ethnic heritage. Those districts can be as large as major Chinatowns or as small as a
          suburban strip mall. They typically provide services that are not met by larger retail options, such as
          ethnic groceries, restaurants, travel services, beauty goods, and the like. They also offer generic services,
          such as accounting services, medical, and so on, in their ethnic language. Customers appreciate spaces where
          they can speak in their primary language and see the comforts of home (Bonus 2000). In any case, their
          customers are more narrowly defined and reliant on providers of their shared ethnic ancestry.
        


        
          The middleman minority differs from the enclave business in that it serves customers outside of one’s ethnic
          group, but it overlaps in that customers still are those underserved by major corporations (Cobas 1989; Gold
          2016). Most commonly, the middleman minority serves minority and/or poorer customers who do not have access
          to larger retail options due to distance from home or lack of transportation. Major retailers do not take the
          risk of opening locations in low-income neighborhoods where there will be low profit margins. Middleman
          owners connect customers to large corporations who would not access this clientele otherwise, and so the
          corporations see increased profits without incurring the risk of investing in less profitable shops (Bonacich
          1973). Most immigrant businesses differ widely from the image painted by Vice President Gore. Both enclave
          and middleman owners must work long hours with little paid labor in order to make a profitable return on
          investment. Owners often end up having to sell their businesses because of financial constraints and then
          purchasing a different one years later in another attempt to find financial security. Children of business
          owners recall working in their parents’ stores on weeknights and weekends, putting up with challenging
          customers, having their parents come home exhausted, and other such tales (Min 2006). Such experiences make
          them want to avoid their parents’ small businesses as they get older (Kasinitz et al. 2009).
        


        
          Middleman minority owners per se can experience racialized strains with customers if they are seen as
          exploiting them, taking businesses away from them, and not giving back to the community, all while
          experiencing tensions with suppliers (Min 2008). Customers end up paying higher prices because middleman
          business owners pay higher prices per product than do big-box retailers, given that they buy fewer quantities
          of goods. Korean American owners and African American customers have had the most well known of such tensions
          that, even though exaggerated by the media, have led to deadly encounters (Abelman and Lie 1995).
        


        
          Employers are not the only ones in precarious positions. With limited revenues due to their lack of assets,
          owners often look for ways to cut costs. A key way is to reduce the price of labor by having the family doing
          much of the work itself. Other labor also tends to be co-ethnics. Such workers are often preferred,
          especially for more mundane tasks, because owners trust them to be reliable, compliant, and unlikely to steal
          (Portes and Zhou 1992). Co-ethnic employees also are frequently willing to accept lower wages because they
          have few opportunities, can be among people culturally similar to them, and believe their employers will
          assist them later with connections to future opportunities. Such workplace conditions are ripe for worker
          exploitation (Sullivan and Lee 2008). While this chapter concentrates on business owners, the plight of
          workers deserves attention.
        


        
          Other ethnic businesses fall outside of these two models but still maintain many of the same core elements.
          Immigrant business owners increasingly own establishments that serve the majority white clientele. They have
          found a niche through taking over dying enterprises, finding ways to undersell their competition, or offering
          unique experiences based on their ethnicity. Korean American–and Vietnamese American–owned nail salons,
          Indian American–owned motels, Chinese American–owned restaurants are but a few of the examples of such
          businesses.
        


        
          While businesses that cater to the majority seem removed from those who serve marginalized groups, they all
          have much in common. For immigrant small business owners to break into sectors where they serve white
          customers, they need to offer lower prices and/or more amenities than do established competitors (Aldrich and
          Waldinger 1990). This puts the burden on the owner, their family, and extended kin or co-ethnics who often
          work for lower wages. They depend on co-ethnic workers, both family and paid labor, who toil in manual labor
          jobs with few prospects of mobility (Hoang 2015). Such owners can lack sufficient resources to weather
          significant downturns. Incomes likely are higher but are no means sufficient without major sacrifices in
          terms of spending, vacation, and the like. So, businesses that serve white, middle-class customers may endure
          even more hardships, at least in the beginning stages, than the more common type of immigrant small business.
        


        
          While most middleman minority business owners stay with their small shops, some are able to expand and become
          major players in their industries. This upward mobility often entails taking advantage of franchise options
          (Dhingra and Parker 2015). One such success story has been Indian American motel owners, who have come to
          dominate their industry. Part of their growth stems from their ability to join corporate franchises. Indian
          immigrants were already making a name for themselves in small-scale motels when franchising started to grow
          in the hospitality industry. As some owners transferred their properties into franchise motels, franchise
          companies starting seeking other Indian Americans to purchase more motels, and the trend progressed.
          Immigrants joining the franchise model generally allows for more rapid growth, more respectability, and
          higher returns on investment. They also enjoy safer working conditions. Because starting a franchise requires
          significant assets and fortunate timing in the industry, it remains rare for immigrants. While such success
          garners the attention of major politicians, the reality of such owners’ lives belies such a romantic image,
          as discussed next.
        


        
          When Being the Boss Requires Hiding
          Yourself


          
            Small business owners appreciate the autonomy to run their own enterprise and the prospect of high
            financial returns over time. And yet for such an American dream scenario to take place, they must confront
            the constraints within racial capitalism that limit occupational mobility. I turn my attention to Indian
            American motel owners, for they represent the opportunities, challenges, and agency of immigrants as they
            try to move out of their racialized status.
          


          
            When minorities break out of their narrow place within racial capitalism, it is met with resentment and
            resistance. Indian Americans’ increased presence in the hospitality industry was not welcomed at first. In
            the 1980s, white motel owners started putting signs outside their establishments that read, “American owned
            and operated” as a way to signal that their motels were not run by Indian Americans, a trend that
            resurfaced post-9/11 in the wake of increased xenophobia against Arab and South Asian Americans (Siegel
            2002). It was not uncommon for customers to drive away or to walk in and then leave if they saw an Indian
            behind the front desk. It was not just customers that resented the growth of Indian owners. Franchise
            companies originally avoided selling establishments to Indian Americans until they realized that the group
            could expand their business and help them turn a profit (Dhingra 2012). Corporations then started to grow
            their brands by selling franchises to eager Indian immigrants, who would move to far-off parts of the
            country in order to establish a franchise. In other words, corporations saw Indian immigrants as a
            convenient labor force who would put up with harsher working conditions and possibly lower returns than
            would whites, suiting their standard racialization as the compliant model minority.
          


          
            Indian American owners found ways to navigate the everyday racism they encountered from customers (Dhingra
            2012). A common tactic involved hiding their ownership from the customers. They decorated the lobbies in
            neutral tones, would put up Christmas trees come December rather than signs of their own religions (mostly
            Hinduism), and host American flags. In other words, they created nondescript appearances for the customers
            so as to not suggest that the motel had an ethnic owner. Signs of their ethnic heritage were relegated to
            the backstage of their apartments behind the front desk, hidden from view.
          


          
            Such hiding also applied to their hiring practices. Owners intentionally employed white workers, often
            women, as the desk managers during the check-in hours of the late afternoon when they could afford it. As
            one owner said,
          


          
            I think you have to [have whites as desk clerks], and some of that kinda goes back to the glass ceiling as
            well. If you’re running an upscale hotel with an Indian at the front desk, you know, unfortunately we still
            live in a society that uhh … doesn’t look upon us kindly at times.
          


          
            Owners did not expect most customers to be racist and refuse to stay in an Indian-owned establishment, but
            they did not want to take the chance and lose any business. They also wanted to avoid customers having a
            “bad taste in their mouths,” as another owner said, upon seeing an Indian owner and then finding nitpicking
            problems with their stay, leaving a bad review, demanding a refund, or the like. Having whites at the front
            desk helped alleviate these concerns.
          


          
            Owners may not even tell their staff who they really are. One Indian American woman co-owned her motel. She
            helped operate the establishment but only one employee knew that she was an owner. She dressed in a
            housekeeper’s uniform so as to be misidentified. She played into the common notion that women of color work
            behind the scenes in nonmanagerial, hard labor positions. She wanted to keep an eye on the staff and did
            not believe they would treat her equally as an owner. Owners, in effect, downplayed their status and
            elevate whiteness in order to run a more profitable business.
          


          
            Immigrant owners did not always hide themselves when appealing to white customers. If customers would think
            that they would receive a better product if the owner was Asian, then owners wanted to play into that
            image. The most obvious example is ethnic restaurants, where the customer wants an “authentic” experience
            served by someone of that ancestry. Some businesses depend on transnational ties that link imported goods
            to domestic markets catering to the white majority (Yoon 1997). But even businesses that had nothing to do
            with one’s ethnic culture could be racialized in stereotypical ways. The notion that Asian women are good
            with their hands, nimble, and detail oriented makes them a great fit for the manicure industry (Kang 2010).
            Such businesses do not need to hide their ethnic status. Instead, they benefit from it.
          


          
            Small business owners fit into a racialized capitalism, for their racial and ethnic background shapes the
            kinds of businesses they enter, their reliance on co-ethnic workers, their interactions with customers, and
            how they navigate customer expectations in the hopes for financial security. Those who can claim a success
            story, like some motel owners, are the exceptions to the rule. Even their story involves navigating a
            continued racialization rather than reveals an open mobility for minorities.
          

        
      

      
        Conclusion


        
          Rather than simply decide if the American dream scenario is real, it is more informative to ask under what
          conditions groups are able to approximate the upward mobility that characterizes that dream and what such
          efforts reveal about the prospects for mobility for others. Asian Americans are a prime group to consider, as
          they are a minority group who test the limits of American meritocracy but also have above-average incomes.
          While many Asian Americans struggle in poverty, lack English proficiency, are undocumented, cannot access
          affordable health care, and face other material forms of disfranchisement, they still exist in the popular
          imagination as a successful minority group that approximates whites (Bonilla Silva 2003). Understanding their
          fit within the American dream informs how the labor market works more generally.
        


        
          The immigration laws that allowed in Asian Americans in the mid-twentieth century were based in a history of
          race relations. They eradicated racist quotas and proved to be a turning point in the nation’s history but
          did not signal a substantive change in attitudes towards who should arrive and join the nation. Asian
          immigrants entered the nation at a time when Asian Americans were being framed as the model minority and when
          anti-blackness still fueled race relations. Well-educated immigrants suited the model minority image and
          became incorporated into the labor market as professionals and business owners.
        


        
          The experiences of immigrant and second-generation Asian Americans in the white-collar work-place and small
          business signal a continuation of the country’s racial capitalism and the foundations of those immigration
          laws rather than a break from that past. Asian American professionals remain racialized by the model minority
          stereotype. They enter at a higher rung in the corporate ladder than other minorities but remain often stuck
          there. Their mobility requires navigating a system that marks them as “the other.” This proves effective for
          individual Asian Americans but does not dislodge the system. In fact, the mobility of individual Asian
          Americans often means playing into stereotypes to some degree, such as by avoiding other Asian Americans so
          as not to appear foreign or by hoping to appear more Asian in order to be seen as extra intelligent in math
          and science. Either way, employees reaffirm the presumption that to be Asian American is to be defined by
          their ancestry unless they can prove they are actively American. Asian Americans will continue to mostly
          occupy limited positions in the corporate sphere as fitting their racialization.
        


        
          The same trend applies to small business owners, for they too are considered appropriate fits in small-scale
          capitalism when they serve customers overlooked or ignored by larger capitalists. When they break into the
          mainstream, their success depends on overcoming racist obstacles and putting up with double standards. To the
          extent that Asian Americans have been able to claim the American dream, it is despite rather than because of
          the opportunity structure of the economy.
        


        
          The American dream, then, proves to be a myth useful in quelling dissent over long-standing inequalities
          rather than a set of ideals that the nation yearns to fulfill. Such cynicism stems not simply from the fact
          that capitalism rewards the few rather than the many, but also because our immigration laws are designed to
          place immigrants in the labor market at the service of big capital and the government, while other minorities
          remain outside entirely. When Asian Americans are heralded as actualizing that dream, they become tools in
          this master narrative. This is why it is important to uncover how Asian Americans migrated to the country and
          have attained success, to the extent that they have at all. The point is not to deny that any achievement has
          taken place but to explain that mobility does not affirm an American dream and, instead, reveals how racial
          capitalism operates even for those who appear to have succeeded.
        


        
          The fact that our institutions are designed to privilege some people over others hurts everyone, not only
          minorities. Each institution, including the labor market, criminal justice, education, politics, and so on
          has been constructed in a way to support those who initiated and run them, typically the white middle class
          and elites. To come to terms with this and work to reconstruct those institutions, we first need to elucidate
          both what is behind the achievements of those we applaud and what explains the setbacks that others
          experience. Once we see how racial capitalism functions today for groups who seem to have moved beyond its
          constraints, we can consider an economy that rectifies these inequalities and serves everyone.
        

      

      
        Note


        
          1 While Asian Americans as a whole have higher economic standing than the national average, there are
          significant divisions within the race (Kochhar and Cilluffo 2020). In order to elucidate whether the American
          dream is possible for those already advantaged, this chapter focuses on those Asian Americans with higher
          class status. It is important to recognize that they do not represent the race as a whole.
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        Introduction: Precarity and the American Dream


        
          
            The only reason why America holds together is because we all seem to still do halfway okay. We all get
            along because we’re on the same level, more or less. Even though we are struggling right now, it’s not like
            we can’t eat. We can figure out where to go and even though we are semi-homeless, we still have a place to
            stay. But if push came to shove, it would be different. We would all be pitted against each other. If
            people were really destitute and if there was a war and your family got killed and your house was bombed
            down and you were all by yourself and money wasn’t worth anything, well, what are you gonna do? You’re
            gonna cling up with somebody. Prostitution is the oldest profession on the planet, and it’s not ever gonna
            change. And as far as I’m concerned, sex is sex. It’s always gonna sell, it’s always gonna be part of life.
          


          
            (Marcus, 54-year-old partner to DeeDee, whose street prostitution earnings support the couple)
          

        


        
          
            Doesn’t matter if it’s the end of the world or right now, people are gonna be people if they want
            something. And that’s the thing about our world, that we can pay for anything that we want to pay for, and
            figure out how we can get it, regardless of whether it’s out on the street, through an escort service, or
            whatever. Some people are just a little wiser about how they choose.
          


          
            (DeeDee, 41 years old, involved in prostitution for over twenty years)
          

        


        
          Marcus and DeeDee make a precarious living in a neighborhood where small-scale criminalized hustles born of
          poverty and desperation—outdoor illicit drug sales, street prostitution, reselling stolen goods, panhandling
          by bleary-eyed people lingering outside dilapidated motels and on the lookout for any money-making
          opportunity—prompt most drivers to lock their car doors as they pass through on the way to somewhere else.
          The couple spends most of their waking hours trying to earn an income from prostitution and illicit drug
          sales that, on a good day, pays for a few nights in one of the neighborhood’s midcentury motels built to
          temporarily house traveling salesmen and vacationing postwar families prior to the construction of a major
          interstate highway from Baltimore to Utah. With Wild West names like Sand and Sage, Silver Spur, and The
          Westerner, these motels have been the primary residences of a rotating cast of characters in Denver’s illicit
          drug and prostitution economy since at least the 1970s (Wyckoff 1992). Marcus and DeeDee sleep in shifts in
          an abandoned garage when they cannot scrape together enough for a motel room, one them watching for people
          who might harm or rob them while the other tries to rest in their military surplus sleeping bag.
        


        
          In the apocalyptic scenario Marcus describes, global financial markets collapse into ruins, family structures
          become war casualties, and violent instability is the reality for most Americans. Such catastrophic events
          strip away the thin veneer of social order normalizing the homelessness, inter-generational poverty, mass
          incarceration, and disparity that frames the lives of Marcus, DeeDee, and their peers. In such a scenario,
          the couple observes, alliances between individuals forged around basic needs—shelter, food, safety,
          sex—govern social interaction. Everything is up for sale or trade because of the immediate needs that reign
          in chaos, underscoring DeeDee’s core belief that “people are gonna be people if they want something.”
        


        
          The hypothetical situation Marcus and DeeDee envision as a possibility for all Americans is everyday reality
          for most women in street prostitution. With this reality in mind, the present chapter asks a central
          question: how and why does the American dream inform decision-making among women in street prostitution as
          they navigate multiple forms of socioeconomic exclusion? This question is particularly significant because
          street-involved women face heightened scrutiny as “unproductive citizens” in the criminal justice and social
          services systems because of their criminalization for being homeless, addicted, and trying to make a little
          money from their position at the very bottom of the international drug trade hierarchy. Yet rather than
          simplistically depicting the women as emblematic of the American dream’s failure, this chapter carefully
          considers their decision-making from the vantage point of intergenerational poverty and other forms of
          exclusion that characterize their lives. I argue that from this vantage point, street prostitution presents
          the possibility of escape from the limited prospects offered by the alternatives of low-wage food service or
          cleaning work, time-limited public assistance, and the pervasive despair many women feel while
          single-handedly raising children in a futureless wasteland of government-subsidized rentals. This chapter
          accordingly explores how street-involved women couch descriptions of their lives and decision-making while
          working the street within three key aspects of the American dream: entrepreneurship, freedom, and
          individualism. In so doing, the analysis presented here demonstrates the continued salience of the American
          dream to those who by almost any reasonable estimation have been excluded from it.
        


        
          Social scientists Mark Rank, Thomas Hirschl, and Kirk Foster contend that the individual quest for
          self-actualization and economic prosperity is at the core of the American dream. Rank and colleagues note a
          pervasive belief among their diverse research participants in the ability of an individual “no matter where
          he or she comes from, to exert considerable control and freedom … [while making attempts at] finding and
          pursuing a rewarding career, leading a healthy and personally fulfilling life, and being able to retire in
          comfort” (Rank, Hirschl and Foster 2014, 2). Rank and his co-authors found that confidence in the American
          dream remains persistent despite the reality that its tangible benefits in the form of home ownership,
          professional work, a pension and other employer-sponsored benefits, and consumerism are off-limits to growing
          numbers of people in the United States who struggle with the socioeconomic uncertainty inherent to precarity.
        


        
          Precarity is a shorthand term for anxieties generated by long-term uncertainties about finding and
          maintaining stable work that pays a living wage, offers advancement opportunities, and represents collective
          interests (Standing 2011). Researchers, particularly in international labor and migration studies, have
          documented the global spread of precarity in studies of how insecurity, danger, and uncertainty negatively
          impact large numbers of people worldwide (Mosoetsa, Stillerman and Tilly 2016). Isolation, alienation, fear,
          and a punitive mindset all are intrinsic cultural aspects of how the uniquely American form of precarity
          manifests by uniting fears of downward social mobility, crime, and related issues with a strong belief in
          individual responsibility to protect oneself against such vulnerability in multiple forms. This is not new.
          Social critic Barbara Ehrenreich first documented the middle-class “fear of falling” in the late 1980s in her
          book of the same name, which linked shifting economic trends such as mechanization and labor outsourcing to
          widespread concerns about downward social mobility (Ehrenreich 1989), and fear of being victimized by crime
          has been well-established in the American cultural imagination since at least the 1960s (Henson and Reyns
          2015).
        


        
          The sheer number, and variety, of multifaceted dominant cultural responses to precarity are perhaps
          unsurprising given the importance of individualism undergirding the American dream. Insurance company
          advertisements promise to protect against almost any eventuality, with one particularly successful ad
          featuring a deranged character named “Mayhem” who personifies the threat of lives destroyed through the
          unanticipated costs of a car accident or other potentially life-changing (and financially devastating)
          events. Myriad corporations profit from the sale of software designed to allay consumer fears of ruined
          credit scores as a result of identity theft committed by faceless entities. Some of these corporations join
          forces with state sex offender registries to offer their paid subscribers email or text alerts when a person
          listed on the sex offender registry moves into their neighborhood (Mancini 2014). In turn, neoliberal
          discourses on crime control position these problems as matters of national security requiring
          citizen-subjects to take active roles in protecting themselves (Monahan 2009). Some of the most popular
          television series revolve around the lives of those incarcerated or otherwise under surveil-lance by the
          criminal justice system, their success a byproduct of audience fears of victimization alongside a dominant
          cultural desire to see those who commit crimes punished (Smith 2011; Welch 2015).
        


        
          Growing debt and restricted work opportunities are prompting many Americans to postpone or eschew milestones
          celebrated by previous generations, such as purchasing homes, getting married, and having children, in part
          because so many adults are financially burdened by student loan debt and a restricted job market (Clark
          2019). Such downward social mobility in terms of income, equity, and opportunity may also be interpreted as
          indicating rejection of the work-homeownership-children nexus that many contemporary adults saw fail in their
          parents’ lives through high divorce rates, job loss, and the increased scrutiny many workers face from
          employers in order to keep their jobs. Combined with the pressures of a society that individualizes failure,
          all of these factors contribute to the US being the world’s largest consumer of both illicit drugs and
          pharmaceutical medications prescribed for depression and anxiety. Pervasive hopelessness about precarity is
          indicated in the growing number of “deaths of despair” through suicides and drug overdoses among white
          middle-aged Americans (Case and Deaton 2015). The prevalence of such untimely deaths, alongside statistically
          significant connections between large-scale job loss and the rise of the opioid crisis (Venkataramani et al.
          2020) has prompted declarations of a national public health emergency. When seen through the lens of a
          growing American crisis that combines precarity, indebtedness, and addiction, Marcus’s and DeeDee’s
          assessments appear less apocalyptic and more prophetic.
        

      

      
        Gendered Street Capitalism


        
          Anti-capitalist critics have mobilized prostitution for centuries as a metaphor for the exploitation of poor
          and working-class people’s labor. Karl Marx himself famously argued, “prostitution is only a specific
          expression of the general prostitution of the laborer” (Marx and Engels 1988, cited in O’Connell Davidson
          2014). Sex worker rights activists reflect this stance in their call to regard prostitution as labor like any
          other within broader appraisals of global socioeconomic inequalities (Cruz 2018). Radical feminists likewise
          consider economic inequality in depicting prostitution as a symbol of women’s oppression under late
          capitalism, although their considerations of such inequality remain largely confined to gender rather than to
          social class and race (Beloso 2012). Yet none of these approaches fully address the vortex of addictions,
          homelessness, violence, policing, and incarceration that shape everyday life for street-involved women.
        


        
          Women in street prostitution are part of a totalizing system that extends far beyond the exchange of sexual
          services for cash. Prostitution is inextricable from the criminalized hustles that surround the street-level
          drug economy in blighted neighborhoods. Lacking legal recourse to protect against bad business deals in a
          criminalized economic sector and with access to very few financial or social safety nets, those who make a
          living in the street prostitution and illicit drug economy must manage their income generation strategies
          while evading arrest, avoiding harm, and meeting their daily needs for shelter, money, and drugs, often while
          juggling complex relationships with intimate partners, family members, children, clients, police officers,
          social workers, and others who comprise their social worlds. They must do so in situations where numerous
          structural vulnerabilities compound to create a risk environment (Rhodes et al. 2012) of ineffective or
          absent social supports (Kurtz et al. 2005), healthcare access largely limited to treatment received while
          incarcerated (Sufrin 2017), and decreased abilities to exit prostitution over time due to the entrenchment
          that occurs as a result of long-term addictions, criminal records, and lack of legal work histories (Cusick
          and Hickman 2005). Consequently, the illicit drug and prostitution economy emerges from and exists at the
          interstices of socioeconomic oppression governed by multiple forms of violence.
        


        
          In his best-settling Debt: The First 5,000 Years, economic anthropologist David Graeber argues,
          “violence—or the threat of violence—turns human relations into mathematics” (Graeber 2011, 14). Such violence
          suffuses both the global capitalist system and its derivative articulated in this chapter: gendered street
          capitalism. Gendered street capitalism comprises the hustles—prostitution, small-scale drug sales,
          shoplifting, pickpocketing—that people struggling with addiction and chronic homelessness use to participate
          in economic systems that otherwise exclude them as decision makers. It is the modus operandi of the street
          prostitution and illicit drug economy through which marginalized people exercise the values of
          entrepreneurship, freedom, and individualism celebrated in the American dream that is otherwise off-limits to
          them.
        


        
          Participation in gendered street capitalism indisputably features a high likelihood of assault, arrest,
          incarceration, and myriad other potential harms that its practitioners nonetheless regard as preferable to
          the alternatives of low-wage service-sector jobs and public assistance because, simply put, gendered street
          capitalism represents for them the only possibility of self-determination and upward mobility. This reality
          is underexplored in the literature, and women’s reluctance to exit prostitution for licit employment is often
          glossed over as a byproduct of the psychological harms many researchers associate with street prostitution.
          At best, researchers depict women’s reasons for remaining in prostitution as a byproduct of the desire for a
          sense of belonging to a community that lives in the moment (Firmin 2013).
        


        
          Gendered street capitalism resembles its licit counterpart in generally ascribing higher status roles to men,
          even when women are the higher earners, as is the case with prostitution. In the illicit drug economy, women
          largely fill ancillary roles by buying illicit drugs for their own use, financially or otherwise supporting
          men who are addicted, and engaging in small-scale drug sales as a means to earn extra income to support their
          own drug use (Anderson 2005). The everyday operations of street prostitution rely on gendered power
          asymmetries evident in the feminization of poverty and the pervasive sexualization of women and girls (Wesely
          2011). Many researchers regard street prostitution as part of a cycle of gendered harms in which girls’
          adverse childhood experiences, particularly sexual abuse, couple with revictimization and substance abuse
          such that women begin to dissociate in order to cope with their means of making a living (Tschoeke et al.
          2019).
        


        
          Street-involved women often have significant experience with social services and criminal justice systems,
          including foster care, juvenile justice, and diagnoses of mental health issues, with those women who begin
          selling sex at a younger age more likely to have been homeless, have a sexually transmitted infection, trade
          sex more often, and use illicit drugs (Martin, Hearst and Widome 2010). Given the problems indisputably
          associated with street prostitution, it is tempting to dismiss street-involved women’s decision-making as
          little more than “survival strategies,” just as it is easy to demonize as abusers those men who facilitate or
          otherwise profit from women’s prostitution.
        


        
          Gendered street capitalism adds a new dimension to the three ways in which scholars generally frame street
          prostitution as characterized by misogyny and exploitation, mutually beneficial exchange, or pervasive
          stigma. The first perspective regards street prostitution as the most violent and dangerous sector of a
          larger misogynistic and inherently violent sex industry that profits from the objectification and
          exploitation of women (Raphael, Reichert and Powers 2010), although this prevailing perception of women as
          victims results in significantly shorter prison sentences for women prosecuted on charges related to sex
          trafficking relative to men charged with the same offense (Roe-Sepowitz et al. 2015). The second perspective
          acknowledges that prostitution is a business involving complex relationships between sex sellers, buyers, and
          third parties who play diverse roles in facilitating commercial sexual exchanges (Morselli and Savoie-Gargiso
          2014; Zhang 2011). Finally, other scholars note that criminalization and stigma impact all parties involved
          in prostitution, including managers of women’s sexual labor, who distance themselves from stereotypes using
          many of the same practices women in prostitution use (Hannem and Bruckert 2016). Gendered street capitalism
          contributes to these existing perspectives by deliberately situating prostitution within the
          sex-money-drugs-violence nexus that governs everyday life in the street prostitution and illicit drug
          economy.
        

      

      
        Methods


        
          Analysis presented in this chapter is the result of a six-year project that combined participant observation,
          quantitative data collection, and semi-structured interviews with women in street prostitution and the social
          services, criminal justice, and healthcare professionals with whom they regularly interact. I designed the
          participant observation aspects of the research to resemble street-involved women’s everyday lives as closely
          as possible without myself getting arrested, being incarcerated, or engaging in street prostitution or
          illicit drug use. I regularly traveled, usually with other street-involved women but sometimes alone, from
          motel rooms where women were using various controlled substances after “getting a lick,” as they call earning
          money in a variety of illicit ways, to a police station, correctional facility, or addictions
          treatment-oriented transitional housing facility. Moving from site to site conducting participant
          observation, as well as semi-structured interviews when the women’s time and energy allowed, was the closest
          approximation I could safely and legally take to participating in street-involved women’s daily routines.
        


        
          This project’s multifaceted design meant that I spent most of my non-teaching time over its six-year duration
          immersed in the life-worlds of street-involved women. During the project’s first year, I spent four days and
          three nights a week living at a transitional housing facility for women leaving prostitution. During this
          first year through the second, I collected quantitative demographic and experiential data designed to
          ascertain patterns in the lives of the 131 women who participated in this aspect of the project. Quantitative
          data collection comprised women’s general demographic characteristics (age, race/ethnicity, relationship
          status, children), experiences with employment and the criminal justice system (previously held legal jobs,
          arrests, charges, convictions), substance abuse and health (drug of choice, duration of use, mental health
          issues, family histories), and summaries of formative life events (referral processes, government benefits,
          reasons for help-seeking). The project’s third and fourth years were largely spent on participant observation
          in Denver’s East Colfax Avenue neighborhood, where I also conducted one hundred semi-structured interviews
          with street-involved women regarding their everyday activities and what they regarded as significant events
          in their lives.
        


        
          Thanks to the trust I established during my years spent on this project, every single woman I interviewed
          gave me permission to record in order to produce a verbatim transcription, which proved essential to
          understanding the multilayered meanings and contradictions inherent to life history narratives. All the women
          were working the street when I interviewed or otherwise engaged with them for research purposes, although
          some of them had previous experiences of working in other sex industry sectors such as escorting, stripping,
          and pornography. In the fifth year of research, I interviewed fifty Denver-area social services, criminal
          justice, and healthcare professionals who regularly engage with street-involved women as part of their jobs,
          and supplemented these interviews with observations in prostitution diversion court and district court. The
          project ended in its sixth year when the transitional housing facility’s director asked me to put my research
          findings into practice as the admissions coordinator, a position that precluded me from conducting further
          research due to my own ethical prohibition against collecting data while meeting with women seeking housing
          and other services provided in the facility. While I did not collect further data after this point, my
          professional experience as the admissions coordinator affirmed the findings from earlier stages of the
          project (Dewey and St. Germain 2017).
        

      

      
        The American Dream in the Street Prostitution and Illicit Drug
        Economy


        
          Gendered street capitalism embraces many aspects of dominant US culture, although it operates outside the
          rule of law and accordingly relies on violence as a primary means by which individuals enforce their will.
          The American dream undergirds gendered street capitalism, such that street-involved women routinely
          characterize entrepreneurship, freedom, and individualism as governing modalities in the street prostitution
          and illicit drug economy. The women’s endorsement of these values demonstrates both the American dream’s
          pervasive cultural power, even among the marginalized, and the violent means by which it persists.
        


        
          Entrepreneurship


          
            Street-involved women frequently use the language of business to describe selling sex, thereby positioning
            themselves as savvy entrepreneurs who possess the unique skill set necessary to navigate gendered street
            capitalism. Traci confidently asserted, “anyone can be an entrepreneur in their own way” before elaborating
            on what she regards as a basic transaction that is “just like any other business, there’s no feelings
            involved.” Yet, as Keanna noted of the men who pay her for sex, “they don’t get it’s just a job for us,
            it’s not like you’re just out here doin’ it because it’s what you wanna do or it’s what you like to do,
            it’s just cause you’re in a situation.” Entrepreneurship in gendered street capitalism requires two
            specialized skill sets to navigate the disconnect between men’s desire to buy sex from women who appear,
            but are not truly, enthusiastic about selling it, and the women’s need for money to meet their basic needs,
            which is the actual motivation for the women. First, the women must maintain heightened intuitive
            capabilities because of ever-present threats of violence and threats to their autonomy through assault,
            arrest, or extortion. Second, the women must be able to compete in the constantly shifting market for
            sexual services by finding a niche in a work environment governed by the immediacy of addiction,
            homelessness, and myriad other forms of debilitating vulnerability.
          


          
            Street-involved women variously describe this role as instinct, gut feeling, reading people, or picking up
            on energy. “We got that instinct, when something’s gonna happen,” Krystal explained, “never go against your
            gut, because the one time you do that could be the serial killer waiting for you in the car.” Krystal’s
            mention of the dire consequences possibly awaiting women who fail to remain attuned to cues on the street
            underscores the high, and potentially deadly, stakes they regularly face. Marlee envisions these encounters
            as a dynamic process in which her ability to quickly assess the inner states of those she interacts with
            leads to quicker, more lucrative results:
          


          
            Paying attention to people’s energy. It’s like a ball. When the ball is tossed your way, it’s how you
            respond to it. If you can make it exponential, you can get a dollar quicker, you know? That kind of thing,
            just paying attention to people’s energy. When I get in a car, I go off their energy within the car.
          


          
            Unlike people who rely on street-level drug sales or reselling shoplifted items, women willing to sell sex
            can always do so if there are men willing to pay them for it. Street-involved women’s consequent access to
            cash makes them targets for street intimidation and extortion attempts by men whose income generation
            potential is limited because of their own addictions, lack of education, employable skills, poor work
            ethic, and, for some, felony-related exclusions from legal work. Such men rather jealously describe women’s
            sexual capital, as did Marcellus when he noted, “If I had a pussy it’d be made of gold. As long as a woman
            has a pussy, she shouldn’t never be broke.” Gendered street capitalism reflects the severely constrained
            opportunities for both women and men as well as the reality that the women’s male peers are struggling with
            the same addictions, poverty, homelessness, and cycles through jail. Even when they share their
            prostitution earnings with male intimate partners, the women participants in the study never identify these
            men as pimps due to the men’s inability to protect women as a result of either their own struggles with
            addictions and related vulnerabilities or a simple lack of interest in the women’s well-being.
          


          
            Most women in this study rejected and denigrated men who sought to manage their sexual labor due to what
            the women characterized as exploitative financial practices rooted in women’s internalized beliefs about
            their innate inferiority to men. Pimping is an aspect of gendered street capitalism disdained by the women
            for reasons Lexi elaborates:
          


          
            Let’s say you charge somebody $200. You’re technically only going to get maybe a quarter of that, and the
            pimp is going to keep the rest. They’re probably gonna pay you $50 and keep the other $150. They’ll say,
            “you’re a $200 whore but you ain’t getting’ no $200, you’re only gettin’ $50.” Most of the time they’re
            keepin’ you up in the [motel] room, every time you do a date, “you bring me my motherfuckin’ money!” and
            then if you’re lucky after a few dates you might get a bump [small dose of illicit drugs], you might
            get somethin’ to eat, and “bitch, you ain’t takin’ a shower until you go out there and bring me two hundred
            more damn dollars.” And that’s why women do their own business. Women who have pimps, it’s that sad woman
            mentality, “I have to have a man in order to take care of myself.”
          


          
            Women utilize a variety of entrepreneurial strategies as they eke out niches to compete with their peers.
            These include cultivating regular clients so as to minimize time spent soliciting strangers who may be
            undercover police officers, using money earned to rent a motel room so as to charge subsequent clients a
            higher price for the room’s privacy, and only soliciting outdoors during dawn or dusk police shift changes,
            when officers’ exhaustion may render them less inclined to make arrests. Women with experience in other sex
            industry sectors lamented the street’s unique challenges with respect to the sheer diversity of individuals
            they interact with there. Corinne contrasted the street with truck stops, where men who paid her for sex
            sought quick encounters before getting back on the road, observing that the street requires greater
            versatility due to the variety of entrepreneurial strategies the street requires of women. Kay, who had
            significant experience selling sex in an indoor venue, complained of how addiction prompted street-involved
            women to perform almost any sex act for small amounts of money:
          


          
            I worked for an escort service and did some things because of the higher pay scale that I wouldn’t normally
            have done. I was making 500 dollars an hour, and would do some kinky stuff, really weird stuff. But then I
            had this guy approach me just the other day [on the street] and he wanted me to pee in his mouth for 20
            bucks, so I think a lot of it has to do with the pay scale but I also think a lot of it has to do with drug
            activity. If you’re strung out enough you’re gonna do anything for any amount of money … I mean, everybody
            has a level of morality and you have to have a line that you draw and a lot of women, because of drug
            activity, don’t have that anymore.
          


          
            Such competitive working conditions are part of the vicissitudes of street life that preclude women from
            establishing trust relationships with others, thereby driving down prices and eliminating the possibility
            of solidarity among the women. “You’re always in competition no matter what,” Brandy explains, “Somebody’s
            gonna take a date of yours or they look better than you. There’s jealousy involved.” One such form of
            stealing clients is clock-blocking, a play on words derived from the old adage “time is money,” in which a
            woman will suddenly jump into a trick’s car while he is negotiating the price of sex with another woman. No
            fixed prices exist, with women accepting anywhere from ten dollars for oral sex; as Deb observes, “you just
            negotiate and go from there depending on what kind of day you’re having.” What women earn in a
            twenty-four-hour period varies dramatically, from a low of forty dollars when clients are scarce to several
            thousand dollars when opportunities are plentiful. The women’s living conditions dramatically fluctuate
            according to the income they earn: Pearlie panhandles when she makes no money from prostitution and,
            lacking the money to pay for a motel, sleeps in a clothing donation bin to stay out of sight and warm,
            although when she is flush with cash she will rent a motel room in which to use drugs until she is out of
            money.
          

        

        
          Freedom


          
            The women describe how gendered street capitalism provides them with freedom otherwise impossible to obtain
            in the low-wage and highly structured schedules of food service and cleaning jobs otherwise open to them.
            Women emphasize the desire for escape and the lure of money as intrinsic to their motivations for
            participating in gendered street capitalism, painting a portrait of women pushed from constraints as they
            are pulled into the autonomy associated with “the life.” As Gianna states, these positive aspects of the
            life make it difficult for women to abandon it:
          


          
            It’s hard to convince a woman to get off the streets and give up that money. There was a lot of excitement
            in the life, a lot of power. It kind of feeds your ego, too, like “men want to pay me for it!” If I got out
            of the life, look how much freedom I’d be giving up. It’s too much structure when you’re used to coming and
            going and doing what you want when you want how you want. I’d be like, “fuck this, I can go back out on the
            street and I can do whatever I want when I’m out there.”
          


          
            The freedom Gianna describes is relative to the restrictions that characterize her alternatives, which
            include limited or nonexistent support systems and low-wage work. Many women characterize street
            prostitution as an escape from families of origin, relationships, or living situations they regard as too
            restrictive, controlling, or otherwise abusive. Women from remote rural and Native American reservation
            areas recall moving to Denver in the hope that urban life would allow them to leave behind what Angie
            characterized as “no life at all, just drinkin’ and suicide.” As is the case with a significant number of
            street-involved women, Dion’s parents disbelieved her disclosure of sexual abuse by a relative. This
            prompted her to run away by joining forces with an older man she met at a bus station, with whom she
            quickly established a long-term traveling partnership in which “we would boost [shoplift] during the day
            and I would hook at night to provide for our [drug] habits.” Marie left an abusive relationship by secretly
            escorting online to save money, which she used to embark on a transient life in nearly twenty different
            states.
          


          
            The lure of consumer capitalism and money more generally is a powerful motivator among women whose lives
            are otherwise severely constrained by intergenerational poverty and the drudgery of low-wage work, even as
            they acknowledge how violence and deprivation undergird gendered street capitalism. Restrictions on
            personal autonomy induced by poverty led many women to describe prostitution as “easy money,” which is
            shorthand for income earned quickly on their own terms—in sharp contrast with submission to the grinding
            routine of low-wage work and stringent public assistance requirements. Accordingly, Marie characterizes
            “the code of the prostitute” as providing a pathway out of precarious housing and poverty into “a nice
            place to live, nice things, and money,” all of which were previously out of her reach:
          


          
            I met an older woman who took me in and gave me a place to stay. I soon learned what she did to have such a
            nice place to live, nice things, and money, but I was glad I was safe. I was told what to charge for each
            kind of sex act, where to go to do the act, and how not to get caught by the cops. I was now working the
            code of the prostitute. I was loved and no longer used, because I was making money.
          


          
            Consumer capitalism’s allure features prominently in women’s condemnation of men who offered to take women
            shopping, out to dinner, and engage in other consumption-related heteronormative courtship practices with
            the intention of becoming their pimp. Kira cautions, “they’ll go and take you shopping and buy you clothes
            and get your nails done and your hair done. Now you owe them money, and now you gotta get out there and
            [sell sex to] pay them back.” Women who previously worked for pimps rather consistently describe the dreamy
            allure of expensive clothing, jewelry, and cars that initially attracted them to the relationship; as NeNe
            says of her former pimp, “everything was always so flashy with him.” Jenny similarly observes of a former
            pimp, “he had connections in the porn industry and sold me the dream.”
          


          
            When reflecting on their relationship to money, some women specifically mentioned childhood experiences
            with poverty and lack. Kelliann notes that she was “always attracted to money, perhaps due to the fact
            there was a lack of while being a child.” “Because of the sacrifices my parents took to make us [kids] a
            priority,” Mariah says with empathy for her parents, “they struggled financially and while they did their
            best to shield us from their money problems, I was actually aware of it and I definitely know that fear of
            financial instability has driven my choices [to sell sex] at later points in my life.”
          


          
            Other women came to prostitution later in life, such as Mary, who recalls, “I was driving a taxi and making
            40 percent of the fare plus tips and one of my woman passengers asked me how much I was making and then
            said, ‘do you want to make $200 an hour instead?’ because she was a prostitute and wanted a partner.”
            Utilizing visually evocative and fairy tale-like words such as “tinsel and glitter” to describe her
            motivations for prostituting, Julie emphasizes both the freedom of choice and the glamour she associates
            with the life:
          


          
            It’s the money and the personal freedom that comes with that. Being able to make any choices away from your
            peer group that you came from. You can make independent choices, have more latitude. There’s a lot of
            things that make it seem really appealing, like tinsel and glitter. It’s a very attractive thing. I left
            for a while, but I missed the life. The attention. The money. The freedom. The drugs. Life seemed so boring
            without these things.
          


          
            Yet, just as in a fairy tale, women also recount terrible consequences ensuing from their pursuit of
            consumer capitalism’s glittering temptations. Brandy laments the passage of time spent chasing after
            material things as she observes, “over the years I have wasted thousands of dollars on clothing, shoes, and
            purses. There was a point in my life when I was very stuck up and superficial.” She also regrets
            socializing her daughter to value consumerism, which she attributes to her attempts to assuage her own
            feelings of guilt for prostituting by buying gifts. Brandy says of her daughter, “she has no respect for
            money and the sacrifices that often come with it.” In attempting to create the sense of freedom for her
            daughter that she lacked as a child, Brandy finds that she has only created a new kind of constraint.
          

        

        
          Individualism


          
            Women in street prostitution share many of the same life experiences and concerns, yet most participants in
            this study express the view that solidarity between street-involved women is extremely limited. Instead,
            they regard gendered street capitalism as pitting women against one another in competition for scarce
            resources while forcing them to defend themselves from others who may rob or extort them. Note Lexi’s pride
            in creating “a successful, profitable business” she is determined to protect from others who might attempt
            to profit from it:
          


          
            I turned this into a successful, profitable business by myself. I didn’t have anyone to tell me how to do
            anything, to show me how to do anything. I just hit the streets and that was it. I used to know a guy that
            actually tried to get me to work for him and, no. I’d even had guys try to talk numbers like, basically if
            I was a lawyer and someone said, “before I invest in your law firm, show me your portfolio.” So, when
            someone says, “let’s talk numbers” to me in my business, it means “how much money are you pulling in, what
            are you charging?” That’s nobody’s fuckin’ business at all. I don’t tell anybody anything, ’cause I started
            this business all by myself. If I keep it goin’ it’s gonna be by myself.
          


          
            Lexi’s determination is emblematic of individualism’s prominent role within gendered street capitalism.
            Women portray individualism as a byproduct of scarce resources, isolation, criminalization, stigma, and
            associated lack of support structures. Yet they also demonstrate a sense of individual exceptionalism in
            developing street hustles they regard as distinct and superior to approaches taken by other street actors.
          


          
            Street-involved women’s individualism is not surprising given the vast array of ancillary figures eager to
            profit from street prostitution and abuse women’s sexual labor. Motel managers, drug dealers, aspiring
            pimps, addicts in need of money to stave off dope sickness, homeless people begging for spare change—all
            these individuals financially benefit from street-involved women’s redistribution of their earnings into
            the street economy. Gendered street capitalism would collapse without the women’s sexual labor, and yet the
            lack of solidarity among the various individuals involved places all concerned in a constant struggle for
            money to cover the high costs of motels, drugs, and other basic needs. Macey captures this pressure:
          


          
            It costs $100 a day just to live. You think $100 is a lot of money but out here that’s cents. That’s,
            y’know, a motel, maybe some food, maybe some cigarettes, and that’s about it, and in the morning you’re
            stuck back in the same situation that you were in last night. So, you have to go out and do it all over
            again.
          


          
            The constant struggle that promotes the individualism so pervasive within gendered street capitalism is
            apparent among nearly all concerned. Indeed, individuals are ever on the alert for the opportunity to
            profit by directing those from outside the neighborhood to people who can sell them drugs or sex and profit
            in the process. Wanda vividly depicts the chaos that can ensue when a number of neighborhood people
            simultaneously sense that outsiders have money: “they bum rush those folks [by crowding around them and
            saying], ‘what you need, what you need, I got it.’ They all tryin’ to shortstop each other.” Like the
            entrepreneurial strategy of clock-blocking, what Wanda characterizes as a “shortstop” prioritizes
            individual need in an environment of immediacy—and accordingly sustains the chaos precluding accrual of any
            long-term relationships of solidarity.
          


          
            These problems are compounded by the criminalization of prostitution, addiction, and homelessness, which
            subjects many people in neighborhoods dominated by these problems to policing, arrest, incarceration, and
            the long-term exclusions associated with a criminal record. The individualism of gendered street capitalism
            stems in part from the criminal justice system’s scrutiny and high levels of policing that occur in such
            neighborhoods, particularly as police officers seek out more minor players as informants who can provide
            information that will lead to collecting evidence for larger-scale criminal cases. In this context, a
            person has to protect information about their criminalized activities from others, who may avoid arrest by
            sharing that information with police. Many of the women regard criminalization as arbitrary at best, often
            by pointing to the prevalence of legal strip clubs, as did Diana: “You can go inside the club and make all
            the money you want, but if you go up this alley and show a man your titties and he gives you $30 just to
            rub your titties, you’re doing something wrong. It’s bullshit.”
          


          
            Individualism predominates in this setting because sharing resources, information, or otherwise helping
            others generally produces bad results, whether in the form of theft, exploitation, arrest, or other
            negative consequences. Amanda describes learning the hard way to avoid helping others in need:
          


          
            When you’re a prostitute, you keep to yourself. I helped these bitches, and where did it get me? I took
            them out of the shelter when someone died right next to them, and then they cry, “can you do this for me,
            can you do that for me?” And they fuckin’ get me kicked outta the place I was stayin’ at, because they’re
            crackheads.
          


          
            In a cultural context characterized by mistrust and disloyalty, it is unsurprising that women use
            individualism to distance themselves from peers they hold in low esteem. Individual exceptionalism is one
            of the means by which they do so, particularly by taking pride in developing street hustles that women
            regard as distinct and superior to their peers’ approaches. Some women report feeling proud of strategies
            they developed, such as staying on the street until they had enough money to pay for a hotel, drugs, and
            something to eat. In so doing, they avoid the exhausting cycle of selling sex for a small amount of money
            (usually $20), turning that money over to a drug dealer in exchange for a small amount of a preferred
            substance, and then returning to the street to sell sex, which Nikki refers to “as twenty dollar-ing
            theirselves to death.” Kayla reassures clients who have previously been robbed while attempting to buy sex
            by carrying a small roll of scotch tape with her; she instructs her client to tear his money in half,
            giving one to her and keeping the other with the intention of sealing the bill together again at the end of
            the exchange. Mary takes pride in enjoying sex with men who pay her and refusing to set time limits with
            them, a practice met with much hilarity in Denver County Jail when she disclosed it to other women detained
            on prostitution charges. Nevertheless, Mary continues this practice because she regards it as an essential
            aspect of her integrity, noting, “it just goes to show the girls’ different mentalities because one might
            be out there just to rob and steal and give every other girl on the street a bad name, and then you got the
            good ones, like me.”
          


          
            By embracing individualism, as Annette observes, a woman who envisions herself as independent is more
            likely to retain her self-respect and a sense of pride in her abilities, even when those abilities are
            heavily stigmatized in dominant culture:
          


          
            A woman who knows how to do it can respect herself a little bit better, because she’s making that money and
            can be proud of the money she made. Now I’ve learned to adapt from good to bad to any walk of life,
            basically, and a lot of people don’t have that skill. A lot of people are just like, “oh my god, I was
            taken care of all my life and now I’m here and who’s gonna take care of me?” And it’s like, hello! Ok,
            reality check: you’re livin’ on the street, you’re a prostitute. Stick up for yourself and defend yourself
            and learn what it’s about instead of pissin’ and moanin’ about it, because if you keep pissin’ and moanin’
            about it, you’re gonna get got over time and time again.
          


          
            Such individualism also leads some women to valorize their own lived experiences as vastly superior to that
            of credentialed professionals they interact with in the social services system, such as case managers and
            social workers. Stef rejects this status quo, saying,
          


          
            you can learn anything from readin’ a book, you can read all the psychology books you want all day long,
            but if you have never lived it, you haven’t walked in my shoes. It’s frustrating, especially when I’m in my
            forties and someone who’s twenty-one and read a paragraph in a book is gonna try to tell me about my life.
          


          
            In so doing, Stef condemns individual professionals touting their expertise and the deeply unequal US
            social system of which they are both a part.
          

        
      

      
        Conclusion


        
          When asked how women cultivate their approach to street prostitution, DeeDee was lost in thought for a moment
          before responding. “It depends on your attitude in general, you know, your outlook on life,” she says,
          “because what you see in your future might reflect on your present.” DeeDee’s observation concisely conveys
          how the totalizing environment of gendered street capitalism offers its participants a set of opportunities,
          however limited and flawed, for entrepreneurship, freedom, and individualism. I have argued that the everyday
          lived experiences of women in street prostitution presents a compelling vantage point from which to examine
          the American dream, particularly at a historical moment when precarity and widening gulfs in income
          inequality are increasingly major concerns in the United States.
        


        
          Capitalism’s inequitable operations are even more transparent to women in prostitution than to those who make
          a living by licit means because street-involved women are subject to ostracism, criminalization, and stigma
          while interacting with a wide range of men. Gendered street capitalism is in some ways almost indistinct from
          licit forms of commerce and the dominant cultural norms associated with them. As we have seen, the desire for
          a better life, competition, and the cultivation of niche skills are all intrinsic aspects of gendered street
          capitalism, just as they are among their licit counterparts. The sex industry—including street prostitution,
          which researchers and sex workers alike generally regard as its most poorly paid and dangerous sector—is not
          a secret world set apart from society. What the sex industry offers that legal forms of commerce—particularly
          low-wage work—do not is the sense of importance and adrenaline that accompanies illicit commerce. Yet as the
          analysis presented here has demonstrated, both licit and illicit ways of life embrace rhetorical narratives
          that adopt central values embedded in the American dream.
        


        
          Taken together, analysis of how women couch their descriptions of street prostitution within the frameworks
          of entrepreneurship, freedom, and individualism underscores the American dream’s enduring salience.
          Ultimately, the sex industry is in the business of illusion. Street prostitution provides a temporary escape
          to men through the fantasy space they grasp at when they buy sex: to feel like a big shot for the duration of
          a private dance, an hour of paid sex, or a weekend with a woman who will pretend a man is the center of the
          world and then disappear without any obligations. Yet the women also acknowledge the interpersonal,
          socioeconomic, and other forms of violence and exclusion they face in the course of their everyday attempts
          to make a living on the margins of society. Rather than dismissing the women’s accounts as the product of
          false consciousness or lack of awareness regarding the numerous social exclusions that indisputably impel
          them into street prostitution, I have argued that the women largely regard their participation in gendered
          street capitalism as an opportunity—however limited and temporary—for escape into the seductive illusion of
          self-actualized upward mobility inherent to the American dream. The fact that street-involved women envision
          prostitution as preferable to their restricted alternatives for self-actualization is part and parcel of the
          inequalities at the violent heart of the American dream.
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      The Mirage of Meritocracy and the Morality of Grace


      
        Victor Tan Chen
      


      
        The American dream was initially conceived as a broad aspiration. In its original formulation by James Truslow
        Adams (1931), it was not about material acquisition or status seeking but a belief that every person could, and
        should, achieve their human potential. Specifically, Adams saw the American dream as a historical challenge to
        European reality. The Dream was that individuals in America, unlike in feudal-haunted Europe, could pursue
        their self-betterment “unhampered by the barriers which had slowly been erected in older civilizations,
        unrepressed by social orders which had developed for the benefit of classes rather than for the simple human
        being of any and every class” (405). In defiance of the old aristocracy, the American dream would be rooted in
        a meritocracy, a system where the talented and hard-working advance. Through skill and effort, Adams argued,
        individuals could achieve lives that were “better and richer and fuller for every man, with opportunity for
        each according to his ability or achievement” (404). This dream rebuked a European class system of aristocrats
        and peasants, where one’s station in life was set at birth, and where ability and achievement could not alter
        that ever-fixed mark.1
      


      
        In the century since the term was coined, the American dream has taken on other connotations, of course, many
        of them relating to materialism and social status rather than just to an improvement in the human condition.
        The classic narrative of the American dream is that of the immigrant who comes to the United States penniless
        and achieves middle-class prosperity—if not for themselves, then for their children. But as America has grown,
        the American dream has grown. In particular, the rapid growth of inequality in the United States has raised the
        standards for truly great success. Now, it is arguably the innovation entrepreneur—the founder of a tech
        startup in Silicon Valley—whose awe-inspiring ascent to riches and fame captures the fullness of the modern-day
        American dream—of what it means to really make it in America (Doody, Chen, and Goldstein 2016; Chen and
        Goldstein, forthcoming).
      


      
        The American dream has been so successful as a symbol of hope and virtue that other societies have embraced its
        language, if not its principles. Today, China’s leaders talk enthusiastically about the “Chinese Dream” or
        “China Dream,” a phrase that Chinese President Xi Jinping has used as a slogan since he took office in 2013
        (BBC News 2013). According to Xi, the Chinese Dream is explicitly about collective effort in addition to
        national prosperity. But what is striking is how much the Chinese Dream—in spite of the two cultures’
        differences—mirrors the American one. It is about greatness, and status. It sees one country as the place where
        individuals can achieve that greatness. It speaks to a changing global context, as the center of the world’s
        economic gravity shifts eastward and China touts itself as the twenty-first-century’s land of opportunity.
      


      
        It is worth noting that China was the birthplace of the modern meritocracy. The Han dynasty (206 BCE–220 CE)
        established a merit-based civil service bureaucracy to run its empire, filling administrative positions based
        on examinations by around 100 CE; partly inspired by China’s example, the first European civil service actually
        originated in India under the British-run East India Company, whose managers used competitive examinations to
        hire and promote employees starting in the early seventeenth century (White 2010). As the sociologist Martin
        King Whyte (2010) notes, the Chinese today have a conspicuously strong belief in the principles of
        meritocracy—in part, a reaction to the wholly unmeritocratic system they endured during communism, he argues.
        According to surveys, the Chinese are about as likely to believe that the rich are rich because of hard work,
        and the poor are poor because of low effort, as Americans are. The public’s embrace of the ideal of
        meritocracy, in turn, may explain why the explosive growth of inequality within this country has not brought
        about open revolt—at least not yet.2 For Americans and Chinese alike, a belief
        in their national dreams provides hope to even the least well-off, who can imagine future glory to someday
        supplant present misery (Hochschild 1995; Lamont 2000; Young 2004).
      


      
        More broadly, a Dream ideology establishes important incentives that encourage positive behaviors throughout
        society. As self-help books widely counsel, there is no surer way to motivate hard work and discipline in the
        pursuit of life goals than to believe that one’s effort will make one’s success not only possible, but
        inevitable (Frank 2016). Across cultures, parents tell children to work hard and make something of themselves.
        They have rational, commonsense reasons for instilling these virtues: they want their children to learn how to
        persevere through adversity, to develop character and self-control, and to know the satisfaction that comes
        with hard-fought struggle and hard-won victory.
      


      
        But it is also important to recognize that individuals do not make these decisions in isolation. When an entire
        society embraces meritocratic principles at the expense of other values, this can lead to negative social and
        collective consequences. Specifically, Adams’s belief in “opportunity for each according to his ability or
        achievement” can justify, legitimize, and normalize the sorts of social inequality that—paradoxically—undermine
        that meritocracy.3
      


      
        There are two sets of trade-offs that inevitably arise when a society embraces the American dream or related
        ideologies built upon meritocratic principles. One of those trade-offs comes at the expense of social equality.
        The other comes at the expense of individual fulfillment and meaning. I call these trade-offs the “cultural
        contradictions” of the American dream—to extend the classic phrasing in Daniel Bell’s book The Cultural
        Contradictions of Capitalism ([1976] 1996). If the American dream speaks to the cultural power and
        resonance of the ideal of meritocracy, a society’s uncompromising pursuit of that dream can bring about
        tensions that ultimately unravel it.
      


      
        Collective Contradictions: The Stunted Meritocracy


        
          In the United States, competition holds a sacred space within the national culture. By competing in whatever
          contest—academic, commercial, artistic—Americans test, prove, and improve upon themselves. In this view,
          competition is a crucible that burns away frailty and inefficiency, allowing individuals, companies, and
          institutions to achieve their true potential. In contrast, cooperation—when not mobilized on behalf of
          competition with other groups—appears staid, effete, and suspiciously feminine.
        


        
          The principle of competition is the basis for America’s meritocratic order. Through it, society identifies
          those individuals who possess merit. Letting them rise to the top of the social hierarchy promotes the
          greater good because they are the most qualified to lead. Furthermore, the very act of competing improves
          everyone involved—even the losers of the game, who trained in the hope of winning. In this sense, the
          American dream is much more than a transactional promise of material and socioeconomic advancement: it is an
          act of both individual and societal elevation.
        


        
          This perspective, however, contains very specific understandings of competition and cooperation. From the
          boundlessly optimistic viewpoint of the American dream, the competition of life comes across as a baseball
          game—fairly matched, held to clear rules, vigilantly refereed—rather than a Darwinian struggle between lions
          and gazelles. Competition ennobles the competitors; it does not maim them. If it destroys, it does so
          creatively. Likewise, the meritocratic ideology encourages a particularly dim view of cooperation and
          collective action. Over the past half-century, the constant refrain when political or business leaders have
          downsized government, eviscerated labor unions, and let markets run loose has been that they want true merit
          to rise to the top. According to this view, government coddles workers, stifles competition, and allows
          mediocrity to go unchallenged. Union practices of seniority and collective bargaining gum up the efficient
          workings of the market, wastefully rewarding workers as a group rather than based on what is truly fair:
          individual merit.
        


        
          Whatever America has gained in meritocracy in recent decades, it has lost in equality: these institutions of
          government and unions, as we are increasingly coming to appreciate, are critical in softening the unequal
          outcomes of the marketplace (Hacker and Pierson 2010; Western and Rosenfeld 2011). But even the ideal of
          meritocracy has turned out to be a mirage. In a society where parents can pass down advantages to their
          kids—and some have more resources to give than others—certain children will get a hefty head start in the
          meritocratic race. In a vicious circle, this leads to greater inequality, which raises the stakes of the game
          and pushes parents to focus even more intently on whatever extra help they can give their kids.
        


        
          In America, the 2019 college admissions bribery scandal led to the arrests and convictions of wealthy
          parents, including Hollywood celebrities, who paid a consultant to help them lie and cheat their children
          into spots at Yale, Stanford, and other top schools. But rich and well-educated families do not generally
          need to go to such illegal lengths to ensure their children’s success. From a young age, those who grow up in
          prosperous households enjoy the sorts of resources that set them on a long-term trajectory of academic and
          professional greatness: private schools or high-quality public schools in exclusive neighborhoods, access to
          a “shadow education system” of tutoring and test prep, supplementary academic and cultural experiences
          provided by after-school programs, parents, and family friends, and mentoring in social skills relevant to
          everything from college applications to professional networking (Putnam 2015). Research finds that in states
          where income inequality is higher, more affluent households ratchet up their spending on these kinds of
          educational enrichment (Schneider, Hastings, and LaBriola 2018). It may be that America’s growing economic
          divides are stoking anxieties among parents and pressuring them to do whatever they can to set their children
          up for success in an increasingly brutal competition. To some extent, this fretfulness at the very top may
          not be a bad thing—spending your excess cash to employ tutors for your kids is arguably a more productive use
          of your wealth than buying another Gucci bag—but the parental unease also appears to be trickling down.
          Americans across social classes say they support practices of “intensive parenting,” a child-centered
          approach that requires parents to spend large amounts of time essentially cultivating their children’s human
          and cultural capital (Ishizuka 2019).
        


        
          Interestingly, even more so than in America, parents in China express support for such practices, according
          to an analysis of survey data by the economists Matthias Doepke and Fabrizio Zilibotti (2019). This has often
          been chalked up to differences in culture—an embrace of the “tiger mom” ideal of hard-driving parenting—but,
          as noted earlier, China has also experienced a meteoric rise in income inequality over the past few decades.
          (Perhaps not coincidentally, in recent years there have been numerous widely publicized scandals involving
          brazen cheating on China’s high-stakes university entrance examinations.) In more equal countries, however,
          support for intensive parenting is generally weaker, Doepke and Zilibotti find; moreover, the popularity of
          such practices has grown the most in countries where income inequality has exploded in recent years, while
          falling where inequality has declined. One interpretation of these results is that if how well children do in
          school makes less of a difference in their later standard of living, then parents have fewer incentives to
          push them hard.
        


        
          The British sociologist Michael Young, who popularized the term “meritocracy,” hinted at the sorts of
          dysfunctional parenting that this system would promote. In the fictional future United Kingdom he imagined in
          his book The Rise of the Meritocracy ([1958] 2011), a society where people were placed perfectly
          according to their IQ and effort, those at the top eventually sought to sabotage that perfect system.
          Naturally, they found ways to make sure their children did well on the all-important tests of merit. Young’s
          vision of the future has turned out to be prescient in many ways. Not only have the wealthy continued to game
          the meritocratic system for their children’s benefit, but even basic understandings of what “merit” is have
          shifted in their favor—for example, toward a focus on amorphous notions of “character” among college
          applicants (first in ways that hindered Jewish college applicants, and now Asian American applicants) and
          high-status connections and comportment among elite professionals (Karabel 2005; Rivera 2015).
        


        
          As inequality has grown, what has emerged in this country in recent years is something altogether different
          from the state of equal opportunity implied by the American dream. I have described this system as a
          stunted meritocracy (Chen 2015). Society’s middle and lower classes are told that individual
          achievement is the true faith, and collective action is heresy. Instead of joining unions or organizing
          politically, they should just get ahead on their own. But at the top, elites work assiduously and often
          collectively to game the system: lobbying for preferential tax treatment, blocking competition within their
          professional fields, using big-ticket donations to buy their children spots at top schools. This stunted
          meritocracy contributes to the further growth of inequality. In America, labor unions once served as what the
          economist John Kenneth Galbraith (1956) called a “countervailing power.” With their armies of workers and war
          chests filled with paid union dues, they balanced out the power of large corporations in the middle decades
          of the twentieth century. They did so by negotiating good wages for workers with little education, and by
          lobbying in Washington, DC, and state legislatures across the country for policies favorable to ordinary
          Americans. As unions have declined, income and wealth inequalities in America have risen in
          lockstep.4
        


        
          Meanwhile, climbing the rungs of the economic ladder has become harder for ordinary Americans. Today,
          children from middle-class families are less likely than in generations past to achieve a better standard of
          living than that of their parents, according to research by the economist Raj Chetty and sociologist David
          Grusky and their collaborators (2017). By various measures, America today has less social mobility than many
          European countries do (Corak 2010). For example, in the United States a son is much more likely to grow up
          and make the same wages as his father did—that is, merely reproducing the family’s social class from one
          generation to the next—than is the case in France and Germany. In spite of all the rhetoric of the American
          dream, then, people in those European countries (and Canada, too, for that matter) actually enjoy greater
          social mobility.
        


        
          Faced with these challenges, many Americans have a simple answer: education. If doing better than your
          parents did has become harder, then young people simply need to study harder. That’s just the way the global
          economy works in today’s computer and information age. And if rich families are cheating to get their kids
          into top schools, or if large companies are cheating to pay less in taxes, then society simply needs to do a
          better job of enforcing its rules. In short, we just need a more meritocratic system.
        


        
          It is hard to disagree with this line of argument. After all, access to a quality education is deeply unequal
          in the United States. The children of the richest 0.1 percent of families (with annual incomes of $2.2
          million or more) have about as much of a chance to go to an Ivy League school or another elite college as the
          children of the poorest fifth of families (incomes of $25,000 or less) have to go to any two- or four-year
          college (Chetty, Friedman, Saez, Turner, and Yagan 2017). Surely, American society can do a better job of
          making sure that its young people can reach their true academic potential regardless of the household into
          which they were born. Yet, it is also true that before college or any schooling—in fact, as early as the age
          of 3—substantial and enduring gaps in cognitive test scores open up the children of high school graduates and
          the children of college graduates (Heckman 2008). In short, inequality takes root well before today’s young
          people even have a chance to get the education we tell them to get.
        


        
          Furthermore, a new body of research suggests that poverty itself has become a trap (Schilbach, Schofield, and
          Mullainathan 2016; McEwen and McEwen 2017). Studies have found that financial insecurity may cause what is
          called “toxic stress,” a chronic tension that worsens decision-making and even damages the brain. For
          example, functional MRI scans show that the brains of preschoolers raised in poor households have weaker
          connections between key areas of the brain compared to those of children raised in affluent households,
          suggesting that poverty may influence the development of the brain in ways that lead to higher rates of
          negative mood symptoms, including depression, among lower-income kids (Barch, Pagliaccio, Belden, Harms,
          Gaffrey, Sylvester, Tillman, and Luby 2016). As inequality increases, we may expect toxic stress to grow,
          given how stress is fundamentally a psychological and social condition, based upon relative and subjective
          appraisals of one’s position relative to others (Frank 2007).
        


        
          These different and diverse lines of research paint a troubling picture. They suggest that the ability to
          take advantage of the opportunities of the American dream can be unequal from the very beginnings of our
          lives. And yet the culture of the American dream constantly diverts our attention away from this picture—from
          the fact that the prospects of prosperity and upward mobility have diminished. Like a parlor magic trick, it
          redirects our eyes to the always available anecdote: to the rags-to-riches stories of famous celebrities and
          successful entrepreneurs. These anecdotes are supposed to prove to us that the Dream is still true, and that
          anyone can still make it in America. And yet in our intensely unequal reality, the American dream today looks
          less like a promise and more like a lottery ticket—a bet made within the vast rigged game of a casino economy
          that favors speculators, not workers (Temin 2017).
        


        
          This is the sense in which the term that I have used, “stunted meritocracy,” is overly kind to the elites who
          benefit from the system currently in place. It is true that, lacking the collective power they once could
          mobilize, the lower and middle classes have become more vulnerable to the sorts of corporate cost-cutting
          routinely made today in the name of competitiveness and meritocracy, while the affluent remain relatively
          well-organized and protected (whatever the anxieties of the parents among them). That said, calling US
          society a meritocracy—even a deformed one—may understate the degree of distortion and deception involved
          whenever elites use the mirage of meritocracy as ideological cover for their efforts to preserve their own
          advantages. In this sense, a predatory meritocracy actively operates to entrench existing inequalities. Its
          myths end up stunting those raised on them, keeping individuals from challenging a system that they might
          otherwise see as oppressive and exploitative.
        

      

      
        Ideological Trade-Offs


        
          However, even if we lived in a society where education everywhere was equally good, where cheating was
          vigorously rooted out, where merit was judged perfectly, where the rigged rules of this economic game were
          un-rigged, a stunted meritocracy would still eventually emerge.
        


        
          The political theorist James Fishkin (1983) has described three principles that societies use to distribute
          rewards. His argument is that even in an ideal society, these three principles are in a constant tension. A
          trilemma exists: choosing any two of these principles rules out the third. First, there is the principle of
          merit. This holds that people should advance based on a fair assessment of their qualifications. Next, there
          is the principle of equal life chances. This holds that children from all backgrounds should have an equal
          shot at success. Finally, there is the principle of family autonomy. This holds that parents should be free
          to provide whatever nurturing and resources they wish to improve their children’s chances in life.
        


        
          We can see why these principles are fundamentally at odds with one another. If we want equal life chances for
          all, then we need to concede a degree of either meritocracy or family autonomy. Parents need to be prevented
          from passing down advantages to their children, such as wealth, connections, or even cultural enrichment, all
          of which (as I described earlier) help the kids of affluent households to race ahead in life. Alternatively,
          the government will need to step in to equalize outcomes as well as opportunities. That, however, would
          violate the principle of merit. Likewise, if we believe that parents should be able to help out their
          children as much as possible, then we need to give up on either equal life chances or meritocracy. Either
          opportunities for everyone will not be equal, or people of merit will not necessarily rise to the top of
          society.
        


        
          Of course, the world we live in is not the perfect theoretical world that Fishkin is describing. It is
          steeped in corruption, cheating, self-dealing, and other kinds of malfeasance. But this theoretical
          perspective is useful because it gets at the fundamental tensions that exist in the meritocratic ideology of
          the American dream—or, for that matter, in any moral ideology. These are trade-offs that society must reckon
          with, rather than simply assuming that more meritocracy, or more opportunity, is always better.
        


        
          In recent decades, however, America has steadily been moving in the direction of a radical and unbalanced
          embrace of the culture of meritocracy. Here, what is at stake is not just a matter of what we, as
          individuals, choose to do in our own lives. It is also about the broader modes of organizing society that
          emerge from those beliefs.
        


        
          Today, the corporate and institutional mindset is one of efficiency at all costs. Those who fail—who do not
          work hard enough, who do not get an education, who do not win in the economic competition—are redundant and
          useless. They are “losers”—to use a word that former president Donald Trump often included in his tweets
          (Ohlheiser 2016). This perspective has psychological costs for those who find themselves at the bottom of
          this social order. Among the long-term unemployed, it leads to a poisonous self-blame. Those without jobs
          feel they are worthless because they are not contributing in the way they are supposed to (Chen 2015, 2016b).
        


        
          Michael Young recognized this possibility. In the meritocratic dystopia he envisioned, a new aristocracy of
          talent would replace the old aristocracy of birth, he argued. But the new order would be even more pernicious
          than the old one, he added. In the feudal class system, one could blame fate for one’s lot in life. In the
          modern class system, one can only blame oneself. Likewise, in feudal times, the aristocrats felt some sort of
          obligation—a noblesse oblige—when faced with the misfortune around them. But in the modern economy, the
          unfortunate are only a target of contempt. They deserve their low position because they did not try hard
          enough. “No underclass has ever been left as morally naked as that,” Young (2001) wrote.
        


        
          In America, there are visible cracks in the national faith in meritocracy. Fed up with a pointless
          competition, slackers drop out to varying degrees, in various ways. Their resistance often takes the form of
          an intensely ironic counterculture. Interestingly, outbreaks of this youthful malaise are cropping up in
          China, too. Among the legions of young Chinese workers who have faltered or failed to launch in a
          hypercompetitive labor market, some have publicly embraced their slackerdom in much the way that unemployed
          or underemployed American millennials have—at one point, for example, adopting the ironic character
          qiou (roughly translated as “poor,” “ugly,” and “dirt”) to describe themselves in internet memes (Su
          2018).
        


        
          It is good that young people in societies otherwise enraptured with national dreams of greatness are
          questioning the myths of meritocracy that justify and perpetuate gross inequities. But if the economic
          divides in these countries continue to widen, the competition is likely to grow ever more frantic and unfair.
          Parents anxious about their children’s futures in a global economy will pour more time and money into giving
          them every advantage. And more scandals will occur. When the payoff to success is so high, cheaters too often
          prosper.
        

      

      
        Alternatives to the American Dream


        
          What are the alternatives to the American dream ideology? How might we better organize our society? There is
          no single or fixed answer, because all moral systems for distributing rewards involve trade-offs. However, to
          better understand these trade-offs, it is useful to consider four kinds of moral thinking about advancement
          in society (see Table 4.1). I have adapted three of these perspectives from the theories of James
          Fishkin.
        


        
          
            
              Table 4.1 Types of morality
            

            
              
                	

                	Meritocratic

                	Egalitarian

                	Fraternal

                	Grace
              


              
                	
              

            

            
              
                	Orientation toward society

                	Individual, objective

                	Collective, objective

                	Collective, subjective

                	Individual, subjective
              


              
                	Orientation toward material world

                	Competition, economic

                	Sacrifice, economic

                	Competition, spiritual

                	Sacrifice, spiritual
              


              
                	Orientation toward political world

                	Power, justice

                	Compassion, justice

                	Power, redemption

                	Compassion, redemption
              

            
          

        


        
          The American dream is based on a meritocratic principle—what I call meritocratic morality—that the
          talented, smart, and hard-working should be rewarded. Another viewpoint is egalitarian morality. As
          this view is expressed today, egalitarianism is often reduced to equality of opportunity—an equal chance for
          everyone to become successful. At an ideological extreme, however, it is about equality of outcomes. James
          Truslow Adams’s view that there should be “opportunity for each according to his ability or achievement” is
          replaced by the Marxist doctrine of “from each according to his ability, to each according to his needs.”
          Another moral perspective is fraternal morality. Here we are talking about a moral compass that
          demands devotion not just to our interests, but also to those of our families—however narrowly or broadly we
          define them. More darkly, fraternalism is the morality of the tribe: a belief that the ends of a particular
          group justify whatever means are pursued, regardless of their consequences for those outside the chosen
          group. The fourth perspective is what I call the morality of grace. Here I take inspiration in the
          Christian concept of grace—in particular, the belief that everyone is saved by God’s grace, not just the
          deserving. In this interpretation, grace is fundamentally about a viewpoint of nonjudgment, forgiveness, and
          gratitude (Chen 2015, 2017).
        


        
          History has shown time and time again how each of these moral principles can be taken to an extreme. In
          communist countries, the national culture has upheld egalitarianism as an ideal, and yet consistently and
          inevitably, fraternal impulses have dominated. In societies where everyone should be equal, some people—as
          George Orwell (1946) memorably wrote—are more equal than others. In liberal market economies like America,
          the national culture has upheld meritocracy as an ideal, and yet consistently and inevitably, fraternal
          impulses have dominated here as well. The elites find ways to work together to twist the rules in their
          favor—or, as the Panama and Paradise Papers showed, they break the rules altogether, brazenly and without
          consequences (Pinsker 2017).
        


        
          Each of these moral perspectives implies trade-offs. If meritocracy promotes personal growth and
          self-actualization, it can also worsen inequality. If egalitarianism brings about prosperity and security for
          all, it can also stunt individual drive and autonomy. If fraternalism fosters feelings of solidarity and
          community, it can also feed bigotry and nepotism. If grace sharpens a person’s focus on larger questions of
          meaning, it can also lead to a permissive indulgence.
        


        

      

      
        Taming Meritocracy, Gracefully


        
          Without institutions and norms in place to foster alternative moral perspectives, the meritocratic ideology
          has been left to grow unchecked, mutating into a toxic culture of judgment that the economist Thomas Piketty
          (2014) calls “meritocratic extremism.” During the Great Recession and its aftermath, this extremism took the
          form of screeds against unemployed workers, distressed homeowners, and other perceived parasites being helped
          by the government; a decade later, in the midst of a global pandemic that shut down large parts of the
          economy, it cropped up again in attacks on the generosity of unemployment benefits (Chen 2015; Chen and
          Sharone 2020).
        


        
          To avoid such extremism, meritocracy—like capitalism—needs to be tempered and tamed with egalitarian
          understandings. Fortunately, American culture has such impulses and traditions in its history, most famously
          in its founding belief that all people are created equal. In his classic treatise Democracy in America
          (1835–1840), the French aristocrat and scholar Alexis de Tocqueville described how Americans leavened their
          individualism with a “spirit of association”—the “infinite art with which the inhabitants of the United
          States managed to fix a common goal to the efforts of many men and to get them to advance to it freely”
          (Tocqueville 2000, 489). “There is scarcely an undertaking so small that Americans do not unite for it,”
          Tocqueville wrote, adding that this “new science” of association was crucially linked to the new country’s
          conditions of equality: given the dearth of powerful and wealthy citizens who could “execute great
          undertakings” by themselves, Americans needed to “learn to aid each other freely” lest they “all fall into
          impotence” (490).
        


        
          Two centuries later, however, rising inequality and social isolation have vitiated this vibrant culture of
          association (Putnam 2000; Skocpol 2003). These trends, in turn, have fueled the sorts of materialism, apathy,
          and self-regard that Tocqueville—a critic as well as admirer of democracy—openly feared would result from
          unchecked individualism. The critical question of the modern age is how democratic societies can counter
          these developments and stave off looming existential threats of despotism and political, cultural, and
          environmental degradation.
        


        
          Dealing with economic inequality requires not just a collective sensibility, but collective
          action—specifically, policies that reshape the market and social movements that reshape the culture. While
          here I am mainly talking about New Deal–style national policy agendas and civil rights movement–style
          national campaigns to fight for what the Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. called “economic democracy,” it is also
          worth mentioning the long tradition of egalitarian experimentation in US history—from nineteenth-century
          efforts to establish self-sufficient utopian communes free of government intervention to ongoing efforts
          today to expand not only such intentional communities but also cooperative enterprises owned by workers or
          consumers (Chen and Chen, 2021).
        


        
          Given the strength of meritocratic morality and the weakening of America’s art of association, however, I
          fear that a viewpoint of egalitarianism alone is insufficient to return this country’s culture to a healthy
          balance. What is also necessary is a morality of grace. This perspective is a direct and targeted antidote to
          meritocratic extremism, and in some ways, it fits better with America’s historical traditions than
          egalitarianism and collectivism do.
        


        
          As a general concept, grace has roots in American intellectual thought that harken back to the country’s
          first Puritan settlers. One of the chief criticisms that the Puritans had of the Catholic Church was that it
          was too quid pro quo: one could achieve one’s way into heaven, rather than being saved by God’s grace alone
          (Heimert and Delbanco 1985). In placing the concept in a modern context, however, I conceive of grace in a
          more expansive way than mainstream Christianity—with its focus on right conduct—often defines it. Indeed,
          while the term is taken from Christianity, grace in its sense of radical acceptance is perhaps more vividly
          expressed in other religions. Buddhism counsels believers to accept suffering with equanimity. The Tao Te
          Ching calls upon people to be kind to others, to the good and wicked alike. The Hindu Upanishads
          focus the faithful on the eternal and infinite nature of reality.
        


        
          That said, a perspective of grace is not synonymous with religion. In fact, it is at odds with common aspects
          of organized religion, which emphasize correctness, purity, and even power. Pope Francis, who has made grace
          a central theme of his papacy, has spoken out repeatedly on this very issue, chiding church leaders with
          “closed hearts” and cautioning against a “certain legalism, which can be ideological” (Reuters 2015; Mickens
          2016).
        


        
          A perspective of grace can have a secular foundation as well. The astronomer Carl Sagan expressed this
          viewpoint eloquently in his book Pale Blue Dot (1994), which was inspired by a photo that the space
          probe Voyager took from billions of kilometers away. In the image, Earth was a mere speck—a pale blue dot.
          What Sagan took from that photo was a lesson in humility and perspective. “There is perhaps no better
          demonstration of the folly of human conceits,” he wrote, “than this distant image of our tiny world. To me,
          it underscores our responsibility to deal more kindly with one another, and to preserve and cherish the pale
          blue dot, the only home we’ve ever known” (7).
        


        
          The theories of the Martin Heidegger, among other philosophers in the Western tradition, also illuminate key
          aspects of grace. Heidegger ([1962] 2001) conceives of human beings as thrown into a world not of their
          choosing, and then faced, as lone individuals, with the challenge and question of how to live their lives. He
          describes individuals as falling within a sea of social thought, drowning amid the chatter of the masses,
          whose thinking, he said, could dominate and dictate one’s own—if the individual did not resist. What is
          necessary, in Heidegger’s view, is the conscious decision to take ownership of one’s own life—to be
          authentic. Rather than status seeking according to the whims of others, we as individuals need to reject
          those sorts of distractions, he argued, and focus on the freedom and finitude of our individual lives. Rather
          than becoming obsessed with calculating and consuming, we need to direct our energies to the art of simply
          being.
        


        
          Of course, the modern economy has moved us further and further away from Heidegger’s counsel. The perpetual
          processes of capitalism ensure that we are awash in consumption. Likewise, as our technical abilities to
          measure, quantify, and calculate have grown, modern life has become imprisoned in metrics. What I call the
          new technology of meritocracy not only measures performance, but uses the data collected to impose an array
          of incentives and punishments—carrots and sticks—to discipline workers, students, and citizens (Chen 2015,
          2016a). Companies use a variety of skill tests, psychological batteries, and background checks when hiring
          even entry-level workers. Once hired, everything that employees do is potentially recorded and evaluated. At
          the lower end of the labor market, retailers routinely rate their cashiers based on instant customer surveys,
          with the links to those online surveys on every receipt. Those ratings are factored into personnel decisions,
          including how many hours a worker is allowed to work from week to week. In many elite offices, too, a culture
          of constant performance reviews thrives, with the threats of demotions and downsizing meant to engender an
          environment of “purposeful Darwinism.”
        


        
          These practices, of course, are not just confined to the workplace. While academic grades are the classic
          measure of merit, schools have taken their measurement and surveillance into brave new worlds. Standardized
          testing has become an increasingly important metric of both student learning and teacher effectiveness. For
          young children, there are now smartphone apps that track a student’s disciplinary problems so that parents
          can follow their child’s conduct in first grade in real time (Singer 2014). At universities, student course
          evaluations have become the most decisive benchmark for judging a teacher’s job performance, even as students
          themselves are tracked in a variety of new ways—including, on some campuses, by electronic-device location
          data so that professors can accurately mark class attendance (Harwell 2019). On these technological frontiers
          of meritocracy, China, again, is a pioneer. Officials there have started using surveillance drones and iris
          and fingerprint scanners to crack down on the widespread test cheating previously mentioned (Campbell 2016).
          Various “social credit” systems—created by government agencies and private companies alike—evaluate Chinese
          citizens and businesses based on a wide range of behavior, with some local authorities exacting social-credit
          penalties for mundane infractions like jaywalking, smoking on trains, or failing to properly sort trash;
          negative marks can affect an individual’s ability to borrow from banks or purchase insurance, among other
          things (Huang 2015; Huang 2018).
        


        
          Like any other professor, I recognize that grades are an important tool in pushing students to achieve their
          full potential and that not making individuals accountable for their performance can harm those who are
          blithely passed along—only to meet greater failure and disappointment later. There are clear dangers to
          creating a permissive environment within the classroom (or outside it), and as I have already mentioned, a
          perspective of grace can be taken too far, to the point of excessive leniency. But as much as people like to
          grumble about “participation trophies” and similar meritocratic lapses among the young, the overall balance
          has shifted decisively in the opposite direction. Once those students enter the working world, as I have
          described, any hand-holding ends: modern capitalism imposes a vicious course of competition and evaluation to
          vet, sort, and pacify its workers (Chen 2015, 2016a).
        


        
          Grace provides a crucial corrective to these excesses. Adopting such a perspective helps individuals become
          less judgmental about “winners” and “losers.” It helps them recognize that there is plenty of wealth in
          modern industrialized economies—more than enough to provide a decent standard of living for everyone. More
          broadly, it nudges society back to a saner, less anxiety-fraught way of looking at life.
        


        
          As important as it is to enact policies that promote equality, an egalitarian perspective is not enough to
          bring about this reality in a politically sustainable way. This is because egalitarianism is, by its nature,
          a materialist doctrine. Like meritocracy, it views the world through an economic lens. It tallies each gain
          or loss—with the goal of equalizing outcomes—but it calculates and counts nonetheless. In contrast, grace
          abandons the idea of evaluation altogether. It rejects categories of right and wrong, just and unjust. It is
          not about retribution or restitution; it is about forgiveness. The simple, commonsense idea here is that life
          is short, and in the final analysis, it is not worth spending that time fighting over who has what or who is
          on top.
        


        
          Crucially, a morality of grace underscores the underlying reality of abundance—the fact that the earth’s
          collective resources could easily allow for universal human thriving, if human beings could look beyond the
          dominant economic perspective that tragically reduces the richness of the world to an austere wire frame of
          costs and benefits. This perspective—humanity as homo economicus, a self-interested rational agent
          fixated on maximizing utility—promotes an attitude of calculation and, eventually, miserliness. And for all
          the neoliberal nostrums relating to how free markets grow wealth for all, at the heart of this worldview is
          the notion that economic competition is a zero-sum game—that there is not enough to go around, and that any
          efforts to pay workers well, provide a basic income, or redistribute market-gained riches directly harm your
          individual well-being as a consumer, taxpayer, and citizen.
        


        
          By rejecting the importance of status, a perspective of grace discourages the sort of relative appraisals
          that make such zero-sum conflicts inevitable. It focuses attention not on equalizing outcomes per se, but
          rejecting the calculation altogether. This is important. Without such an alternative viewpoint, meritocratic
          debates over who is deserving and undeserving of society’s rewards will continue to derail egalitarian
          efforts on behalf of social change (Katz 1989). And in an economy where markets constantly turn desires into
          needs and scarcities into statuses, more money and things will never be enough—unless the broader culture of
          materialism is challenged head-on. A morality of grace would help do that. With an attitude of acceptance and
          nonjudgment, societies are not as fixated on blaming others for past mistakes and thereby seeing them as
          deserving their misfortune. They are more willing to help in egalitarian ways.
        


        
          For example, Americans’ strong belief in meritocratic morality has created policies like “workfare” and
          similar efforts to link government benefits to employment, drug testing, and other measures of the
          recipient’s perceived merit. A morality of grace, in contrast, would seem more congenial to policies like a
          universal basic income—a set amount of money given to every individual, without work conditions and
          regardless of need, that would ideally provide an adequate standard of living and allow people to pursue
          whatever activities they wish. The idea of a basic income has grown more popular in the wake of the
          coronavirus pandemic, as societies recognize the interdependence of the modern global economy and the dangers
          of tying fundamental income security to the availability of work. And its logic fits well with a perspective
          of grace, which would emphasize the abundance made possible by modern technology and attach less importance
          to the deservingness of those who receive such help.
        


        
          Such a perspective also happens to resonate across partisan political and moral lines. In America, prominent
          evangelical Christians—typically aligned with the country’s conservative movements—have spoken out against
          the overly materialistic and competitive nature of the American dream. For example, the Rev. David Platt,
          lead pastor of the McLean Bible Church, wrote a popular book about “taking back your faith from the American
          Dream.” “It requires strong and steady resolve to live out the gospel in the middle of an American dream that
          identifies success as moving up the ladder, getting the bigger house, purchasing the nicer car, buying the
          better clothes, eating the finer food, and acquiring more things,” Platt argues (2010, 95). Perhaps many
          Americans relish the fratricidal conflict between their two major political parties over matters of
          deservingness and justice, but it seems that many others believe it leaves out important questions about how
          best to live their lives.
        


        
          Ultimately, incorporating a perspective of grace into our culture and implementing it in our policies will
          require a broad social movement. Fortunately, America’s habit of association can quickly turn seemingly
          boutique moral causes into far-reaching political movements, as Tocqueville suggested (giving the temperance
          movement as an example), and there is already sentiment across diverse groups in favor of such a critique of
          the American dream, as I have described. Even in a more secular age, we could imagine Americans—always one
          for revivals—embracing yet another Great Awakening. Collective action will, in turn, make it easier for
          individuals to uphold a morality of grace in their own lives. After all, abandoning the competition of the
          American dream unilaterally can be a recipe for personal destruction: it might mean being trampled by those
          running behind you. A morality of grace supporting egalitarian policies would therefore seem to be the most
          viable approach and a fitting counterpoint to the current economic order, which uses the mirage of
          meritocracy to hide the fraternal excesses of a wantonly rapacious elite.
        


        
          To what extent can such a platform appeal to the current “winners” within our society—the affluent and well
          educated? In future decades, as the development of artificial intelligence and other forms of automation
          increasingly extract good jobs from office parks as well as factory floors, we may see a greater rebellion
          against these processes—and a greater turn to egalitarian and collective solutions—from the likes of
          middle-class professionals. Individuals from this social class have not typically identified with the working
          class, seeing their interests adequately advanced by political parties or professional associations, but as
          income inequality grows and their own fortunes dim, their moral perspectives may shift. They also may grow
          weary of the technology of meritocracy that increasingly surveils them, perhaps seeking out a perspective of
          nonjudgment that rejects such a tyranny of metrics (Muller 2018).
        


        
          As noted earlier, parents—even the wealthy—are anxious about their children’s futures in such an unequal
          society, and they—especially the wealthy—are diverting more resources to give their kids an advantage in the
          meritocratic competition. This spending spree may helpfully mitigate the benefits of excess wealth, forcing
          elites to spend their money on services they would not otherwise need except for the fact that the race must
          continually be run—and won. Nevertheless, the wealthy may someday recognize that their own sanity would
          ultimately be served by avoiding such an arms race of endless upgrading of their children’s prospects. If
          inequality were lower, such parental meddling would matter less. More broadly, elites might also come to see
          that a culture of prosperity built on a meritocratic lie makes it harder to live a life of authenticity,
          self-awareness, and connection. Like the proverbial eye of a needle, a state of grace is difficult to pass
          into when the mind is consumed by achievement and the need to justify one’s status. In the concluding section
          of this chapter, I will examine how grace may, in this way, benefit the individual—offering a less obvious
          means of furthering what Tocqueville called our “self-interest well understood.”
        

      

      
        Individual Contradictions: The Unexamined Life


        
          In the preceding discussion, I have talked at length about the need for collective solutions to the problems
          posed by inequality and the meritocratic ideology that legitimizes it. Individual acts of self-sacrifice—from
          an ordinary citizen’s generous gestures of charity, to the occasional CEO who takes a pay cut rather than
          fire workers—are inspiring and much needed, but they swim against a tide of incentives going in the opposite
          direction. Saints are rare, and most people need rules of the road that allow them to listen to their better
          angels without being undercut or risking too much. And even if an individual act of compassion, forgiveness,
          or forbearance is worth doing, the personal price to be paid could, in the long run, overturn the good done.
          Compassion fatigue is a real thing, and if people feel overwhelmed by an ever-growing list of
          inequality-kosher do’s and don’ts, they may give up. The energy spent on punctilious conduct would have been
          better spent organizing collectively for broader change.
        


        
          Nevertheless, cultivating kindness on an individual level is critical. As I’ve suggested, such an attitude of
          blaming others less, empathizing with their struggles, and seeing oneself as part of a larger community
          can—if scaled up—open up space for policies that reduce inequality. Research indicates that acts of
          compassion are contagious and inspiring (Haidt 2003). And simply being kind to the people we interact with is
          a useful reminder that, at the end of the day, addressing inequality is not really about income figures. It
          is about caring for those left out of life’s good fortune, whoever they may be.
        


        
          This brings us to a discussion of the set of individual trade-offs that come with an unbalanced focus
          on meritocracy. Ironically, the American dream itself makes James Truslow Adams’s notion of “better and
          richer and fuller” lives for every person that much harder to obtain, because “better and richer and fuller”
          lives cannot solely be gained from individual achievement. In the end, the dominance of the American dream
          and meritocratic morality more broadly comes at the cost of personal meaning. Specifically, it prevents
          individuals from examining the deeper purposes of their existence (Hauhart 2019).
        


        
          Indeed, there is a vital aspect of life that meritocratic morality obscures but that a perspective of grace
          clarifies. That aspect of life is the end of life. This is the time in our lives, I would argue, when we are
          best able to see from a perspective of grace.
        


        
          In a very real sense, death is the antithesis of the American dream, with its idolization of youth, passion,
          and vigor. But it is something everyone will face. And contemplating death is, as philosophers have long
          argued, the best way to take true ownership of one’s life. Near the end of life, one is forced to look upon
          one’s life holistically. When individuals reflect on everything they have done, felt, and experienced, the
          statuses and roles they once held diminish in importance. The concerns of the American dream—of merit, of
          achievement—matter less to them. Like the author of the biblical book of Ecclesiastes, they come to recognize
          that “the race is not to the swift or the battle to the strong,” but “time and chance happen to them
          all.”5
        


        
          Near death, people are confronted with their individuality and their individual relationship to existence.
          They see the self as something not to be cultivated infinitely, but to be accepted as finite. And with that
          acceptance can come a radical forgiveness. Death is called the great equalizer, but it is not just about
          bringing kings to the level of commoners in their shared fate; it also about a repudiation of materialism and
          status seeking more broadly. Indeed, as they approach the end of life, individuals frequently downplay the
          divide between the self and other, research shows. They tend to be less focused on career or position and
          more on acts of creativity and their relationships with others (Wright, Breier, Depner, Grant, and Lodi-Smith
          2018; Clyne, O’Neill, Nuzum, O’Neill, Larkin, Ryan, and Smith 2019).
        


        
          In these ways, confronting their mortality encourages individuals to dispense with judgments of others, to
          seek reconciliation and redemption, and to embrace a morality of grace. While that is not all there is to
          life, it is an essential part, one that escapes us when we pursue our meritocratic dreams to the detriment of
          all else.
        


        
          This brings to mind a quotation—possibly apocryphal—from Martin Heidegger. During a lecture he gave, a member
          of the audience asked Heidegger for advice on how we could lead better lives. Spend more time in graveyards,
          he replied.6
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        Notes


        
          1 See also Hauhart (2016), Sardoč (2017), and other contributions in the Šolsko polje special
          issue that the latter article introduces.
        


        
          2 According to the World Inequality Database (https://wid.world),
          China’s top 1 percent of earners received 6 percent of pre-tax national income in 1978, compared to 14
          percent in 2015; that measure of inequality rose in the United States from 10 percent to 19 percent over the
          same period (data as of May 16, 2021).
        


        
          3 For more recent discussions of these tensions, see Chen (2015), Littler (2018), and Markovitz
          (2019).
        


        
          4 Charts depicting these inversely moving trends in inequality and union membership can be found on my
          website, victortanchen.com. See also Farber, Herbst, Kuziemko, and
          Naidu (2021).
        


        
          5 Ecclesiastes 9:11 (New International Version).
        


        
          6 The School of Life (2014) notes, “When in a lecture in 1961, Heidegger was asked how we should
          better lead our lives, he replied tersely that we should simply aim to spend more time in graveyards”;
          however, no source for this quotation is provided, and I could not independently confirm it.
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        Introduction


        
          The American dream is a globally recognizable term and structures America’s2
          image around the world. Most Americans affirm the Dream’s core tenets (Fuscaldo 2019; Baer and Penn 2015;
          Citrin et al. 1994; Hanson and Zogby 2010; Hochschild 1995; Seelye 2009; Smith 2017; Strain 2020a;
          Vasilogambros 2016; Wolak and Peterson 2020; Younis 2019). They view hard work or effort as together
          constituting the most effective and fairest way to achieve upward mobility and other forms of
          success.3 Although as a concept it is hard to define, most people in
          the United States have heard of the term, have an approximate idea of what it signifies, and even have their
          own (frequently strong) opinions on the subject. Some, particularly those on the political left but also some
          populists on the right, think of it as an empty national promise of meritocracy and upward mobility that is
          given the lie by the lived experience of American inequality, downward mobility, and poverty (Strain 2020a).
          Others embrace the Dream dearly and advance the idea, routinely by fiat, that it represents a core value of
          the nation: hard work leads to success. Similar polarities of opinion also feature in the scholarship on
          American inequality and its relationship with the American dream. Some argue that “income inequality” has
          been either stagnant or declining in recent years and that the American dream is “alive and well” (Strain
          2020a, 2020b). Others claim that the American dream is in crisis (Putnam 2015) and that intergenerational
          upward mobility, especially “absolute income mobility,” is on a steep decline (Chetty et al. 2017).
        


        
          An often-obscured element of the American dream, however, is its central place in contemporary American
          political culture. One indication of this centrality is that contemporary American political talk is
          saturated with references to the American dream itself or its myriad linguistic and discursive cousins. In
          The Politics of the American Dream: Democratic Inclusion in Contemporary American Political Culture, I
          have explored these political uses of the American dream as a discursive formulation (Ghosh 2013). In it,
          first, I offered a concept-clarification exercise in order to build a theory of the American dream. In
          so doing, I presented a definition of the term and identified its constitutive elements: individualism, equal
          opportunity, and success (broadly defined, but usually interpreted as upward mobility). Second, I proposed
          one explanation for the ubiquity and popularity of the term. This explanation included tracing the
          intellectual history of the term, one that suggests that there is a specific triangular relationship between
          work, virtue, and happiness that resides at the heart of the American dream and is, in turn, only the latest
          iteration of a primordial set of values that has structured the American experiment from the start. I traced
          the existence of this triangular relationship through various historical nodes such as the Horatio Alger
          ethic, the American founding, the Protestant ethic of New England Puritans, and indeed all the way back to
          Lockean ideas steeped in what has come to be called liberalism.
        


        
          Finally, I analyzed, in some detail, both the rising incidence of American dream talk in American political
          rhetoric,4 as well as how this rhetoric, particularly in the post-1965 world
          of American politics, performatively mobilizes a model of democratic inclusion that circumvents the pitfalls
          of state-sponsored colorblindness, on the one hand, as well as state-sponsored multiculturalism, on the
          other. Drawing on the work of Nancy Fraser (1995), I suggested that the former is ensconced in the philosophy
          of “de-differentiation” and the latter in that of “differentiation.” In post-1965 America, a period
          characterized by the growing political clout of the New Left and (racially) open immigration, I argued, the
          American dream shores up both a vocabulary and a grammar of politics that allows the US, particularly its
          political elites, to steer clear of each of these models’ inevitable disadvantages.
        


        
          In the remainder of this essay, I draw on some elements of this analysis to provide, in Part I, a few remarks about the American dream’s origins and foundations. In Part II, I briefly offer a concept-clarification exercise and
          provide one definition of the term (with the proviso that the concept is “essentially contested” and
          resists attempts to stabilize its meaning). Finally, in Part III, I depart from the analysis presented in The Politics of the American Dream to engage
          with the question of the ideological nature the American dream, while drawing on understandings of
          ideology prevalent in the Marxist canon, particularly in the political theories of Antonio Gramsci and Louis
          Althusser.
        

      

      
        



      


    





Part I: American Dream—Origins and Foundations


        
          In 1962 Daniel Boorstin claimed,
        


        
          
            America has been a land of dreams. A land where the aspirations of people from countries cluttered with
            rich, cumbersome, aristocratic, ideological pasts can reach for what once seemed unattainable. Here they
            have tried to make dreams come true. The American Dream is the most accurate way of describing the hopes of
            men in America.
          


          
            (Boorstin 1962, 239–240)
          

        


        
          Various ideas regarding the Dream have circulated since the term first became popular, and not all of them
          converge. A wide body of scholarship addresses the central components of the Dream, its relationship with
          inequality and upward mobility, the Dream’s various incarnations, and its relationship with public policy
          (Adams 1931; Artz and Ortegan Murphy 2000; Beard 1931; Boorstin 1962; Bybee and Ghosh 2009; Cullen 2003;
          Hochschild 1995; Hochschild and Scovronick 2003; Jillson 2004; Lasch 1978; Nackenoff 1994; Samuelson 1997;
          Scott and Leonhardt 2005; Tebbel 1963; Ghosh 2013; Strain 2020a). Some generalizations about the Dream relate
          it to rugged individualism, equal opportunity, abundance, endless choices, success, virtue, unsullied
          newness, limitless resources, infinite possibilities, the inalienable rights (of classical liberalism) to
          life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, a (hard) work ethic, house, car, beauty, youth, talent, the
          fusion of Horatio Alger with the liberal Lockean ethic, and more indirectly, the American creed consisting of
          Lockean values. The Dream encompasses the literary tradition of Horatio Alger (a popular writer of stories of
          little American boys starting off poor and finishing rich) and the sociological tradition of the “work ethic”
          (Lasch 1978; Nackenoff 1994; Tebbel 1963; see also Weber 2002). It also celebrates enterprise, drive, luck,
          intelligence, talent, and above all, effort and initiative.
        


        
          Despite the superficial variations and the not insignificant range of perspectives that inform the
          scholarship on the American dream, a retentive core of meritocracy is nonetheless discernible. At the very
          least, the American dream is a vision of a life in which one’s status at birth does not determine one’s
          station in the rest of one’s life. Instead, one’s own ability, god-given talent, and hard work determine what
          kind of life one gets to live.
        


        
          The phrase itself first appeared after the Horatio Alger hero had already become entrenched in the national
          consciousness and, in a sense, the concept is a direct progeny of the Alger ethic. Various sources like the
          Oxford English Dictionary, and scholars like Robert Samuelson and Jim Cullen, claim that the phrase
          was coined in 1931, in the book Epic of America written by the popular historian James Truslow Adams
          (Oxford English Dictionary 2003). But there is disagreement about this. Calvin Jill-son claims the term was
          first used by Walter Lippmann (Jillson 2004). The Library of Congress cites Adams’s work in explaining the
          concept without explicitly stating the term was coined in it (Library of Congress n.d.). And, most
          importantly, Adams himself claims the term was in circulation before his use of it (Adams 1931).
        


        
          By the time Adams was writing in 1931, the Gilded Age of American prosperity had faded out and the Great
          Depression had already set in. Adams laments that the American dream had lost its meaning in a society marked
          by predatory capitalism. Epic of America reads like an American Jeremiad (Bercovitch 1978). It is a
          screed against both inequality and mediocrity, which, according to Adams, were rife in America. He uses the
          concept of the American dream in part to describe the nation’s original purposes and in part to illustrate
          how far the country had strayed from this path. Thus, he writes:
        


        
          
            [T]hat American Dream of a better, richer, and happier life for all our citizens of every rank which is the
            greatest contribution we have as yet made to the thought and welfare of the world…. Ever since we became an
            independent nation, each generation has seen an uprising of ordinary Americans to save that dream from the
            forces which appeared to be overwhelming and dispelling it. Possibly the greatest of these struggles lies
            just ahead of us at this present time—not a struggle of revolutionists against established order, but of
            the ordinary man to hold fast to those rights to “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness” which were
            vouchsafed to us in the past in vision and on parchment.
          


          
            (Adams 1931, Preface)
          

        


        


        
          The American dream, says Adams, is one in which each person will be “able to attain to the fullest stature of
          which they are innately capable, and be recognized by others for what they are, regardless of the fortuitous
          circumstances of birth or position” (Adams 1931, 404). However, in Adams’s view, we have gone astray from
          this vision of a perfect society because of
        


        
          
            [how] we came to insist upon business and money-making and material improvement as good in themselves; how
            they took on the aspects of moral virtues; how we came to consider an unthinking optimism essential; how we
            refused to look on the seamy and sordid realities of any situation in which we found ourselves … how we
            came to think manners undemocratic, and a cultivated mind a hindrance to success, a sign of inefficient
            effeminacy … how we forgot to live, in the struggle to “make a living”; how our education tended to
            become utilitarian or aimless.
          


          
            (Adams 1931, 405–06; emphasis in the original)
          

        


        


        
          Adams saw advertising, big business, mass production, and consumption as things that bred mediocrity in
          American culture. He argued that there is something paradoxical about the great uniformity of democracy in
          America and the individualism that Americans insist upon. If the American dream is to be a reality, everyone
          should be able to share in it. Wealth and power should not be the “sole badges” of Americans’ success.
          Lincoln, says Adams,
        


        
          
            was not great because he was born in a log cabin, but because he got out of it—that is, because he rose
            above the poverty, ignorance, lack of ambition, shiftlessness of character, contentment with mean things
            and low aims which kept so many thousands in the huts where they were born.
          


          
            (Adams 1931, 411)
          

        


        


        
          These claims about character, ambition, and bootstrapping are direct descendants of the Horatio Alger ethic.
          Alger was a household name at the turn of the twentieth century. Written largely between the 1850s and the
          early twentieth century, the Alger ethic is etched in the popular imagination as adventure stories about
          young boys who start off in abject circumstances but manage to overcome their lack of privilege and achieve
          some kind of unexpected success. The poor boys of Alger’s stories who “made it big” became firmly implanted
          in the nation’s consciousness because millions of Americans read and wanted to believe in these
          rags-to-riches narratives (Tebbel 1963, 9). These young boys were typically urban youngsters in New York or
          Boston, often orphans, who lived in boarding houses and worked menial jobs (newspaper delivery boys,
          shoeshine boys, and so on). Whatever success they achieved—often these were simply middle-class rewards—it
          would come about because of a combination of factors that included but were not limited to hard work,
          perseverance, strength of character, and, finally, a bit of luck (O’Rourke 2004). Sometimes this luck
          involved meeting an older man who was impressed by the boy’s character and gave him or helped in getting him
          the break that he badly needed.
        


        
          For a number of reasons the Alger narrative became popular as celebrating a myth of success—but always a
          success bounded by virtue (Ghosh 2013). This virtue was typically associated with hard work and strength of
          character, but the grammar of the Alger narrative, nonetheless, always left room for a little bit of luck to
          play a role in the achievement of success. This is not a mere coincidence or a quirk in Alger’s writing. Even
          though the Protestant ethic, the Alger ethic, and the contemporary American dream are all part of a long
          tradition of a triangular relationship between work, virtue, and happiness in American political culture,
          luck or chance figures prominently in each of these historico-ideological “moments”—represented,
          quintessentially, by Calvinist predestinarianism in the early republic (Ghosh 2013).
        


        
          The Alger ethic spoke a kind of resistance to class differentiation, to crass materialism, to the growing gap
          between the rich and the poor in the Gilded Age, and to the breakdown of community. Alger brought down the
          mighty, challenged power and social hierarchy, performed miracles of leveling, and insisted that nature could
          triumph over artifice (Nackenoff 1994, 263). Thus, Alger is a set of propositions about self-help and
          individualism, hard work, defense of property, and the permeability of economic and social structures. It is
          in this sense that Alger is representative of the American dream. The ethic is both political (it celebrates
          human liberty) and commercial (it celebrates economic success).
        


        
          Over the course of the twentieth century, Americans increasingly came to insist upon business, money making,
          and material improvement as good in themselves. In fact, these attitudes became similar to moral virtues
          (Adams 1931, 405–06; Muirhead 2004; Lasch 1978). A chorus of lamentations has bemoaned these developments.
          For example, Russell Muirhead writes of the transformation of the Protestant ethic from an ethic of work to
          an ethic of wealth (Muirhead 2004, 109). According to Christopher Lasch, the “self-made man, archetypical
          embodiment of the American dream, owed his advancement to habits of industry, sobriety, moderation,
          self-discipline and the avoidance of debt” (Lasch 1978, 53). This was the key to success in its original
          formulation. But, writes Lasch, in an age of diminishing expectations, Protestant virtues no longer excited
          enthusiasm. Under these circumstances, self-preservation came to replace self-improvement as the goal of
          earthly existence and the “happy hooker [sic]” became emblematic of personal success rather than Horatio
          Alger (Lasch 1978, 53). Young men were told that they had to sell themselves and be liked in order to
          succeed—an ethic harrowingly captured in both Arthur Miller’s mid-century play Death of a Salesman
          (Miller 1949) and F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby (Fitzgerald 2004; see also Terkel 1980).
        


        
          For Robert Samuelson, the period between the end of the World War II and the end of the twentieth century
          marks the “Age of Entitlement,” in which almost everyone is convinced that they deserve to succeed (Samuelson
          1997). This success has little or nothing to do with hard work, it is an inherited legacy, and its pursuit
          has become the cultural norm. In a somewhat different spirit, Jim Cullen has suggested how, in the twentieth
          century, the American dream subsumes both the dream of hard work as well as success that comes about
          effortlessly. He cites two types of success in particular in the latter category: first, economic riches that
          accrue from gambling, and second, celebrity success that comes from being beautiful or talented. While Cullen
          does not deny that hard work continues to matter, he is interested in pointing out that it is only relevant
          up to a point and no further. In this sense, effortless success that comes about as a result of luck, or
          beauty, or some incredible talent is just as valid as success that results from hard work.5
        


        
          Given the complexities, the range of meanings, and the ambiguity of the term, it is not surprising that a
          well worked out theory of the American dream is hard to come by. What I have tried to do in the next
          section is stipulate some of the deep structures of the term. These core terms need to be in place in every
          successful instantiation of the American dream. Stipulating the core structures of the term, or its
          constitutive elements, provides us with some analytic insight into the range of meanings that can inhere in
          it. Thus, the three constitutive elements presented here can be said to be invariant across all instances of
          the use of the phrase “American dream.” They are necessary but not sufficient conditions. Acknowledging this
          is a long step forward in the direction of building a theory of the American dream, even though the term
          itself resists definitions.
        

      

      
        



      


    





Part II: American Dream—Concept, Definition, and Constitutive
        Elements


        
          The most interesting concepts in the social sciences are “essentially contested” (Gallie 1956; Pitkin 1972;
          Collier, Hidalgo, and Maciuceanu 2006; see also Cohen and Ghosh 2019). In other words, there is very little
          agreement on their specific meanings and they do not lend themselves to any easy definitions. Examples of
          such concepts are religion, culture, identity, citizenship, politics, ideology, individualism, and so on.
          But, the task of clarifying these concepts—or concept formation—is frequently not taken very seriously by
          social scientists. As John Gerring has suggested, “it is impossible to conduct work without using concepts.
          It is impossible even to conceptualize a topic … without putting a label on it,” and yet “little attention
          has been devoted to the subject of concept formation within the social sciences” (Gerring 1999, 359). One
          might say it is relatively safe to assume that in the social sciences the measure of the richness of a
          concept is directly related to how much contestation is generated in stipulating the meaning of the term.
          Walter Bryce Gallie, in a paper delivered to the Aristotelian Society in March 1956, first drew attention to
          essentially contested concepts such as art, religion, and democracy. He argued that contestations about such
          terms are part and parcel of social science scholarship:
        


        
          
            Different uses of the term “work of art” or “democracy” or “Christian doctrine” subserve different though
            of course not altogether unrelated functions for different schools or movements of artists and critics, for
            different political groups and parties, for different religious communities and sects. Now once this
            variety of functions is disclosed it might well be expected that the disputes in which the above-mentioned
            concepts figure would at once come to an end. But in fact this does not happen. Each party continues to
            maintain that the special functions which the term “work of art” or “democracy” or “Christian doctrine”
            fulfils on its behalf or on its interpretation, is the correct or proper or primary, or the only important,
            function which the term in question can plainly be said to fulfil. Moreover, each party continues to defend
            its case with what it claims to be convincing arguments, evidence and other forms of justification.
          


          
            (Gallie 1956, 168)
          

        


        


        
          Sometimes, the use of modifiers helps to disambiguate the exact substantive content of a concept. Thus,
          Steven Lukes argues for using modifiers to describe a concept like “individualism”—such as political,
          methodological, abstract, and ethical individualism (Lukes 1973). Some theorists disaggregate concepts
          to clarify the full range of their meanings. Thus, in the case of a concept like citizenship, Elizabeth F.
          Cohen argues,
        


        
          
            if social scientists are careless in their use of the term “citizenship,” it is partly because they lack a
            vocabulary that fully captures the range of related activities, offices, and statuses that the word
            citizenship subtends. A nuanced vocabulary of citizenship that includes semi-citizenships will
            improve the quality of contestation and make it more useful to a range of audiences.
          


          
            (Cohen 2009, 57; emphasis added. See also Ghosh 2013, 25–27, and Cohen and Ghosh 2019, 10–12)
          

        


        


        
          Others have made the case that in certain instances we are dealing with “cluster concepts”: concepts that
          admit of a range of meanings, each one of which is equally valid. Thus, in the case of a concept like
          “politics,” Fred Frohock advances the claim that we should avoid trying to come up with a definition of a
          concept like “politics” because these concepts extend to a “heterogeneous range of events” (Frohock 1978,
          859) but which nonetheless share “family resemblances” (Wittgenstein 1973). Instead, he argues that we should
          seek to find some strongly retentive core terms around which any ordinary use of the given concept clusters.
          The retentive core in the case of a concept like politics, Frohock suggests, inheres in the concept’s two
          “deep structures”: directives and aggregates (Frohock 1978, 2006 [especially Chapter
          2]).
        


        
          The American dream is one such cluster concept. And yet, in spite of all the contestation, as I have proposed
          elsewhere, one useful definition of the American dream might nonetheless be proposed:
        


        
          
            Ceteris paribus, the American dream is the belief or hope that in America every individual
            possesses, or ought to possess, an equal opportunity to succeed in life, regardless of how she defines
            success for herself.
          


          
            (Bybee and Ghosh 2009; see also Ghosh 2013, 32)
          

        


        


        
          This definition does not exhaust the range of instances that represent the American dream. Indeed it cannot;
          such is the nature of essentially contested concepts. It also does not stipulate the American dream’s
          necessary and sufficient conditions. Nor does it provide the sort of intensional definition of the term that
          posits both the term’s genus and differentia. But it does provide us with some analytic insight into what the
          core elements of the Dream might be. Three particular constitutive elements of the American dream can be
          identified here: individualism, equal opportunity, and success. These ideas circumscribe what is perceived as
          any realization of the American dream. That is, in the absence of any one of these three elements, we cannot
          have a successful instantiation of the Dream. We cannot, for example, speak of the American dream if we are
          talking about social groups.6 Equally, if the background condition of equal
          opportunity, what is popularly called a “level playing field,” does not exist, we cannot say the American
          dream has been achieved for any given person. That is, in the ideology of the Dream, cheating or unfair
          advantages are frowned upon—although, as indicated previously, a stroke of good luck is perfectly acceptable
          (Ghosh 2013, 104–05). Finally, there has to be some kind of success, always already tied up with virtue and
          the quintessentially American injunction to “pursue happiness” (usually construed as upward mobility) (Ghosh
          2013).
        


        
          Several additional points of clarification are warranted at this juncture, particularly in relation to
          individualism. To start with, I have said that individualism is a constitutive element of the American dream.
          But one might also speak of a dream of collective prosperity and abundance in America (Ghosh 2013, especially
          Chapters 5 and 6). What is important to note for our
          purposes here, however, is that it always remains the case that any vision of collective material success
          that might be articulated as a part of the American dream is always predicated on the assumption that this
          material abundance is the result of an aggregation of the prosperity of individuals. It is never the case
          that the idea of individual success is absent from any idea of collective abundance, although the reverse
          could very well be true: we could refer to the American dream of a particular individual without any
          reference to a collective sense of success.
        


        
          Nor is it the case that the individualism of the American dream is entirely atomistic (Ghosh 2013, especially
          Chapters 5 and 6). It accommodates, for example, a notion
          of the family. In the ideology of the American dream, it is presupposed that an individual’s family will
          share in the individual’s success. Thus, a family might be said to have achieved the American dream. Yet,
          even as this is said, it is also assumed that in such a family one or two individuals (usually a
          parent or the parents) have acquired success, and not every member of the family or, for that matter, the
          entire family as a collective. One prominent domain in which individual success is directly related to
          familial success is home ownership.7 The individual owner of the house is
          never seen as enjoying the American dream in isolation from the rest of her or his family. It also remains
          the case that in the ideology of the Dream, the family’s success is seen as an artifact of the individual’s
          success (or the success of two individual family members). Equally, the family may not be present at all, and
          we might still have an individual achievement of the American dream. The family’s presence, therefore, is not
          a necessary condition for an instantiation of the American dream; nor is home ownership, for that matter.
          Finally, the extension or sharing of the individual’s success with the family is bounded in scope. This
          shared sense of success is typically associated with one’s immediate family and practically never the
          extended family, or even the larger neighborhood, community, or other such aggregates. A “familial” success
          story or home ownership cannot therefore be said to be a constitutive element of the American dream.
        


        
          It might also seem counterintuitive at first that I have excluded items like “liberty,” “hard work,” and a
          whole range of other discursive cousins of the term from this discussion. There are good reasons for these
          exclusions. I have deliberately excluded a term like “hard work” from the list of necessary but not
          sufficient conditions provided here because it is simply not always the case that the American dream is
          achieved through hard work. As mentioned earlier, the contemporary American dream is often seen (for some
          people at least) as a form of success achieved without effort. This does not mean that people do not care
          about hard work any longer. In fact, the very opposite is true. Public opinion research on American national
          identity indicates that Americans routinely self-report their beliefs about how hard work should be the ideal
          way to get ahead in life (Ghosh 2013, see, especially, 43–44). However, Americans do not think this is the
          only path to success. As indicated previously, talent, luck, or beauty, among other things, are equally valid
          justifications for achieving success.
        


        
          The choice to exclude the concept of liberty or freedom as a necessary but not sufficient condition is
          grounded in some methodological considerations. I submit that the American dream presupposes a
          liberal-democratic political culture in part because, as a nation-state, America has never had the historical
          experience of any other form of political culture. In addition, the concepts of individualism and equal
          opportunity are artifacts of a liberal public culture in which individual rights are protected by the state
          and opportunity is widely distributed. I have presupposed liberty, therefore, as a background condition for
          individualism and equal opportunity to function. Including liberty as a separate constitutive element of the
          American dream adds no additional insight into the concept’s use. Next, in Part
          III, I engage with this idea of liberty, particularly in relation to how the
          Dream functions as ideology, in some detail. It is to this latter discussion of ideology that I now turn.
        

      

      
        



      


    





Part III: American Dream as Ideology


        
          Ideology, like the American dream, is an “essentially contested term.” Terry Eagleton finds at least six
          different bundles of meanings associated with the concept.8 In its modern
          usage, the word was first popularized by Napoleon who used it disparagingly as he labeled the principles of
          Enlightenment as “ideology” (Williams 1983). Throughout the nineteenth century, it continued to be used in a
          pejorative sense both among conservative thinkers as well as by Marx and Engels—at least in some of their
          writing; in The German Ideology, for example, the latter characterized ideology as an “upside-down
          version of reality” that stemmed from the dominant material relationships of social classes (Williams 1983;
          see also Marx 1978b). In twentieth-century and twenty-first-century America the word’s pejorative
          connotations have persisted; however, in a sublime irony, it is now typically associated with
          twentieth-century Marxism/communism. To be sure, this dominant understanding of the term does not exhaust the
          concept’s various possibilities and usages, and an immensely rich and wide range of additional meanings of
          the word might have useful applications in social and political analysis. Jennifer Hochschild, for example,
          refers to the American dream as an ideology, but she does not identify it as explicitly either
          politico-economic or Marxist in origin (Hochschild 1995). Nor does she use the word in a pejorative sense.
          Instead, she takes ideology to represent a coherent set of collective beliefs and uses the word analytically
          rather than normatively (see also Swidler 1986). I have used the word in a similar vein in The Politics of
          the American Dream.
        


        
          In the remainder of this essay, however, I depart from this stance and advance a necessarily partial and
          abbreviated theoretical excursion into how the concept of ideology—particularly as theorized by
          twentieth-century Marxists9—might offer a useful analytic for us to
          interrogate the ways in which the American dream functions as a dominant set of cultural values that
          underwrite contemporary neoliberalism in the US.10 In so doing, I draw
          principally from the work of Antonio Gramsci and Louis Althusser.11 Key ideas
          in these two thinkers’ work illuminate some of the salient processes through which the values of the American
          dream, when adopted and affirmed, shape individuals’ economic and political attitudes.
        


        
          According to James Martel, as they are usually read, Gramsci and Althusser converge on the notion that
          ideology functions in the realm of the superstructure and contributes to the domination of subordinated
          groups.12 “Superstructural operations at the level of culture, education,
          family, and even political consciousness,” therefore, obscure objective class interests from view in a manner
          such that members of subordinated groups subscribe to, and consequently preserve and sustain, the class
          interests of those that dominate them (Martel 2017, 14). This domination is effectuated, in Gramsci, through
          consent, both freely given consent as well as consent backed by coercion (the Grams-cian term is “hegemony”
          [Gramsci 1971]), and in Althusser, through a process of “interpellation” (Althusser 1971).13
        


        
          Gramsci’s writing in The Prison Notebooks, which is the source of most of the contemporary
          Anglo-American understanding of his political theory, is notoriously difficult to unpack. Much of it comes to
          us in fragments, and the concepts he mobilizes have multiple and shifting trajectories of development. As
          Perry Anderson describes it, Gramsci’s language is censored “twice over.” A better term is “incarcerated.”
          Gramsci is literally imprisoned while he writes the Prison Notebooks and is compelled to rely on
          obscure language in order to evade his jailers. He is also figuratively incarcerated within an inherited
          vocabulary, drawn from Machiavelli and Croce, while attempting to develop radically new ideas. As a result,
          his language is riddled with “spaces, ellipses, contradictions, disorders, allusions, repetitions” (Anderson
          1976, 6).14 The word “hegemony” takes on different characteristics in
          different contexts and can signify “bourgeois hegemony” or “proletarian hegemony” (sometimes called
          “expansive hegemony” or “counterhegemony”) (Gramsci 1971; Buci-Glucksmann 1982; Mouffe 1979; Artz and Ortegan
          Murphy 2000, 20–22; Eagleton 1991, 114). I use the term here in the sense of “bourgeois hegemony” and, in so
          doing, I align myself with what Anne Showstack Sas-soon has described as an Anglo-American understanding of
          the concept as “a process of indoctrination” (Showstack Sassoon 1982, 96). It signifies consent, to be sure,
          but this consent is always already armored by the coercive power of the state (Gramsci 1971, 3–14 [especially
          12], 263, and passim; Buci-Glucksmann 1982, 123; Anderson 1976, 13; Rupert 2009).
        


        
          For Gramsci, the state works in a way that resembles Machiavelli’s Prince; it employs both force and fraud;
          it is half-animal and half-human (Gramsci 1971, 169–73).15 This versatility
          of the Prince is mirrored in contemporary states to the extent that states can exercise both outright
          coercion as well as domination via consent; this latter idea is termed (particularly in the later Gramsci) as
          hegemony. As Bob Jessop describes it, hegemony is “crystallised and mediated through a complex system of
          ideological (or hegemonic) apparatuses located throughout the social formation” and may be found both in
          juridico-political institutions as well as in civil society institutions such as church, trade unions,
          schools, the mass media, and political parties (Jessop 2018, 36).
        


        
          The concept first appears in Notes on the Southern Question (1926), where Gramsci was initially
          concerned with the hegemony of the proletariat contra capitalism and the bourgeois state (Gramsci,
          quoted in Mouffe [1979, 178]; see also Buci-Glucksmann [1980, 47]). In his later writings, however, the
          notion of hegemony assumes a distinctive (and somewhat different) character, one that represents the idea of
          a specific form of bourgeois domination over subordinate classes. In this iteration, the process by which
          bourgeois class power unfolds is through an absorption and neutralization of the interests of the masses,
          indeed their co-option, into the interests of the dominant class. As Mark Rupert has suggested, (bourgeois)
          hegemony functions primarily through dominant groups eliciting “the consent of the dominated groups by
          articulating a political vision, an ideology, which [claims] to speak for all and which [resonates] with
          beliefs widely held in popular political culture” (Rupert 2009, 177). In this view, coercive force might
          “recede into the background,” but it is always already present as a potential threat.
        


        
          Thus, where compulsion approaches its limits, consent takes over the reins; but the reverse is true
          too.16 How does this work out in a concrete way? In his discussion of
          Americanism and Fordism, Gramsci points to a certain malleability within capitalism that enables the
          capitalist mode of production to endure over time (Buci-Glucksmann 1979, 209).17 Here, Gramsci anticipates the growing strength of capitalism’s consent-manufacturing
          architecture within the domain of manufacturing itself—the factory:
        


        
          
            [Fordism] affected production costs and permitted higher wages and lower selling prices. Since these
            preliminary conditions existed [in the US], already rendered rational by historical evolution, it was
            relatively easy to rationalise production and labour by a skilful combination of force (destruction of
            working class trade unionism on a territorial basis) and persuasion (high wages, various social benefits,
            extremely subtle ideological and political propaganda) and thus succeed in making the whole life of the
            nation revolve around production. Hegemony here is born in the factory.
          


          
            (Gramsci 1971, 285)
          

        


        


        
          What does it mean for hegemony to be “born in the factory”? One interpretation is that conceptualizing the
          birth of consent at the very moment of production inaugurates Gramsci’s refraction of Marx: in this view,
          ideology and economics are at least partially co-constituted. Gramsci thus comes to occupy a space (within
          the Marxist canon) as one that neither defends the “autonomy of the superstructures” nor, on the other hand,
          seeks to “deduce the state from the political economy of Capital” (Buci-Glucksmann 1980, x; see also
          Pastore 2017 and Joseph 2017). As Aijaz Ahmad suggests, structure for Gramsci “serves as the condition of
          possibility and a limiting horizon for all superstructural development” (Ahmad 1993, 63).
        


        
          For Althusser, too, bourgeois rule is sustained through coercion as well as ideological consent. Thus, the
          state has repressive state apparatuses, consisting of institutions like the army, the police, the courts, and
          so on, which enforce class domination through publicly coercive means, but the state also wields its power
          through ideological state apparatuses, which belong to the private sphere. These ISAs consist of social
          institutions such as family, church, school, parties, trade unions, newspapers and other mass media, and so
          on, which collectively create the conditions of possibility for our subject formation, and indeed our
          subjection as well as subjugation to the state. No class, says Althusser, can hold state power over a long
          period without “at the same time exercising its hegemony over and in the State Ideological Apparatuses”
          (Althusser 1971, 146).
        


        
          Richard Wolff adopts the view that, from a class-revolutionary standpoint, Althusser’s work on ideological
          state apparatuses adds “several layers of depth and richness” to Gramsci’s efforts to study ideology (Wolff
          2005). For Althusser, ideology produces, sustains, nurtures, cultivates, and indeed constitutes our
          identities in ways that nourish and preserve bourgeois relations of production. Ideology “interpellates” or
          “hails” individuals as “subjects” through practices governed by material rituals (“a small mass in a small
          church, a funeral, a minor match at a sports’ club, a school day, a political party meeting, etc.” [Althusser
          1971, 168]). It appears to single us out as uniquely valuable and, as Terry Eagleton describes it, “fosters
          the illusion that it could not get on without us” (Eagleton 1991, 143). Thus, says Althusser:
        


        
          
            [Ideology] “acts” or “functions” in such a way that it “recruits” subjects among the individuals (it
            recruits them all), or “transforms” the individuals into subjects (it transforms them all) by that very
            precise operation which I have called interpellation or hailing, and which can be imagined along the lines
            of the most commonplace everyday police (or other) hailing: “Hey, you there!” Assuming that the theoretical
            scene I have imagined takes place in the street, the hailed individual will turn round. By this mere
            one-hundred-and-eighty-degree physical conversion, he becomes a subject. Why? Because he has recognized
            that the hail was “really” addressed to him, and that “it was really him who was hailed” (and not someone
            else).
          


          
            (Althusser 1971, 174)
          

        


        


        
          At the same time, ideology conceals from us the fact that our experiences of the world are conditioned and
          mediated through state and civil society institutions that govern us and in and through which we live out our
          lives, such as, as mentioned above, family, church, school, parties, trade unions, newspapers (media), and so
          on. These institutions “call” individuals in ways that create their subjectivities by producing their sense
          of identity, by structuring their relationships with others as well as their relationships with social
          institutions, and by impelling them to act accordingly (Wolff 2005, 225). For Althusser, these institutions
          teach us rules of good behavior and “know-how,” but “in forms which ensure subjection to the ruling
          ideology or the mastery of its ‘practice’” (Althusser 1971, 133; emphasis original). They also succeed in
          interpellating individuals as “free” so that the individual “freely accepts … subjection” (Althusser 1971,
          182; see also Wolff 2005 and Martel 2017). Thus, these institutions ought to be properly read as extensions
          of the state and constitute what he calls ideological state apparatuses. Ideology, thus, has a material
          existence and it has material consequences (Martel 2017, 36; see also Ryder 2015).
        


        
          In the US, a widespread belief among the citizenry in the values of the American dream produces a number of
          such material consequences that both result from as well as catalyze public policies. Due to space
          constraints, I focus here on four key ideas of the American dream that strike me as functioning as a vehicle
          of consent generation for existing social relations of production as well as doing the performative task of
          interpellation. The first is the erroneous belief that if hard work leads to success, then those who do not
          succeed must have not worked hard enough (Hochschild 1995, especially 26–30). The second is the related idea
          that economic inequality is both a necessary price to pay for freedom and the evidence for the claim that
          hard work leads to success. The third is a widespread belief that the more attenuated the role of government
          is, the more likely it is that individual freedom will be preserved, and the related valorization of the
          ideas of self-reliance, personal responsibility, and individual effort. Finally, there is the belief in
          meritocracy and colorblindness that derives from abstract individualism—an element of the Dream that obscures
          from vision the oppression experienced by social groups qua groups (Fraser 1995; Guinier and Torres
          2002; West 1993; Young 1990, especially Chapters 2 and 7).
        


        
          In Facing Up to the American Dream, Jennifer Hochschild discusses the fallacious logic associated with
          the thinking that those in the US who have not accomplished success, defined primarily as upward mobility,
          must not have worked hard enough. Fewer than one-fifth of Americans see race, gender, religion, or class as
          very important for “getting ahead in life.” Even two-thirds of the poor are certain that Americans like
          themselves “have a good chance of improving [their] standard of living” (Hochschild 1995, 19). In addition,
          those who believe in the dream make one crucial assumption—everyone can participate equally and can always
          start over. This putatively reasonable anticipation of success is, however, according to Hochschild, a flawed
          notion (Hochschild 1995). The “fantasy” of reasonable anticipation is only tenable when enough resources
          exist to roughly balance dreams for enough people enough of the time. But resources and opportunities are, by
          definition, insufficient to satisfy all the dreamers (Hochschild 1995, 27–28). Yet, in the ideology of the
          American dream, failure is always justified as a result of individual culpability, as if an individual would
          fail only because she did not have enough talent or had not worked or tried hard enough. The American dream,
          in this manner, papers over real and perceived inequalities and deprivations for the vast majority of
          Americans.
        


        
          Belief in the American dream frequently entails that inequality would be the inevitable and morally
          acceptable consequence of some people achieving success (through their talent, hard work, effort, and luck)
          and others not being able to achieve the Dream (because of their indolence, extravagance, or whatever other
          vices they might have). In this sense, the ideology of the American dream not only tolerates but also
          systematically invites economic inequality. Thus, socioeconomic inequality is not merely permissible but is
          in fact a necessary corollary of freedom. Consequently, the American dream simultaneously endorses both
          equality of opportunity and inequality of rewards, seemingly without contradictions. In this view, equality
          of opportunity is a theory not really of equality but instead of morally acceptable inequality—an
          “ideological safety valve” more than an actual principle to live by (Conley 1999a, 8; see also Strain 2020b).
        


        
          Underwriting the US’s aversion to socioeconomic equality is the American dream’s ideal of bootstrapping; the
          idea that all one has to do when one is faced with adversity is pull oneself up by the bootstraps. This idea
          intersects with, indeed collides against, any talk of structural impediments that thwart individual efforts
          to pull themselves up by the bootstraps, and instead calls out for an aggressively attenuated role of
          government. One such structural impediment is the widespread problem of racial oppression. There are more
          poor whites than there are poor blacks but, because poverty is characterized as a black/brown problem, we
          hear of such things as “culture of poverty.” Racist tropes permeate the rhetoric surrounding welfare (Sit
          2018; Quadagno1994; Conley 1999a, 1999b). Canards about black laziness abound even as publicly available data
          shows that whites receive the bulk of the benefits associated with welfare. While it is true that blacks are
          more likely to be welfare recipients than whites are, it is also the case that when one controls for economic
          factors the difference is completely eliminated (Conley 1999a, 127–28). Nevertheless, welfare reform in the
          mid-1990s, during the Bill Clinton administration, proceeded on a set of assumptions about individual
          responsibility (and culpability) and very little substantive engagement with the structural causes of poverty
          and welfare dependence. As Moynihan and Soss describe it, welfare reform proceeded in tandem with a set of
          major cultural shifts (Moynihan and Soss 2014). The discourse on welfare became saturated with new mantras
          such as “performance management,” “work first,” and “self-sufficiency.” The injunction to “bootstrap” was
          even woven into the statute’s title: Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (1996).
        


        
          Cultural beliefs about bootstrapping, self-reliance, and individual and personal responsibility are also
          discursively intertwined in the US with the rhetoric on “minimum government” and a sharp dislike of
          authority. These ideas are emphasized everywhere from Jefferson to Emerson to Thoreau to Horatio Alger (Ghosh
          2013, especially 110–17). Narrowly circumscribing the sphere of the state, in this view, exalts the domain of
          the individual (Arieli 1964). The Jeffersonian dictum that the government that governs the least is the best
          form of government signifies, in many ways, the founding principle of this kind of individualism. As
          Tocqueville observed, this sort of thinking led each person to consider herself “masterless” and to think and
          act for herself without interference from any outside agents (Tocqueville 1945).
        


        
          If one were looking to discover if this idea were vacuous, one would not have to travel very far at all.
          There is a mounting body of evidence that government in the US (federal, state, and local) periodically needs
          to intervene in the economy to ameliorate the deleterious effects of predatory capitalism, natural disasters,
          global pandemics, and so on.18 Perhaps the most famous example of government
          intervention to protect people from the vagaries of capitalism is President Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal, a
          spate of government interventions in the economy designed to protect Americans from the ravages of the Great
          Depression. Government bailout of the banking sector and the automobile industry were widely seen as
          necessary during the financial crisis of 2007–08. Government regulations also secrete through the daily lives
          of Americans in myriad different ways, from mandatory labeling of nutritional content in food products, to
          air pollution, to workplace safety, and so on. The Federal Emergency Management Agency is constantly reviled
          for not providing enough assistance to ordinary Americans during, and in the aftermath of, natural disasters
          like Hurricane Katrina or Hurricane Sandy. Government assistance became vital for most of the population,
          both individuals and businesses, during the COVID-19 crisis of 2020. Yet, the rhetoric of the American dream
          continues to be predicated on a putative ethic of self-reliance that flies in the face of historical
          experience.
        


        
          Holding individuals accountable for their lack of upward mobility performs two additional functions. First,
          it obscures from view the fact that there may be structural impediments in place that preclude even
          hardworking individuals from being able to make a living wage (Ehrenreich 2001), and second, it sustains an
          ideological justification for a thin and attenuated welfare state. This kind of thinking produces enormous
          material consequences for ordinary people. One such consequence is the debate about a minimum wage that has
          waged across the country over the last decade or so. According to a 2019 report in The Economist,
          Australia has the highest minimum wage in the world, after adjusting for inflation and cost of living, at
          $12.14 an hour, which is two-thirds higher than the US federal minimum wage (The Economist 2019). The US has
          the world’s highest GDP (The World Bank 2019), but it does not even feature in the world’s top-ten ranking
          for minimum wage by country (CNN Business 2018). There is nothing wrong with encouraging people to work. But
          this kind of a blind faith that everyone has equal access to work and, therefore, everyone has equal access
          to upward mobility cannot be squared with a wealth of social science scholarship and journalistic accounts of
          structural barriers that marginalize people from the labor force. Examples abound. A person with a
          black-sounding name has a 50 percent lower chance of getting a call back for a job interview (Wise 2007).
          Former felons find it extraordinarily hard to find work and even when they do, they often have to accept jobs
          at lower wages than their counterparts who never went to prison (Tierney 2013).
        


        
          Structural barriers such as these are hard to discern when one is steeped in what Iris Marion Young has
          called a “myth of merit” (Young 1990, Chapter 7) that invites us to fetishize the
          ideas of neutrality and colorblindness. But, as Lani Guinier and Gerald Torres have eloquently reminded us,
          we live in a color-conscious world, and, as a result, it makes no sense to insist on colorblindness (whether
          it is in our university admissions policies, our hiring practices, our law enforcement, or even during our
          efforts to engage in grassroots mobilization). Nowhere does this myth of merit play out more than in the
          sphere of affirmative action—particularly in college admissions (see, for example, Ghosh 2017). Public
          opinion surveys routinely reveal that Americans do not have much appetite for affirmative action. White
          opposition to affirmative action is normalized as resistance to “reverse discrimination” against whites, even
          though there is clear evidence that affirmative action delivers meaningful increases in college attendance
          among underrepresented (racial) minority groups, and the fact that such under-represented groups exist at all
          in the world might be said to be prima facie evidence that opportunity in America is not spread out
          equally (Ghosh 2013, especially, 117–23 and 138–45, 2017). Opponents of affirmative action claim that these
          policies rupture the idea of equal opportunity or a level playing field and that a neutral and colorblind
          policy would serve as a useful corrective in this regard. In an ironic twist, the Equal Protection Clause of
          the 14th Amendment, a provision in the US Constitution that has historically been used by civil rights
          activists to safeguard the rights of nonwhites, is nowadays habitually used to oppose the claims made by
          racial minorities in favor of affirmative action. For example, in his decisive vote in the landmark
          affirmative action case, Regents of the University of California v. Bakke (1978), Justice Lewis Powell
          held that the University of California Medical School at Davis, in devising the specific affirmative action
          policy that was being challenged in court, had violated the Equal Protection Clause itself. A corresponding
          aversion toward the unequal treatment of citizens, however, is rarely, if ever, extended toward other kinds
          of preference-based college admissions policies, such as development admits, legacy admits, and so on. These
          latter kinds of admissions occur when a candidate is given preference in the admissions process at a specific
          college or university either because of their family’s financial contributions to the institution or because
          one of their immediate relatives is an alum of the institution. These kinds of preferential admissions stymie
          the chances of attending a given institution for a number of genuinely deserving first-generation and poor
          students, but they are rarely viewed as such.
        


        
          Who counts as deserving, too, is not easy to determine. For most opponents of affirmative action, the
          deserving are those who have merit. But, as Iris Marion Young (1995, especially, chapter
          7) has argued, there are two problematic assumptions that underwrite a belief in meritocracy. One is the
          erroneous claim that we have normatively and culturally neutral metrics to assess whom among us is truly
          meritorious. We do not. Most of the criteria we use to evaluate merit are skewed in favor of the privileged,
          including educational credentials, standardized tests, and so on. The second indefensible assumption here is
          that it passes normative muster to have a hierarchical division of labor in a society that allocates high
          income, power, and occupational prestige to a small group of people and distributes these resources on the
          basis of merit. This latter assumption is indefensible in part because it is grounded on the very same
          erroneous idea that there can be a fair and just assessment of merit, which is the content of the first
          assumption.
        


        
          The four elements of the American dream discussed here—viz., hard work leads to success, socioeconomic
          inequality is both an inevitable outcome of freedom and is to be welcomed, self-reliance and attenuated
          social welfare policies are to be valorized, and a fetishization of meritocracy—are all ideological in
          nature. For most Americans, to say that economic inequality is to be welcomed and is the necessary corollary
          to freedom is to consent, as Gramsci would describe it, to one’s own domination. This is the political
          vision, one might say with Mark Rupert, that claims to “speak for all” and that resonates with beliefs widely
          held in popular political culture. As factual matters, the assertions will not survive even the most
          rudimentary lines of interrogation, but their emotional potency thrives everywhere. While it is true that
          there are more self-made billionaires in the Forbes 400 now than ever before, it is also true that
          millennials and Gen Z Americans face an unusually bleak economic reality (Fontevechhia 2014). Student loan
          debt is at a record $1.6 trillion (Friedman 2020). Millennials have taken out more and larger student loans
          than Gen X Americans. They have also defaulted more frequently (Dynarski 2019). While for women median
          earnings and income have been rising over time, for men, median earnings have not kept pace accordingly, and
          median income is actually lower for millennials when compared to Gen X Americans (Percheski 2019). Finally,
          millennials are less upwardly mobile today than were previous generations of Americans (Hout 2019).
        


        
          Given these economic realities, belief in the American dream is a consequence, to use an Althusserian
          approach, of the ways in which American society interpellates individuals as free. Social institutions
          like one’s family, church, community, schools, and the media reinforce these beliefs across the country.
          These acts of interpellation reinscribe in us the notion that we, as individuals, are uniquely valuable and
          furnish a feeling in us that society, as Eagleton suggests, “could not get on without us.”
        


        
          It would not make sense for us to think of these beliefs or ideas as belonging to a class of statements that
          describe the world as it exists—what John Austin would call “constative” utterances (see Eagleton
          1991, 19, 93; see also Austin 1960). Instead, it would make far greater sense to think of these statements as
          “performative” utterances that do some work simply by their utterance. Such would be the case, for
          example, with a phrase like “I resign” or “I promise” (Green 2014). These performative statements represent
          the convergence of speech and action. Expressing one’s beliefs in the values of the American dream
          (particularly the four that have been identified and discussed here) do not generally do the work of
          describing the world (although in some rare cases they might also do that). What is more pertinent about them
          is that they perform the function of sustaining and supporting libertarian and neoliberal attitudes toward
          the state and the economy, replete with the retrenchment of welfare policies, the resistance to affirmative
          action policies, and so on. Over time these attitudes have ossified into mainstream public opinion and in
          turn critically informed the development of law and public policy. Whether this is seen as a good thing and
          what we think such things might do in the world depend on any given individual’s ideological
          preferences. But, for better or worse, the core values of the American dream constitute the ideological
          foundation upon which neoliberalism thrives in America in the twenty-first century.
        

      

      
        Notes


        
          1 I am eternally grateful to two of my interlocutors, Sandeep Banerjee and Atreyee Majumder, for their
          patience and guidance as I worked out some of the ideas that appear in this chapter.
        


        
          2 There are many “Americas.” Here, I use the word interchangeably with the “United States”—as a figure
          of speech.
        


        
          3 There are some exceptions to this—such as effortless success, talent, luck, etc. More on these ideas
          below.
        


        
          4 Between the years 1900 and 1964, the word “dream” appeared twice in presidential inaugurals, six
          times in State of the Union messages, and four times in (Democratic and Republican) party platforms—a total
          of 12 occurrences. In sharp contrast, between 1964 and 2010, the same word appeared 27 times in presidential
          inaugurals, 91 times in State of the Union messages, and 112 times in (Democratic and Republican) party
          platforms—a total of 230 occurrences. See Ghosh (2013, 1).
        


        
          5 Twenty-first-century social media influencers, such as YouTubers, can be said to constitute the
          latest iteration of this phenomenon.
        


        
          6 Although we might generally speak of the American Dream of racial justice or the dream of abundance
          and prosperity in America. See, for example, Ghosh (2013, especially 15–17). More on this below.
        


        
          7 The American Dream Downpayment Initiative (ADDI) was signed into law on December 16, 2003. According
          to the Housing and Urban Development website, the act “aims to increase the homeownership rate, especially
          among lower-income and minority households, and to revitalize and stabilize communities.” www.hud.gov/offices/cpd/affordablehousing/programs/home/addi/. See also Rohe and
          Watson (2007).
        


        
          8 Ideology can be a material process of production of ideas, beliefs, and values; ideas and beliefs
          (whether true or false) that symbolize the conditions and life experiences of a specific, socially
          significant group or class; the promotion and legitimation of the interests of social groups in
          the face of opposing interests; a dominant social power’s promotion and legitimation of sectoral interests;
          ideas and beliefs which help to legitimate the interests of a ruling group or class specifically by
          distortion and dissimulation; and, finally, a false or deceptive set of beliefs that arises from the material
          structure of society (Eagleton 1991, 28–30).
        


        
          9 Although I focus here, as indicated later, on the political theories of Antonio Gramsci and Louis
          Althusser, useful analytic insights on this subject may also be derived from the work of a number of other
          thinkers in the Marxist and/or critical theory tradition, such as, particularly, György Lukács, Herbert
          Marcuse, Guy Debord, and Pierre Bourdieu.
        


        
          10 This is particularly ironic because, as described earlier, James Truslow Adams’s original
          exposition of the concept in Epic of America was a screed against the ravages of capitalism.
        


        
          11 In explicating the usefulness of Louis Althusser’s theory of ideology, I do not intend to suggest
          that the concept is beyond reproach. For strong critiques for Althusser’s work, see, for example, Dean (2016,
          especially Chapter 2); Rancière (2011); Thompson (1995) [Thompson accuses Althusser, among other things, of
          sophistry (Thompson 1995, 6)]; Dolar (1993); Eagleton (1991, especially 143–153); Therborn (1980, 7–11);
          Hirst (1979, especially Chapters 1 and 3); Anderson (1989, especially 69–74). Weaker critiques include Martel
          (2017) and Butler (1997).
        


        
          12 To be sure, a distinction might be postulated between “hegemony” and “ideology” to the extent that
          hegemony “is seen to depend for its hold not only on its expression of the interests of a ruling class but
          also on its acceptance as ‘normal reality’ or ‘commonsense’ by those in practice subordinated to it.” See
          Williams (1983, 145). For Eagleton, hegemony includes ideology but is not reducible to it (Eagleton 1991,
          112).
        


        
          13 Althusser, however, was critical of Gramsci in some important respects. See, for example, Althusser
          (2016). See also Anderson (1989, 57). For critiques of the Althusserian reading of Gramsci, see Thomas (2009)
          and Cleffie (n.d.). On the other hand, on the similarities of their positions, see Sotiris (2016). Also see,
          for example, Buci-Glucksmann (1980, especially Chapter 2).
        


        
          14 Anne Showstack Sassoon suggests that Gramsci’s writings constitute “an archetypal open text that
          the reader must recreate each time she or he reads it.” See Showstack Sassoon (2000, 43; but see also,
          generally, Chapter 4).
        


        
          15 For an excellent discussion of this “dual vision of politics” in Gramsci, see Rupert (2009,
          176–86). See also Anderson (1989, 67; 1976, 20) and Buci-Glucksmann (1982, 117).
        


        
          16 Gramsci says, for example, that state coercive power legally enforces discipline on those groups
          who do not “consent” either actively or passively (Gramsci 1971, 12). However, also see Anderson (1976, 41),
          who reads Gramsci as not sufficiently attentive to the fact that there is a “key asymmetry” between civil
          society and the state: “coercion is located in one; consent is located in both.” For a critique of Anderson’s
          reading of Gramsci, see, generally, Thomas (2009). More oblique critiques appear in Buci-Glucksmann (1982)
          and Showstack Sassoon (1982).
        


        
          17 Gramsci subscribes to the Marxist dictum that capitalism constantly revolutionizes itself. “The
          bourgeoisie cannot exist without constantly revolutionising the instruments of production” (Marx 1978a, 476).
          See also Showstack Sassoon (1982, 102).
        


        
          18 For canonical critical investigations of the “free market,” see, for example, Polanyi (1944) and
          Chang (2007).
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        The American dream, with its emphases on freedom; economic opportunity, prosperity, and security; and
        individualism (Bellah et al. 1996; Hauhart 2015, 2016; Putnam 2015; Rank, Hirschl, and Foster 2014), is a
        guiding principle and cultural belief that holds much sway in the rural West. Often imagined as a vast and
        untamed land that provides unlimited opportunities for achieving prosperity through hard work and ingenuity
        (White and Limerick 1994), the rural West has frequently been depicted as an ideal environment in which to
        pursue the dream. Romanticization of rurality, or the “rural idyll,” has drawn generations of residents to
        remote communities throughout the western United States. This concept idealizes rural life as wholesome,
        innocent, virtuous, and simple compared to the rapid pace, modern inconveniences, and potential danger and risk
        of urban places (Half-acree 1995; Howarth 1995; Shucksmith 2018; Yarwood 2005). Its image of rural perfection
        includes easy or open access to land, space, peace, and freedom and is intertwined with understandings of the
        American dream focused on land and home ownership, as well as the individual responsibility, autonomy, and
        success that comes from self-employment in land-based livelihoods. The rural West has long provided space to
        pursue the dream for Americans hoping to establish their fortunes through natural resource–based industries and
        intense physical labor.
      


      
        Since the mid-twentieth century, however, deindustrialization has undermined the economies of rural communities
        throughout the US, draining most places of the land-based jobs and industries that had been their economic
        backbones (Hamilton et al. 2008; Lichter and Graefe 2011; Sherman 2014; Smith and Tickamyer 2011; Tickamyer,
        Sherman, and Warlick 2017). With shrinking options for economic sustainability, many communities have turned to
        new development options, including amenity-based growth, which focuses on preserving and maintaining natural
        beauty for the leisure and enjoyment of seasonal tourists, second-home owners, retirees, and in-migrants, all
        of whom tend to have ties to external labor markets and economies (Gosnell and Abrams 2011; Krannich and
        Petrzelka 2003; McGranahan 1999; Thompson 2006). Although in many communities these efforts have succeeded in
        stemming population decline and increasing economic activity, they have also had multiple undesired side
        effects, including cultural and political clashes, diminishing community cohesion, and gentrification of what
        were once mainly working-class communities (Armstrong and Stedman 2013; Brehm, Eisenhauer, and Krannich 2004;
        Kondo, Rivera, and Rullman 2012; Ooi, Laing, and Mair 2015; Reeder and Brown 2005; Sherman 2018). Furthermore,
        the jobs this form of development creates tend to be mainly in the service sector, and are often insecure,
        seasonal, and poorly paid compared to the manual labor jobs they replace. Thus, while the commodification of
        natural beauty provides a pathway to new economic development, it can come at a cost in terms of the nature of
        communities themselves and the ability of longtime residents to survive and achieve the basic tenets of the
        American dream.
      


      
        This chapter draws upon qualitative and ethnographic research conducted from 2014 to 2015 and describes the
        impacts of amenity-driven development in an isolated rural community in the Northwest. “Paradise
        Valley”1 is a remote mountain valley that successfully transitioned in the late
        twentieth century from a logging- and ranching-based economy to one built around outdoor recreation, seasonal
        tourism, and the commodification of natural beauty and space. Over time, these shifts brought social-class
        diversity to the area, without substantially changing its mostly white racial makeup. The region’s
        approximately 5,000 year-round residents now include a mixture of “old-timers” with longer, often working-class
        roots in the valley, and “newcomers” who tend to have lived there for shorter durations and have higher levels
        of income, wealth, and education, as well as more access to cultural and social capital (Bourdieu 1986, 1984;
        Coleman 1988). During ten months of research there, I interviewed eighty-four residents of Paradise Valley,
        about equally divided between the two groups, and conducted extensive ethnographic fieldwork to learn about the
        community from the inside.2 The research uncovered a deep divide between
        newcomers whose often-unacknowledged privilege allowed them to flourish there and old-timers struggling to make
        ends meet and to hold onto their diminishing dreams in the region they had long called home. In this chapter, I
        explore their respective ties to place, their desires to attain the rural idyll, and their divergent
        experiences in accessing their visions of the American dream. I find that despite similar underlying
        understandings and goals, in an unequal landscape the dream is easily achievable for some, while increasingly
        elusive for other rural Americans.
      


      
        The Draw Toward Paradise


        
          Early waves of white settlers to Paradise Valley3 came mostly in search of
          modest success through manual labor in land-based industries including mining, farming, ranching, and
          logging. As those industries declined and were replaced by tourism and recreation in the late twentieth and
          early twenty-first centuries, a new set of dreams brought middle-class in-migrants to the valley. Most were
          chasing not economic success, which many had already achieved, but the rural idyll. With its stunning
          physical landscape and remote but vibrant community, Paradise Valley perfectly represents the idyllic image
          of the rural West. A longing for rural utopia inspired both younger families and older retirees to leave more
          urban homes and invest in their own private pieces of paradise. Urban–rural inequality, including massive
          differences between urban and rural housing values (Lichter and Ziliak 2017), stacked the deck in their favor
          and facilitated their dreams.
        


        
          Many newcomers were drawn to Paradise Valley by the promise of affordable land and homes there, as well as
          specific interests in outdoor sports and agrarian pursuits like gardening or small-scale farming. Often their
          rural dreams included the ability to engage in types of outdoor recreation and leisure that required time,
          money, and large tracts of open space:
        


        
          
            We just wanted to live in a small town where you could drive for a half an hour and be at a great trailhead
            and get above tree line. We didn’t want to have to—I lived in the Seattle Area for a bunch of years, and
            you could drive for three hours and get to a good trailhead. We wanted to be closer than that.
          


          
            (Hannah Lowry, 45-year-old married, middle-income4
            consultant)
          

        


        


        
          
            I was looking for a place that wasn’t too crowded and I could ski at. And [my wife] was looking for a place
            that had some trees and she could farm. And this is sort of where they overlap.
          


          
            (Todd Stewart, 38-year-old married, middle-income field scientist)
          

        


        
          They also often discussed images of rural communities as safe, easy, supportive, and
          family-friendly.5 Many talked about wanting a slower-paced lifestyle, safety,
          to get out of the “rat race,” and to escape the alienation they experienced in cities and suburbs:
        


        
          
            We were living in Seattle and really had grown tired of the anonymous nature of Seattle … I don’t know,
            there was just too many transient people. It didn’t feel close anymore, so we wanted to move to a smaller
            community for a slower, simpler lifestyle.
          


          
            (Matt Graham, 43-year-old married, middle-income business owner)
          

        


        


        
          
            I love it here … I like how much nature there is. I like that it’s small, it feels like a safe place to
            raise a kid.
          


          
            (Maria Setzer, 40-year-old married, low-income substitute teacher)
          

        


        


        
          
            By and large we live here partly because it is very safe, it is very wholesome, it is very healthy.
          


          
            (Andrew Bowden, 46-year-old married, middle-income carpenter)
          

        


        


        
          
            We moved here partly to get away from—to get out of the fast lane, to get out of the rat race, to live. We
            bought a small ranch up at the Eagle River, 80 acres. What did I think? We didn’t know a single person and
            didn’t want to know a single person [laughs]. We were just moving out into the country, the edge of the
            wilderness.
          


          
            (Howard Jenkins, 75-year-old married, middle-income retired teacher)
          

        


        
          While these images of rurality are powerful across the class spectrum, it was their combination with
          privilege, often including significant wealth, which allowed many newcomers to easily realize this dream and
          make new lives in a place where they frequently had few previous ties and only limited job prospects.
        


        
          Dreams of the rural idyll were not limited to newcomers, however. Despite the decline in working-class and
          unionized jobs there, old-timers remained in the valley for many of the same reasons that newcomers were
          drawn to it: they loved the rural lifestyle and sense of peace, as well as the valley’s physical beauty.
          Their understanding of the rural idyll looked in many ways similar to that of newcomers, although they often
          used different language and expressions to describe it and held different orientations toward land use. Most
          old-timers believed strongly in the value of rural life and of Paradise Valley as a home community, and they
          wanted to remain there long term. As with newcomers, the themes of safety and community were paramount among
          their images of rurality:
        


        
          
            It’s more of a tight-knit community. There’s a lot more family involvement. It’s not—I call it the rat
            race, but it’s not wake up, go to work, it’s not that routine of, every day you are surviving to make more
            money. That’s what—being a parent now, that’s what I really enjoy.
          


          
            (Chad Lloyd, 28-year-old married, low-income sawmill worker)
          

        


        


        
          
            You hear gunshots pretty much all the time, but it’s people target practicing. It’s not people shooting
            other people … You don’t gotta worry about people walkin’ around at night. A lot of people around here
            still leave their doors unlocked at night. Over there [in the city], it’s like, no. That’s somethin’ I’d
            have to get used to.
          


          
            (Caleb Daniels, 26-year-old single, unemployed, poor)
          

        


        


        
          
            I choose to raise my son here versus going over to the Coast or anything … because just—oh, my God, you
            talk about somebody gettin’ murdered, and it’d be like—you know, it’s a common thing over there. Somebody
            gets murdered here and people are flippin’ out!
          


          
            (Wendy Harris, 37-year-old married, low-income stay-at-home mother)
          

        


        
          However, alongside these understandings of rural safety and community was an additional layer of attachment
          to the valley as “home.” While newcomers rarely used this term in describing their reasons for being there,
          old-timers repeatedly did:
        


        
          
            I grew up here. This is my home. I know all the backcountry and everything up here. I’ve hunted and fished
            all my life, hiked and everything else. This is my area. I know it.
          


          
            (Wes Thompson, 45-year-old married, low-income municipal employee)
          

        


        


        
          
            I’ll be here probably till the day I die. [laughs] It’s just—it’s home.
          


          
            (Wendy Harris, 37-year-old married, low-income stay-at-home mother)
          

        


        


        
          
            We love it. It’s home. It’s home. It’s, you know, I don’t know, I just like it here.
          


          
            (Audrey Patterson, 59-year-old poor, married, SSI-dependent)
          

        


        


        
          While they were more likely than newcomers to seize upon the concept of “home” when describing what kept them
          in the valley, they were less likely to focus on specific outdoor activities—and rarely discussed the same
          outdoor forms of leisure. Instead, they more commonly referenced hunting, fishing, snowmobiling, and horse
          packing as among their outdoor pursuits, as was the case for 55-year-old valley native Owen Roberts, who
          explained, “I am an avid hunter. I like the outdoors. Snowmobiling,” when asked why he remained in the
          valley.
        


        
          The differences in their images of rurality were subtle, but substantial, and represented the differences in
          lifestyle, cultural backgrounds, and social class between the two groups. Nonetheless, the rural idyll called
          to both newcomers and old-timers alike, beckoning with similar images of peace, safety, and security. Yet
          despite these similar draws to place, their abilities to realize their rural American dreams there, including
          having the opportunity to succeed through hard work (Hauhart 2016), were not the same.
        

      

      
        Dreams Realized and Denied


        
          Amenity-based development resulted in economic growth for Paradise Valley, but also a number of unintended
          side effects. In the decades since its transition to an amenity-dependent economy, Paradise Valley has
          experienced growth in service-sector employment, as well as gentrification and rising housing costs, fueled
          by second-home owners and in-migrants willing to pay ever higher prices for land and homes. While newcomers
          and old-timers alike faced struggles to survive in the limited economy, their outcomes and chances of success
          were distinctly different. Most newcomers overcame the challenges and found ways to both survive and flourish
          in Paradise Valley, but old-timers often complained of social, cultural, and economic marginalization in the
          community that forced them to downsize their dreams or abandon them altogether. Despite their similar goals
          of achieving self-sufficiency and stability through personal responsibility and hard work, in the unequal
          landscape of Paradise Valley the American dream was not equally available to all.
        


        
          For newcomers, transitioning from booming urban economies to Paradise Valley’s restricted labor market
          created multiple struggles. Most acknowledged that the move to Paradise Valley was financially difficult for
          them. Phillip Stevens, a 75-year-old middle-income, retired ski instructor told me, “The local joke is, you
          have to have three or four different W2s to make it in the valley. And the other joke is, if you want to be a
          millionaire in the valley, come here with two million.” Most newcomers felt that their personal incomes had
          taken a major hit when they moved to Paradise Valley, despite mostly expressing satisfaction with their
          employment outcomes. Newcomers who worked locally were frequently employed in better-paid occupations such as
          teaching, finish carpentry, nonprofit organizations, and medical professions. A number of newcomers were
          retired and thus did not work locally for pay, relying instead on retirement and investment incomes. For
          them, life was generally comfortable. Those still in the labor market often experienced losses to their
          career trajectories, salaries, and/or working hours. Yet, while most openly acknowledged that they could have
          higher incomes if they lived somewhere else, they were often willing to make a number of career sacrifices in
          order to live in the valley, and few struggled for long to find work. Newcomers faced a relative advantage
          within the local labor market, where their combinations of education, job skills, and professionalism were
          highly valued and often placed them ahead of old-timer job seekers who were widely believed to lack these
          forms of human capital, as well as to lack comparable work ethics.
        


        
          Such was the case for 43-year-old carpenter Shawn Murphy, who moved to Paradise Valley after decades of
          working in high-paid jobs in cities like San Francisco and Salt Lake City. The wealth he accrued in his
          previous career allowed him to invest in land in Paradise Valley and to choose part-time work that didn’t
          utilize his college degree but allowed him the freedom to pursue outside interests. Shawn had worked in a
          number of professional and service jobs in the valley, and told me that since coming to Paradise Valley,
        


        
          I’ve always felt capable enough of doing whatever that I’ve never had to worry about getting a job. It’s
          like, I’m happy to go do some physical labor thing. I can do construction. I have those tools. And there’s
          construction here, no problem, I can do that. I didn’t move here with any sort of plan on what I was gonna
          do.
        


        


        
          Shawn’s attitude, a combination of sacrifice, resignation, and optimism, was similar to that of many
          in-migrants who left more lucrative careers to move to Paradise Valley. Most acknowledged the sacrifices they
          made, but also found silver linings that made them worthwhile:
        


        
          
            You have to be willing to accept less pay, to not have full benefits, to work way harder, versus in the
            city I could go and get triple the money, double the money at least, and have set call days. It’s a totally
            different work environment in terms of a provider. It’s rough out here. I think that’s one of the main
            differences. [But] I love that I get so close with—I’m doing all the care of all these people for so many
            years, that I get so close with them.
          


          
            (Anya Wilburn, 42-year-old married, middle-income nurse)
          

        


        


        
          
            Well, we came initially, [my wife] was interviewing for a position and that was a—you know, this would be
            perfect. And I was going to be primarily the dad and maybe working carpentry and that was going to be
            awesome, and she didn’t get that [job]. And then we decided, you know what? We want to come here anyway.
            We’ve got to do this.
          


          
            (Andrew Bowden, 46-year-old married, middle-income carpenter)
          

        


        


        
          For newcomers, underemployment (Pedulla and Newman 2011) was generally accepted as part of the equation, a
          necessary evil that they agreed to tolerate when they made the decision to move to Paradise Valley. Most of
          them seemed relatively content with their choices, despite recognizing what they had given up. Although the
          valley’s restricted labor market imposed limits on their salaries, benefits, and ambitions, generally they
          found the jobs and incomes they needed to survive there. Underemployment and early retirement were common
          amongst newcomers, but unemployment was rare. Critically, most newcomers were able to find some work locally
          that they enjoyed, and they often felt that in terms of flexibility and freedom they had improved their
          quality of life, if not their incomes, by moving to Paradise Valley. The job search was often disappointing,
          but the challenges were not insurmountable. Despite the difficulties, most were able to find work that
          provided enough income when combined with preexisting wealth that they could afford land and/or
          homeownership, and a basic level of comfort and stability.
        


        
          For old-timers, the economic situation often looked much different, and they almost universally lamented the
          limitations of the labor market in Paradise Valley. For most old-timers, the previous generation’s dream of
          manual-labor jobs that provided reliable living wages and a secure existence in the valley was mostly
          unrealistic, if not entirely forgotten. Particularly given the current labor market and the need to compete
          for jobs against newcomers with higher levels of education, professional experience, soft skills,6 and social capital, it was increasingly difficult for old-timers to find work that was
          full-time, year-round, and paid a living wage. Most were relegated to the construction and service sectors,
          which were seasonal, insecure, and/or poorly paid. They frequently discussed their struggles to survive
          there, citing problems with un- and underemployment, recurrent layoffs, and the inability to make ends meet
          on the low wages that both seasonal work and service work provided.7 Valley
          native Owen Roberts described the challenge succinctly: “It is really hard to find jobs here in the valley.
          Especially full-time jobs, year around.” Unlike newcomers, most old-timers were not ultimately satisfied with
          their outcomes in terms of job security, wages, hours, flexibility, or the nature of work itself. While some
          expressed satisfaction with one facet of their work lives and choices, most still struggled with other
          aspects, and few felt comfortable in their abilities to survive there. Old-timers generally talked about
          money as a daily challenge that impacted their survival options, relationships, and opportunities to partake
          in social and civic life. Low income was connected to social exclusion for many old-timers, and they
          frequently discussed financial strain as also limiting their abilities to engage in social activities in
          Paradise Valley.8
        


        
          In addition to their struggles to find stable, high-paying work, old-timers generally had access to
          significantly less wealth or social capital to help buffer against low incomes. Thus, old-timers could not as
          easily survive on low wages and seasonal work as newcomers could, particularly given that most did not have
          homes that were paid off. They also seldom had reliable vehicles and money for gas that would allow them to
          seek employment opportunities outside of the valley.9 Income shortfalls
          plagued even the more fortunate of old-timers, who rarely had enough family help or personal wealth to
          support them through leaner times. They spoke continually of struggles to get by with low wages and limited
          options:
        


        
          
            It is way hand-to-mouth. It is not so good here. I am reluctant to make any changes, even though I feel
            like I don’t earn much more than a basic living wage. And I am 57. So you know what that’s going to look
            like when you try to retire. I mean, I’ll have Social Security. End of story, right? No savings. If I keep
            at this job. But right now I would never dare to change.
          


          
            (Pam Rhodes, 57-year-old low-income, cohabiting service worker)
          

        


        


        
          
            At one point I had five jobs. Between training horses, washing dishes in the evenings. I was cleaning motel
            rooms at one place. I was doing a couple of other little jobs for different things. Making ends meet here
            is really challenging.
          


          
            (Jody Hammond, 45-year-old single, low-income small business owner)
          

        


        


        
          
            We are struggling … There is many people here that I know that have not just one good job, but they have
            like three or four jobs just to make ends meet, you know … The jobs are seasonal and some just don’t pay
            well.
          


          
            (Marc Tate, 42-year-old middle-income, single retail worker)
          

        


        
          Given their lack of real and symbolic resources, old-timers tended to experience troubles both finding and
          keeping work, as well as surviving on the low incomes that local work provided.
        


        
          Many old-timers found that the economic realities of life in an amenity-tourism community necessitated
          downsizing their visions of the American dream. They spoke of diminished hopes and expectations, and of
          disappointments that they had learned to live with. Municipal employee Wes Thompson described sacrificing job
          satisfaction as his family’s needs took priority over enjoying his work:
        


        
          Doin’ jobs where they were fun, like the ditch, I did that for years, but it’s only in the spring and the
          summertime, and in the fall you shut down and you’re done for the year. Which, when I was single, that was
          fine. Gettin’ unemployment10 for a few months and then back to work. That
          didn’t bother me too much. But you’ve got a wife and a family and stuff like that, you’ve gotta—you can’t
          really afford that. OK, which bill will we be payin’ this month?
        


        
          Although he enjoyed it less, Wes was grateful for his current job’s benefits and reliability. Yet despite
          finding year-round work, the family still went without a number of extras:
        


        
          Yeah, it’s tight … Once in a while we’ll have to go without the internet for a month or two, maybe a couple
          weeks. We’ll hold off on that one. We had an extra expense we didn’t catch. But we got rid of a lot of stuff.
          We don’t have satellite [TV] anymore. We just run local stations. We just don’t really go outside of our
          area. We budget tight. My wife’s really good about doin’ the budgets, figuring out what we need to do. We
          always have enough food to keep us goin’.
        


        
          For Wes, full-time, year-round work only provided for a minimalist existence, and the family nonetheless
          relied regularly on the food bank, as well as receiving occasional aid with utilities. Even so, they
          contended with periodic lack of access to the internet and limited ability to travel, cutting them off from
          social life both within and outside of the valley. Wes acknowledged his choices and constraints, but focused
          on succeeding in his diminished version of the American dream, in which basic survival was the goal instead
          of upward mobility, homeownership, freedom of movement, or disposable income.
        


        
          Many old-timers found that the dream of homeownership in particular had to be sacrificed in order to remain
          in the valley. Despite often having long roots there, old-timers repeatedly discussed problems in finding
          stable housing, and many had given up on hopes of ever owning a house there:
        


        
          
            That’s one of the things that I find, you know, really sad about here is it is so hard for young families
            to find affordable housing. It really sucks to grow up in an area and by the time you are old enough and
            raising your own family, you can’t do the same work that your parents did and still get by. You know? And I
            know a lot of people in that situation.
          


          
            (Emmet Farley, 33-year-old married, low-income construction worker)
          

        


        


        
          
            I’m always worried about the future! I didn’t plan on spending almost 18 years in a singlewide trailer. I
            wanted a house before I was 40. It never happened.
          


          
            (Adeline Thompson, 40-year-old married, low-income stay-at-home mother)
          

        


        


        
          
            I feel like I wasn’t allowed to inherit my kingdom. You know, like, I grew up here, I paid my dues … I
            thought everybody at least should get their acre, their house … you know, just your chunk to make it.
          


          
            (Ryan Boyle, 39-year-old poor, cohabiting, stay-at-home father)
          

        


        
          The low incomes and seasonal work that many old-timers experienced were mismatches for rising housing costs
          in Paradise Valley, which were exacerbated as in-migration intensified and drove ever-increasing demand. Even
          those old-timers who had managed to find steady, stable work often bemoaned their inabilities to purchase
          homes and the frustration of never graduating out of the rental market. Unlike earlier generations of
          less-educated workers, who often managed to eventually buy modest homes, younger old-timers often had to
          downsize their expectations to let go of homeownership, long an essential component of the American dream
          (Bellah et al. 1996; Hauhart 2015; Michaelson 2009).
        


        
          Despite these struggles and the elusiveness of the dream, most old-timers remained stalwartly dedicated to
          the values that they associated with it, including individualism, self-sufficiency, and personal
          responsibility. Although many admitted to facing needs and shortfalls, few were willing to ask for or accept
          help, and most took great pride in their abilities to survive through cutting back and downsizing their own
          expectations and needs:
        


        
          
            I mean, we’ll go to [the food bank] for help with food sometimes. Um, we don’t, we’ve never really asked to
            borrow money from anybody. Like, every once in a while, “Hey Dad, can I borrow $100 for a week?” you know,
            and pay it back, but we’ve never really borrowed money. We’ve always just kind of made it work, kind
            of—like I said, I call myself a scrapper. “Oh, let’s go pawn one of your guns, and we’ll get it back when
            we have money.” Or Chad will pick up a side job or I’ll pick up a side job and make it work. We’ve never
            really asked for help from anybody really.
          


          
            (Allison Lloyd, 28-year-old married, low-income stay-at-home mother)
          

        


        


        
          
            I kind of grew up knowing that—or feeling like you don’t ask for outside help.
          


          
            (Adeline Thompson, 40-year-old married, low-income, stay-at-home mother)
          

        


        


        
          
            I just got super frugal. I ate food out of my freezer, I grew food—yeah, I don’t—I don’t go to the food
            bank or anything like that. Got really smart. I don’t buy anything. I don’t buy anything.
          


          
            (Pam Rhodes, 57-year-old low-income, cohabiting service worker)
          

        


        


        
          
            I probably could be eligible for food stamps, I’m sure. Oh, I am on state health care. I did get on state
            health care this year … and like I said, I probably could get on food stamps. [But] I don’t eat that much.
          


          
            (Jody Hammond, 45-year-old single, low-income small business owner)
          

        


        
          Refusals of aid allowed old-timers to position themselves as adhering to a strict moral code and American
          ideals. These claims to independence and self-sufficiency provided those in need with access to dignity
          despite their downsized dreams. However, newcomers rarely knew old-timers well enough to understand their
          values or worldviews, and thus generally did not recognize their dedication to the core principles of the
          American dream.
        

      

      
        The Social Chasm


        
          The ability to make it in Paradise Valley was directly connected to one’s social class status and preexisting
          resources, both real and symbolic. For old-timers, there was a general sense of loss of access to the
          American dream, with a simultaneous feeling that newcomers had stolen it from them. They often struggled to
          make sense of the new social landscape, in which they were no longer inheritors of their kingdom, but rather
          its second-class citizens. Some noticed the changes in the social sphere, where they experienced daily
          ostracization and marginalization, as explained by Martha Crawford, an 80-year-old retired widow:
        


        
          The community isn’t the same as it used to be. Now, it’s all the people that moved from Seattle, or Colorado,
          California. And it is a beautiful area to come and live in, I’ll grant them that. But I wish they just would
          think a time or two about the people that lived here for so many years, kept things going … I like people and
          I usually say “good morning” or “hello” or “how are you” or something, and I have had looks that looked at
          me, like, Oh, I don’t know you.
        


        
          A number of old-timers explained that the rejection they received from better-off newcomers discouraged them
          from involvement in community events and leadership opportunities, as was the case for stay-at-home mother
          Allison Lloyd, who told me, “We really have always been on our own, and it’s really, it’s a rough place to
          be.” She went on to discuss feeling alienated from the local PTA and eventually quitting due to feeling
          judged. She explained:
        


        
          You know, so I—everybody has, in a small town everybody has their own views of you. And that’s fine. They can
          think whatever they want, you know, I’m, as long as I’m happy then I’m fine … I really don’t care what people
          think of me, but I don’t, I guess it does hinder me from doing stuff though too, that I don’t wanna … yeah I
          guess it’s easier to just, uh, I can know what they think about me all day long, but having to go deal with
          it is another thing.
        


        
          Similar complaints of alienation and judgment were repeated by old-timers throughout the valley:
        


        
          
            I feel like a lot of people move here and they are like, I want to be a part of the community, but then
            when they move here they want to change it to more like a city community. Or—that’s how I feel … It is just
            a lot of focusing on not so much on the community as individuals and families and what not, it is more
            focusing on basically everything revolving around tourism and recreation. Instead of actually like a
            hometown feel.
          


          
            (Penny Carpenter, 40-year-old married, low-income hairstylist)
          

        


        


        
          
            You are ending up with this social clash … Unfortunately, I really do see a different—like a class war
            starting to really develop. Before, nobody had a huge amount, but it was still within this broad band. Now
            you are seeing some folks up here, and they are very disdainful to everybody else. Personally, I don’t give
            a shit. They can have whatever. But they still need to have respect for basic human issues.
          


          
            (Irene Nelson, 54-year-old divorced, middle-income artist)
          

        


        
          These social dynamics had multiple negative impacts on old-timers, effectively squeezing them out of social
          institutions and leadership opportunities, as well as the labor market. Social marginalization contributed to
          the dynamics that disenfranchised many and robbed them of their dreams of economic stability and
          homeownership, and the self-respect that come with both.
        


        
          Newcomers, on the other hand, tended to perceive old-timers’ struggles as the direct outcomes of individual
          attributes, versus a social dynamic in which they were systematically disadvantaged due to larger societal
          structures and inequalities.11 They saw themselves as virtuous and
          hardworking, and deserving of their own privileged access and outcomes. Blind to their own class-based
          privileges, they often failed to recognize the multiple challenges and disadvantages that old-timers faced
          and instead blamed flawed individual choices, behaviors, or work ethics for their failures to achieve the
          Dream. Their negative understandings of old-timers were often used to justify their increased and continuing
          marginalization from social and civic life, as well as from the labor market, which further deepened the
          divide between the groups.
        


        
          Newcomers commonly spoke of old-timers as personally flawed and lazy. Shawn Murphy, the carpenter who claimed
          to never have trouble finding work locally, felt that people who couldn’t find jobs in the valley were
          personally responsible for their troubles due to their own lack of motivation and work ethic:
        


        
          People who say they can’t find a job, like, I—you know, that doesn’t ring true to me … I feel like there’s—if
          you have the initiative, and then the human connections, the personal relationships that come with being here
          for a while, there’s never a shortage of work to be done or found or created. But it does take initiative and
          somebody actually who’s willing to bust ass and work hard. And so I feel like there are those opportunities,
          and sometimes there’s a dearth of character as it relates to people willing to do those things.
        


        
          As a college-educated man with a long professional work history, Shawn found it easy to switch from job to
          job at will. Local employers, as well as clients, including those commissioning custom-built homes, mostly
          preferred to hire in-migrants with these kinds of educational and work backgrounds, as well as soft skills
          and cultural repertoires that allowed them to more easily impress and communicate with wealthy clients. A
          number of employers were open about this preference: I sat in on a Chamber of Commerce forum at which
          multiple business owners complained about the poor skills of local workers and discussed strategies for
          attracting individuals with better skills and work ethics from outside the valley. One told me privately that
          there were some local people who shouldn’t be in the valley and who don’t want to work or contribute
          anything.
        


        
          Like Shawn Murphy, Toby Cook, a 32-year-old middle-income carpenter, also took his labor-market privilege for
          granted and judged those who lacked it as morally deficient. Toby had a college degree and highly educated
          parents who were well integrated into Paradise Valley’s elite social circles. He chose to work in
          construction and carpentry, which he preferred to other local options because he enjoyed the seasonal
          layoffs, “where I could take the winters off and go traveling, um, ski bum trips, whatever.” Unlike the many
          old-timers who struggled to survive layoffs, Toby’s family wealth made these slow periods a time for leisure
          and adventure. His soft skills and social connections meant that it was easy for him to find work right out
          of college, and he continued to enjoy consistent employment success in the valley: “It must be my reputation
          around, but um, people know that I’m a good carpenter and I get calls and I have to turn down work, like at
          least, well in the spring, it’s almost every week.” Like Shawn, Toby believed that anyone could find work in
          Paradise Valley, and those who could not had only themselves to blame. He similarly made no connection
          between structural inequalities and labor market successes in Paradise Valley:
        


        
          
            If you grew up here and you can’t find work, there’s a problem with the person, not, not the uh, not the
            economy. ’Cause people are always wanting work done around here.
          


          
            Q: So who are the people that can’t find work?
          


          
            I would say people that don’t know a lotta people. Or if you actually grew up here and you can’t find work,
            then you’re a drug addict or um, you have a reputation of um, not being a good worker.
          

        


        


        
          Newcomers repeatedly described old-timers as lazy, drug- and alcohol-addicted, and unreliable workers,
          without recognizing either their own advantages in terms of real and symbolic resources or the structural
          barriers that old-timers faced to securing those same types of resources. This failure to acknowledge one’s
          own labor market privilege or others’ disadvantage facilitated the belief that the difference between the
          groups had to do with a lack of moral character, versus differential access to resources. Blindness toward
          social class issues and structural inequalities, and the explanation of class differences through claims to
          individual moral virtue or vice, allowed newcomers to rationalize their positions and deflect responsibility
          for their impacts on the local labor market and larger community. It allowed them to portray themselves as
          righteous and rightful inheritors of the rural American dream, and to portray the locals they displaced as
          undeserving of the same economic and social rewards.
        

      

      
        Rural Inequality and the Diminishing Dream


        
          Within Paradise Valley, longtime locals increasingly found themselves both socially and economically
          marginalized as the land, jobs, and power to control the region’s future gradually were monopolized by
          newcomers who felt justified in their own privilege and in their neighbors’ exclusion. The community went
          from being a place in which a modest version of the American dream was achievable for most to one in which it
          was reserved for those with advantages of money, social ties, cultural competency, and higher education.
          While their new neighbors flourished in their rural dreams, old-timers settled for smaller and smaller
          measures of success. Without access to land, homes, self-employment, economic success, or security, the
          version of the Dream offered to old-timers was barely recognizable. For them, hard work and personal
          responsibility resulted mostly in economic insecurity, daily struggles, and dreams downsized and deferred.
        


        
          The two groups in this research were not particularly dissimilar from each other; they did not differ
          substantially in their goals or understandings of either the rural idyll or the American dream, or in their
          reasons for living in a community like Paradise Valley. They did not differ by race or immigration status, or
          other common American axes of inequality. Where they differed substantially was in social class, the
          often-unacknowledged source of inequality that has been growing massively in the United States since the
          middle of the twentieth century (Autor 2019; Hacker, Rehm, and Schlesinger 2010; Piketty and Saez 2014;
          Telford 2019; U.S. Census Bureau 2019). National trends in economic inequality have played out across the
          rural-urban divide over the last fifty years. In rural communities, the losses of unionized jobs in
          manufacturing and resource extraction have left gaping holes in labor markets, and the service-sector jobs
          that replaced them did not support basic survival, let alone upward mobility (Jensen and Jensen 2011; Lichter
          and Graefe 2011; Sherman 2014). New industries have increasingly clustered in the nation’s prosperous urban
          centers, where incomes and home prices soared compared to those in rural areas (Tickamyer, Sherman, and
          Warlick 2017), creating a disparity in access to resources that could easily be imported over the mountains
          into communities like Paradise Valley. Simultaneously, a social divide has been growing between urban and
          rural areas, marked by differences in education, cultural interests and exposure, political stances, and a
          sense of societal control and power (Ashwood 2018; Cramer 2016; Frank 2004; Sherman 2009; Silva 2019; Wuthnow
          2018). Throughout this period residents of rural areas reacted with frustration to their perceived portrayal
          by urban liberals as ignorant, uncultured, and unimportant. These types of social inequality also resulted
          from the in-migration of liberal, urban elites into working-class rural communities (Armstrong and Stedman
          2013; Sherman 2018, 2021; Ulrich-Schad and Duncan 2018; Ulrich-Schad and Qin 2018), which played out on the
          ground in communities like Paradise Valley.
        


        
          The result has been a divide that was stark to some while virtually invisible to other residents who failed
          to acknowledge their own class privilege. Despite their social class and cultural differences, both groups
          desired to make their homes in a place they thought was beautiful, safe, and peaceful, and both hoped to do
          so through hard work and sacrifice. Residents on both sides of the community’s social divide held similar
          images of the rural idyll and its ties to historical understandings of American independence, freedom, and
          the value of work. Yet while their overlapping imaginaries of rural paradise and the American dream tied them
          together in a remote mountain valley, it did not unite them in consciousness, experience, or opportunities.
          Values, work ethics, and desires are simply not enough to guarantee economic success in the modern United
          States, in which inequality underlies the very foundations of society in every corner of the nation, making
          positive outcomes realistically attainable for some and nearly impossible for others. In Paradise Valley, as
          in much of the nation (Hauhart 2016; Putnam 2015), the Dream remains elusive except to those with the most
          preexisting resources, advantages, and privileges.
        

      

      
        Notes


        
          1 All names of people, places, and organizations are pseudonyms in order to protect anonymity of
          participants and field site. In some cases, other identifying details have also been changed.
        


        
          2 For more information about the research methods, sample, and the newcomer/old-timer distinction, see
          author’s previous work (Sherman 2018, 2021).
        


        
          3 It is important to note that Paradise Valley was not uninhabited at this time; white settlers forced
          out local Native American populations who had long inhabited the region, removing them eventually to
          reservation lands further east.
        


        
          4 The interview sample is broken into three income groups: poor (at or below the federal poverty
          line); low income (above the poverty line but below 200% of it), and middle income (above 200% of the poverty
          line).
        


        
          5 I have argued in previous work that white rural populations frequently use terms like “safe” and
          “family-friendly” to refer obliquely to the ways in which living in rural communities allows them to avoid
          racialized concerns that they associate with more diverse urban areas (Sherman 2009).
        


        
          6 Moss and Tilly (1996, 253) define soft skills “as skills, abilities, and traits that pertain to
          personality, attitude, and behavior rather than to formal or technical knowledge.”
        


        
          7 For more on issues of working poverty and underemployment, see Edin and Lein (1997), Ehrenreich
          (2001), Newman (1999), Pedulla and Newman (2011), Seefeldt (2016), Shipler (2005), and Shulman (2003).
        


        
          8 The links between poverty and social exclusion have long been noted, particularly in the European
          Union (Nolan and Whelan 2010). Shucksmith (2012, 2016; Shucksmith and Schafft 2012) notes the importance of
          looking at both of these issues with regard to understanding rural inequality.
        


        
          9 See Kelly (2013) for more on these issues.
        


        
          10 Unemployment insurance, which provides temporary benefits to workers who are laid off through no
          fault of their own.
        


        
          11 Hauhart (2016, 178) argues, “poverty generally is treated as an individual problem in the USA even
          though it is apparent this is not the case in perhaps most instances.”
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        Introduction


        
          The American dream was born among the European, notably the British, immigrants to the US. The dream
          reflected the hopes and aspirations they harbored for their future on the American continent and the chance
          to escape from a repressive Europe that many were compelled to leave. The dream has since fulminated and has
          served as a powerful leitmotif for Americans and would-be immigrants alike. In effect, as a spur to
          liberation, escape from poverty and religious persecution, and self-realization, the real power and
          attractiveness of this dream is the raw nerve that it touches in all ordinary people.
        


        
          It is therefore hardly a surprise that the core aspirations and values that make up the American dream have
          inspired Europeans in their quest for life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. The US has played a
          central role in this, through the sacrifices of its soldiers on the battlefields during World Wars I and II;
          the US’s central role in the reconstruction of Europe after WW II in material, legal-institutional, and
          ideational terms; America protecting Europe against Soviet aggression; and cultural Americanization
          throughout the post-war period.
        


        
          In much of Europe, the liberal order has given rise to peace and prosperity, including arrangements for
          ensuring political and socioeconomic equality. In a certain sense, then, we could say that at least some of
          what those Europeans that left for the US dreamed of has found, during the last half century, fertile ground
          in Europe. The situation we faced at least during the Trump presidency was that the US appeared to be turning
          its back on the global liberal order. An important question is whether the reforms that the Biden
          administration is introducing can stem this trend (as well as reverse the steady rise in inequality) and thus
          prevent the US from de facto abandoning the American dream. If Europe appears to be moving in the opposite
          direction, we would face the paradoxical situation that mainstays of the American dream would remain in those
          sites that prompted Europeans to leave in pursuit of the American dream! Insofar as there is such a reversal,
          it is important to find out more about it, since there are several renditions of the American dream, and
          Europe is very diverse.
        


        
          In this chapter, I focus on the extent to which we find manifestations of the American dream in one part of
          Europe, namely the Nordic region. This undertaking requires paying explicit attention to the thorny question
          of discerning vestiges of the American dream outside of America. This is anything but straightforward. What
          might such manifestations be and how do they relate to the American dream?
        

      

      
        How Can Vestiges of the American Dream Be Detected Outside of
        America?


        
          The basic principles of individual freedom and equality that inform the American dream are universal in
          character. At the same time, the American dream is closely linked to such notions as American exceptionalism
          and Manifest Destiny,1 both of which posit that there is something
          distinctive or unique to America. The problem we face in looking for vestiges of the American dream outside
          of the US is that there is a built-in tension between the universal precepts that animate the dream, on the
          one hand, and the notion that the dream can only be wholly realized in America on the other.
        


        
          We address this tension by assessing what is the best approach for detecting manifestations of the American
          dream outside of America. The first and most explicit manifestation of the American dream outside of America
          would be a direct European adoption of the core American ideas and values. This could take place through
          American imposition,2 or it could take place through Europeans copying the
          core ideas and values that animate the American dream. American imposition flies in the face of a core
          democratic tenet of the American dream and will not be discussed further here. A conscious and deliberate
          European act of copying would leave an explicit reference to the American dream as the origin of the ideas
          and values. A lot of copying and emulation, however, goes on without the copier stating the origins of what
          is copied or emulated. In addition, if the conditions that Americans held up as exceptional for America no
          longer set America apart from Europe, then Europeans could much more easily adopt those traits of the
          American dream that are amenable to traveling across cultures and societies without making any explicit
          reference to the American dream.
        


        
          The second possible manifestation of the American dream outside of America is based on the recognition that
          America may no longer be uniquely situated to realize what people yearn for when they refer to the American
          dream. After all, Europeans have confronted the power of the American example for centuries already. It is
          therefore quite reasonable to assume that those social and living conditions that Americans held up as
          exemplary may have evoked similar feelings among Europeans, as they rid themselves of the shackles of their
          oppressive European pasts.3 In this case, Europeans’ embrace of “things
          American” may not refer back to the specific notion of the American dream. Without an explicit European
          reference to the evocative power of the American dream, the challenge is to determine the cutoff point for
          when Europe is acting in line with the core tenets of the American dream and when it is not. People develop
          arrangements out of different motivations, and the American dream is a statement about motivation and
          aspiration. Simply comparing states on socioeconomic and other relevant indicators for the American dream
          would say little about the ideational and motivational foundations of these acts. We therefore need to pay
          explicit attention to the ideational and motivational factors if we are to capture vestiges of the American
          dream in Europe.
        


        
          The third possible manifestation does that. It looks for instances of Europeans developing arrangements and
          practices that resonate with what the American dream designates, but where these are inspired by ideas,
          values, and arrangements that have their roots in Europe. This option then allows for a comparison of both
          the American dream’s evocative power through the ideas, principles, and values that inform it and the
          practical conditions that permit its realization in its various concrete manifestations. Our concern then is
          not to look for an explicit transfer of ideas from America to Europe but to look for zones of correspondence
          and divergence in ideas and practices. This approach focuses on the core features of the American dream;
          those traits that we can reasonably say have remained relatively fixed over the centuries. The approach is
          therefore less vulnerable to changes in American conditions than the second manifestation mentioned earlier.
        


        
          To ground this in American reality, I focus on those external models (ideas, values, institutional
          arrangements) that Americans (academics, journalists, and decision makers) recommend to their fellow
          Americans, as well as the recommendations that foreigners make to Americans. Only those recommendations that
          refer to convergence with the ideas, values, and arrangements that are necessary to sustain the American
          dream are included here.
        


        
          This convergence approach avoids having to deal with the significant time gap that we would need to address
          were we to try to look for specific instances of Europeans copying or emulating the American dream. After
          all, there is a substantial gap between the initial formulation of the American dream and today’s situation,
          a gap that by some measures dates back to the 1600s (Winthrop’s Arbella speech).4 It is far from obvious what the most opportune point in time is to look for explicit
          instances of copying. There is the matter of identifying who the actors would be, what the circumstances
          would be, and whether we should look for long-term developments or specific events. These questions are
          extremely hard, if at all possible, to address satisfactorily.
        


        
          The convergence approach that is adopted here has the advantage of enabling us to address the fact that not
          all parts of the American dream appear to point in the same direction (as has been underlined, for instance,
          in Hauhart 2016; Offe 2005); there are internal contradictions that render it difficult to realize, notably
          the tension between individualism and equality. If others manage to breach these tensions in a more
          convincing manner than have Americans, then Americans can no longer claim to be exceptional. That also
          suggests that if others develop arrangements that manage to handle the contradictions better than Americans,
          then those instances are worthwhile considering for those Americans that still hold to the ideals of the
          American dream.
        


        
          Europe is diverse, some parts have become more heavily Americanized than others, and there are obvious
          differences in what aspects of America’s experience the various parts or regions of Europe can be considered
          in relation to. We therefore need to focus on those parts of Europe that have come closest to realizing the
          American dream. This effectively means combining European ideas, values, and institutional arrangements and
          practices that resonate with the ideas, values, and institutional arrangements and practices that inform the
          American dream. The argument in this chapter is that the region of Europe that fits this pattern most clearly
          is the Nordic region. The main reason is that the Nordic model has given aspirational and ideational
          direction to Nordic states’ development through values and principles it shares with the American dream
          pertaining to equality, individualism, recognition, and democratic self-government. Factors facilitating
          convergence are large-scale Nordic emigration to America and very close bonds, similar socioeconomic
          conditions (a high standard of living, highly educated populations, limited inequality), and a post-war
          cultural Americanization.
        


        
          One caveat: the convergence approach requires a two-tiered comparison—at the level of dream (ideas, values,
          and principles) and at the level of practice. In the following, the main accent is placed on the former. Lack
          of space prevents a full-scale assessment of actual practice. The main reason for this prioritization relates
          to the fact that a dream is about evocative power. A dream’s evocative power resides in the emphasis it
          places on the need to bridge a desired state of affairs with present reality. The problem in assessing dreams
          is that they have aspirational force whether reality moves with them or not. It follows that any evocative
          model or dream has the potential to serve political and ideological purposes. No less so the Nordic
          model.5 A complete assessment, which is well beyond the scope of this chapter
          would be as follows: (a) detect convergence in the basic constitutive features of the American dream and the
          Nordic model; (b) specify the extent to which each is used for specific ideological purposes and what that
          implies for correspondence; and (c) consider how practice stacks up in the US as well as in the Nordic
          region.
        


        
          A brief word on terminology: most analysts refer to the Nordic model. Some, however, refer to a Scandinavian
          model; some highlight Sweden as an exemplar. Geographically speaking the Nordic region is composed of
          Denmark, Sweden, Norway, Finland, and Iceland, whereas only the three former are part of Scandinavia. I do
          not distinguish between them here because the sources I refer to all point back to the Nordic model.
        


        
          In the next part, I outline the core features of the American dream. The subsequent part outlines the core
          features of the Nordic model. In the concluding section, I sum up the assessment and provide an answer to the
          question as to whether the Nordic model might be better aligned with the American dream than today’s America.
        

      

      
        What Is the American Dream?


        
          James Truslow Adams in his Epic of America spells out his vision of the American Dream:
        


        
          
            that dream of a land in which life should be better and richer and fuller for everyone, with opportunity
            for each according to ability or achievement. It is a difficult dream for the European upper classes to
            interpret adequately, and too many of us ourselves have grown weary and mistrustful of it. It is not a
            dream of motor cars and high wages merely, but a dream of social order in which each man and each woman
            shall be able to attain to the fullest stature of which they are innately capable, and be recognized by
            others for what they are, regardless of the fortuitous circumstances of birth or position.
          


          
            (Adams 1959 [1931], 374)
          

        


        
          Succinctly put, the American dream is a mix of liberation, codification, and aspiration.
          It signifies liberation for the many oppressed people that have left their homelands in the search of
          freedom: socioeconomic, political, and religious. Early English settlers, for instance as Robert Hauhart
          (2016, 9) notes, had their lives uprooted by changes in English socioeconomic structure.
        


        
          A significant proportion of the early American settlers was made up of religiously persecuted or oppressed
          people who came to America in search of religious freedom and for the opportunity to organize themselves in
          communities in accordance with what their faith prescribed. It was the special responsibility that came with
          this that John Winthrop expressed in his famous sermon, the Arbella Covenant from April 8, 1630, in which he
          said, “for we must consider that we shall be as a city upon a hill, the eyes of all people are upon us.”
          Winthrop stressed the importance of equal dignity and opportunity, and that failure would come with severe
          repercussions.
        


        
          A core feature that marked the immigrants, whatever the motivation, was the central importance of
          individualism. That stands in marked contrast to the Europe they left, which was still composed of societies
          where meaning and order were hierarchically structured by monarchy, state, and church. The America that the
          immigrants encountered lacked such well-established and entrenched hierarchies (Adams 1959[1931]. In
          addition, the wide-open frontier was an effective exit mechanism that would render any attempt at
          reinstalling a symbiotic church-and-monarchy type of hierarchy intrinsically difficult.
        


        
          We may consider the American Revolution as a rejection of an English attempt to submit to a hierarchical
          imperial order where Americans would at best be virtually represented. In its stead, the Americans
          instantiated a revolutionary constitutional tradition that has set an important constitutional precedent
          worldwide (Ackerman 1991). The Declaration of Independence (and the entrenching of its spirit in the American
          Constitution) famously states, “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that
          they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the
          pursuit of Happiness.” The Declaration of Independence and the Constitution thus codified an essential
          tenet of the American dream, namely that persons cannot develop to their potential unless they possess a set
          of basic individual rights and freedoms that protect them from undue incursions from governments (vertical
          protections) and other individuals, groups, and collectives (horizontal protections). The further step was
          vital, namely that the administration and enforcement of these rights could not be entrusted to an authority
          that people would not be able to instruct and control: “That to secure these rights, Governments are
          instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed.”6 The instantiation of the notion of popular sovereignty—government of the people, by
          the people, and for the people—represented a fundamental break with the old monarchical principle and the
          type of governing hierarchy that it rested upon. In effect, the American Revolution instituted a
          new—republican democratic—political order. The Constitution also contained provisions to make this amenable
          to a capitalist economic order, among other things through the Constitution’s Fifth Amendment, which referred
          to the right to property.
        


        
          This institutional arrangement was constructed on the combination of individualism and equality: the
          individual, not any group or collective, was the relevant category for the pursuit of life, liberty, and
          happiness. Such a pursuit should not be reserved for the few or the privileged but should be universally
          available. What this means also hinges on how we understand equality. In principle, we can distinguish
          between three forms: formal equality, equal opportunity, and equality of results. Formal equality relates to
          law and rights: equal things should be treated equally; unlike things should be treated unequally. Equal
          opportunity means that some compensatory measures can be included to ensure that all actually have the same
          options, since people do not have the same starting points. Equality of results implies that people who are
          different nevertheless end up with the same, which implies significant interventions such as redistribution
          of resources and various forms of compensation to ensure equal results. These three types of equality imply
          quite different forms of collectives and quite different relationships between individuals and collectives.
          Formal equality and equal opportunity are compatible with light interventions in the workings of a capitalist
          economy, whereas equality of results is more akin to the socialist credo and raises questions of
          compatibility with the capitalist ethic.
        


        
          The American dream focuses on equal opportunity. This together with a rights-based liberating individualism
          (formal equality) form the core of the aspiration aspect of the American dream: there should not be
          unfair obstacles to each person’s pursuit of life, liberty, and happiness. Everybody can make it, if they
          want it enough, is the credo.
        


        
          What type of balance a society strikes between individualism and equal opportunity hinges to a considerable
          degree on the institutional arrangements that these are embedded in. For instance, do the scope and
          definition of property rights, rights to freedom of speech and organizing, and taxation level and composition
          of taxes matter a lot to individuals’ freedom of maneuver in a capitalist economy? Similarly, are educational
          institutions vital determinants for the nature and scope of equal opportunity? Equal opportunity to get an
          education that qualifies for a sustainable livelihood is critically important to the overall level of
          equality in society.
        


        
          The combination of liberation, codification, and aspiration, against the backdrop of the decline of those
          traditional hierarchies of order and meaning that the American immigrants had experienced so starkly in
          Europe, unleashed a significant creative energy and impetus—also a restlessness7—that could in turn over time generate its own hierarchies and exclusion mechanisms. A
          critical point that numerous commentators from Alexis de Tocqueville onwards underline is the ability of the
          American system of government and American culture to rein in and contain excesses, be they of greed,
          self-aggrandizement, or political influence. Precisely this enduring and institutionalized quality of the
          American dream—embedded as it is through legal rights and the American Constitution, educational
          institutions, popular culture, capitalism, the onus on home ownership, and other material and immaterial
          features that are chronicled in Hauhart’s (2016) comprehensive survey of the literature—has helped sustain
          attention to the American dream across the generations.
        


        
          Every dream is by its nature aspirational: when the dream is entrenched in, and perpetuated by, culture and
          institutions, it morphs into and/or becomes part of the American recognition order. With recognition
          order, I refer with Axel Honneth to “a framework within which individuals and groups are learning to see
          themselves as recognized with respect to certain characteristics” (Honneth 2003, 249). We have seen in the
          quote from Adams cited earlier that the American dream is “a dream of social order in which each man and each
          woman shall be able to attain to the fullest stature of which they are innately capable, and be recognized by
          others for what they are.” The American dream (as an institutionally and culturally embedded trait) does
          precisely what we expect from a recognition order: it generates recognition expectations.8 Recognition order is an arrangement that gives meaning and direction to the
          expectations that Americans are inculcated to hold of themselves, that they hold in relation to their fellow
          citizens, and that they hold to the groups and communities that they form part of. In order to understand
          this, we need to look closer at what it means to be recognized and at the conditions under which people
          experience failure or denial of recognition.
        


        
          Honneth operates with three categories of recognition: self-confidence, self-respect, and self-esteem. For
          our purposes only the latter two matter. Self-respect refers to personal autonomy, which is intrinsic to
          positive law. Legal rights are founded on the notion of recognition because
        


        
          
            we can only come to understand ourselves as the bearers of rights when we know, in turn, what various
            normative obligations we must keep vis-à-vis others: only once we have taken the perspective of the
            “generalized other”, which teaches us to recognize the other members of the community as the bearers of
            rights, can we also understand ourselves to be legal persons, in the sense that we can be sure that certain
            of our claims will be met.
          


          
            (Honneth 1995 a, 108) 9
          

        


        
          Legal relations highlight the general and universal aspect of the recognition relationship because what is
          recognized is the person as a holder of rights, not the particular personality traits or attributes of the
          person.
        


        
          The American recognition order is, historically speaking, profoundly embedded in individual rights, amplified
          by the evocative power of the founding constituting moment. Nevertheless, the legal definition of what
          constitutes an individual and who is a rights holder can change over time, as we see through the increased
          onus on corporations as rights holders. This was rendered very explicit in the US Supreme Court ruling
          United Citizens versus Federal Election Commission (2010). Woody Clermont (2010, 481–82) situates this
          ruling within what he refers to as
        


        
          the growing movement that has allowed corporations to exercise the cherished rights of American
          citizens—reflecting the migration of the constitutional system away from an individual prerogative, and
          toward placing greater and greater emphasis on the rights of amorphous, faceless organizations through a
          favorable, judicially activist interpretation of the law.
        


        
          This development, it appears, is closely related to important developments in the broader socioeconomic and
          cultural structure and the conceptions of self-esteem that emanate thereof.
        


        
          Self-esteem highlights the particular qualities of each person but is not linked to the individual as such.
          It highlights instead those distinct features or personality traits that are socially significant and valued.
          Self-esteem is always oriented at a social setting or a context in which the values are communicated and
          assessed. Honneth sees this as a task of mediation and observes that this task
        


        
          
            is performed, at the societal level, by a symbolically articulated—yet always open and porous—framework of
            orientation, in which those ethical values and goals are formulated that, taken together, comprise the
            cultural self-understanding of a society. Such a framework of orientation can serve as a system of
            reference for the appraisal of particular personality features, because their social “worth” is measured by
            the degree to which they appear to be in a position to contribute to the realisation of societal goals.
          


          
            (Honneth 1995a, 122)
          

        


        
          Of particular relevance for our assessment of the American dream is the fact that Honneth (2003) refers to
          capitalism as a special category of esteem, since capitalism is based on an achievement ethic.10
        


        
          The American experience suggests that when the strong aspirational aspect of this achievement ethic is
          married to a staunch individualism, this effectively submerges equality of opportunity under capitalism’s
          achievement principle. The result is to deflect attention from equality to opportunity. Thus uncorrected, the
          achievement principle can foster inequality. As Honneth (2003, 148) notes, capitalism’s achievement principle
          can be used to justify inequality. In addition, when corporations can draw on individual rights in the
          pursuit of their interests, then the economic accumulation of power migrates to political power, which in
          turn increases overall inequality.
        


        
          The recognition order spells out the social and cultural conditions that people relate to for their sense of
          self-esteem and self-respect. Similarly, the recognition order spells out the conditions under which people
          are denied recognition. A recognition order that places strong onus on tangible and visible success by
          implication spells out quite explicit conditions for failure and denial of recognition, including such
          notions as the undeserving poor. Hauhart (2016) provides a number of examples of people who fit this group of
          those excluded, marginalized, or outside of society.
        


        
          The question, then, is not only whether there is a gap between dream/aspiration on the one hand and practice
          on the other, but whether the components that make up the American dream actually stack up together. The
          problem, as I have tried to show, is not simply a matter of reconciling equality and individualism, because
          the meaning of both are being redefined along terms whose center of gravity may no longer be the individual.
          In what sense, if any, might the aspirations and institutional conditions that inform the Nordic model serve
          as a positive corrective to such excesses?
        

      

      
        What Is the Nordic Model?


        
          This section spells out the core features of the Nordic model. It will show that the Nordic model is held up
          as something to aspire to, not only for the Nordics, but also as a model for export. The model has
          been propounded in America and has received quite a bit of attention. In that connection, I will show that
          there are some perhaps surprising similarities with the American Dream, notably a strong individualism
          that may not have received its due, given the close association to social democracy; hence an underlying
          assumption of a strong embedded collectivism.
        


        
          Taken together these features give credence to what has been referred to here as the convergence approach, in
          other words that there are European-specific ideas and values that resonate with the American dream and yet
          are built on and prescribe institutional and societal arrangements that not only differ, but also may be less
          susceptible to becoming pathological. Part of the reason for that relates to the fact that they are steeped
          in a recognition order that is less geared to success and more conducive to the fostering of individual-state
          trust than is the case with the American recognition order.
        


        
          The main focus of this chapter is on the ideational aspect (to match it to the American dream), coupled with
          claims to how the core ideas are embedded in institutional, socioeconomic, and cultural traits. Lack of space
          prevents a systematic assessment of the model’s presence in practice over time. This also means that the
          voice of skeptics such as Lars Mjøset (1992) who question its very existence are left out.11
        


        
          The Nordic model, according to historians Øystein Sørensen and Bo Stråth (1997), is ultimately steeped in a
          Nordic enlightenment Sonderweg. The authors highlight three features that they claim stand out in
          different degrees from the rest of the West. First is that the Nordic region did not experience the
          enlightenment as a radical or revolutionary transformation but more as a gradual evolution. Second is that
          key drivers were not found among the bourgeoisie who played such a central role in the development of a
          modern European public sphere steeped in reason and liberalism. Instead, in the Nordic region, free peasants
          were held up as the key actors driving much of this process. The central role of free peasants in societies
          that had not experienced feudalism represented an important element of individualism in societies that were
          immersed in state- and church-based hierarchies of order and meaning. This was facilitated by the alliance
          that existed between the king and the peasantry against the nobility and had important implications for
          citizens’ perception of and bonds to the state:
        


        
          
            Instead of seeing “civil society” as a crucial repository of freedom and protection against the power of
            the state, the state was seen as having a legitimate and decisive role to play in eradicating inequalities
            and the remaining privileges of the upper classes.
          


          
            (Trägårdh 2007, 259)
          

        


        
          In the 1800s in the Nordic region, important challengers to various forms of privilege and hierarchy were
          egalitarian-oriented popular movements, including religious ones, where free peasants played an important
          role. A key element here was a “specific Nordic protestant ethic … a cultural genre which preserved a
          principle that was not only different from the Catholic cultures but openly hostile to them—the principle of
          unconditional personal freedom and the supreme value of the individual” (Sørensen and Stråth 1997, 4).
        


        
          Third is that the Nordic region followed neither the Fascist nor the Bolshevik path to modernization but
          pursued instead a third path and in doing so developed a democratic political culture. This was underlined by
          the American journalist Marquis Childs in his influential book entitled Sweden: The Middle Way, which
          was published in the interwar period. The argument was that the Nordic countries had managed to strike a
          viable compromise between liberal capitalism and state communism. Sweden, Childs notes, was marked by
        


        
          
            hothouse laissez-faire. It exists under a bell-jar. The state, the producer and the consumer have
            intervened to make capitalism “work” in a reasonable way for the greatest good of the whole nation …
            through state ownership and state competition; consumers’ cooperation; producers’ cooperation; and a strong
            all-inclusive labor movement.
          


          
            (Childs 1948, 161)
          

        


        
          This was largely due to working-class and agrarian interests managing to reach a historical compromise.
          Central to this was also a democratic impulse without which the socioeconomic compromise would have looked
          different. Marquis Childs underlines this democratic dimension very strongly and explicitly: “(a)t a
          remarkably early period the rude forms of democracy began to evolve, as though they sprang from something
          inherent in the nature of the people” (Childs 1948, xi). Childs’s book focused on Sweden; nevertheless, the
          similarities between Sweden and its Nordic neighbors meant that it was not difficult to situate Sweden within
          a broader Nordic context. Thus, Childs’s book serves as one of if not the earliest laudatory accounts of the
          Nordic model that was explicitly directed at an American audience. It is notable that Childs underlines that
          Sweden did particularly well on core aspects of the American dream: reconciling freedom and equality within a
          consensual democratic framework.
        


        
          In a similar vein, the Swedish economist and social scientist Gunnar Myrdal, who was then in America, also
          hailed Nordic democracy. He
        


        
          
            explained to the Americans that the Nordic countries were too small to maintain an external defense which
            would make them safe in a military sense, and that the only way they could defend democracy was by making
            the population immune to communist and Nazi propaganda.
          


          
            (Kurunmäki and Strang 2016, 16)
          

        


        


        
          Herbert Tingsten (more on him later) was a further champion of the Nordic model of democracy.
        


        
          This very brief historical overview shows how, in the Nordic region, a historically entrenched, almost
          innate, individualism co-existed with strong and well-entrenched communities that had managed to shy away
          from destructive ideologies and that also managed to stay out of or minimize the effects of many of the most
          devastating conflicts and crises in modern European history. This formed the basis for the manner in which
          the Nordic model would reconcile its core constitutive elements, freedom and equality.
        


        
          Thus, whereas we can trace the historical lineage of key features of the Nordic model back through several
          centuries, it is first in the interwar period and then mainly in the post-war era that we find talk about
          the Nordic model in an explicit aspirational sense and directed to non-Nordics. Commenting on the
          close link between study and advocacy of the Nordic model, the British historian Mary Hilson has noted:
        


        
          
            There is clearly a strong overlap between the popular and journalistic portrayals of the Nordic model, in
            which the Scandinavian countries are explicitly used as a model (or as a warning) for policy makers outside
            the region, and the concept of the Nordic model as it has developed within the academic social sciences.
            Many of the academics who have studied the Nordic region have done so from an explicit position of approval
            or admiration for societies that seem to differ in important ways from other parts of the world. Karl W.
            Deutsch’s concept of the Nordic “security community”, Arendt Lijphart’s “consensual democracies”, Christine
            Ingebritsen’s characterization of the Nordic countries as “norm entrepreneurs” in international relations,
            or the “social democratic welfare state” theorized by insiders such as Walter Korpi and Gøsta
            Esping-Andersen, all cast the Nordic model as just that: a model that would bear emulation by other
            societies.
          


          
            (Hilson 2008, 23)12
          

        


        
          Hilson’s list of academic accounts is striking in the breadth of phenomena that are associated with the
          Nordic model.
        


        
          Journalistic accounts are unsurprisingly congratulatory. For our purposes, it is interesting to note that
          there are accounts that argue that the Nordic region has surpassed the US on key elements of the American
          dream. The Finnish journalist Anu Partanen, who emigrated to the US more than a decade ago and became a US
          citizen in 2013, wrote in her book The Nordic Theory of Everything,
        


        
          
            (f)or generations the United States had inspired the world as a model of upward mobility and high quality
            of life. But now it wasn’t just British Labour politicians [Ed Miliband] who were no longer feeling so
            inspired by America. When Britain’s Conservative prime minister, David Cameron, was seeking ways for his
            nation to support its families, increase the number of women in the workforce, advance childhood
            development, and generate greater overall well-being, he didn’t turn to the United States. Instead he
            looked elsewhere for inspiration and advice: the Nordic nations.
          


          
            (Partanen 2016, 4–5)
          

        


        
          Partanen’s book is only one instance of a significant surge in political and academic interest in the Nordic
          model during the last decade or so. Political interest straddles across different cultures and language
          communities. For instance, the last three French presidents argued that the Nordic route is what France
          should opt for (Aukrust and Weiss-Andersen 2019).
        


        
          The Nordic Model Unpacked


          
            If we look at the various renditions of the Nordic model, as presented across subfields and issue areas,
            the Nordic model comes across as a composite of (a) certain distinct ideas, values, and principles, which
            are presented and propounded in an explicitly aspirational manner; (b) certain distinct
            institutional configurations; and (c) certain distinct socioeconomic and cultural practices.
            Nordic model talk typically introduces certain normatively desirable features that are propagated together
            with claims to the effect that these features permeate existing institutional arrangements and practices.
          

        

        
          A Socioeconomic Model


          
            In socioeconomic terms, the Nordic model represents a distinct approach to reconciling economic growth with
            equality. There is no doubt that most accounts of the Nordic model stress this socioeconomic dimension and
            see the Nordic model as a mode for managing capitalism; in other words, regulating it to ensure socially
            beneficial outcomes. The Nordic model is made up of welfare states with a comprehensive array of social
            benefits. These arrangements provide individuals and groups with protections from want and deprivation, not
            through states removing themselves from the competitive global capitalist system but through states
            developing ways of reconciling concern for social protection with concern for global competitiveness. This
            peculiar feature enables the Nordic model to harness capitalism’s achievement ethos on the one hand and
            socialism’s social equality ethos on the other.
          


          
            Despite differences, there is a well-elaborated conception of the Nordic welfare state model (Dølvik et al.
            2015; Esping-Andersen and Korpi 1987; Kildal and Kuhnle 2005; Kuhnle 1990). Stein Kuhnle lists a range of
            distinct features that mark this and that set it apart from other welfare models: “the relative size of
            governmental welfare provision; size of welfare employment (broadly speaking); public employment as a
            proportion of total employment; redistribution; high legitimacy for state/public welfare provision; and
            universal, citizenship-based social rights” (Kuhnle 1990, cited in Kildal and Kuhnle 2005, 6). Nanna Kildal
            and Stein Kuhnle note that even if this is often referred to as a social-democratic model, it is more
            appropriate to label it under the heading of institutional welfare states because of the stress on
            welfare as a public responsibility, because the model is based on the notion that all are entitled to a
            decent standard of living, and because it posits that “full social citizenship rights and status should be
            guaranteed unconditionally” (Kildal and Kuhnle 2005, 6). One of the main features of the Nordic model that
            has been held up as exemplary is the notion that it is possible to combine economic efficiency with
            generous public welfare arrangements. As Dølvik et al. note, “(o)n measures of economic development, social
            conditions, income distribution and employment, the Nordic countries score better than most of their
            Western peers” (2015, 9).
          


          
            The Nordic model relies on but also engenders a high level of trust along vertical (citizen–government) and
            horizontal (across persons, groups, and communities) lines (Rothstein and Uslaner 2005). Such trust is
            embedded in certain features of political culture, in a sense of national identity, in proximity between
            leaders and led, and in political participation and involvement in public affairs. As Dølvik et al. note,
          


          
            
              trust is not only a result, but also an explanation, of the social outcomes achieved in the Nordic
              countries. In the Nordic model the welfare and educational systems are important levers for social
              investments, contributing to the security, confidence and competence that people need in order to
              participate in demanding restructuring processes and help improve business competitiveness. Collective
              bargaining institutions represent another important form of social capital. They underpin confidence and
              trust in the Nordic economies by fostering balanced power and cooperative relationships.
            


            
              (Dølvik et al. 2015, 9)
            

          


          


          
            The Nordic region, which is composed of open and competitive economies, has had to adapt to a world of
            rapid technological change, of high levels of interdependence, and where economic thinking and practice
            have been more socially disembedded than before. A comprehensive assessment has found that the Nordic model
            has proven quite adaptive, although the authors note that the future will bring in greater inequality
            (Dølvik et al. 2015).13
          


          
            Nevertheless, it would be an overstatement to see this change as the complete abandonment of equality of
            results. Even the classical period of the Nordic model relied on a mix of the three notions of formal
            equality, equality of opportunity, and equality of results. The development of the Nordic welfare states
            was a political compromise that never only highlighted equality of results. In addition, as Brandal et al.
            (2013) underline, personal liberty has always figured centrally for social democrats.14 Developments since the 1980s, including changes in taxation (a general move from
            income taxes to consumption taxes and other fees) have clearly marginalized equality of results and
            increased inequality. Nevertheless, there is still a commitment to equality of opportunity.
          


          
            Access to education is a key requirement for equal opportunity. This is readily apparent in the Nordic
            model, which figures prominently in education and the school systems. This includes, as Kjell Rubenson
            (2006) has noted, a model of lifelong learning. Oftedal Telhaug et al. trace the development of the Nordic
            model in education and single out the period between 1945 and 1970 as the “classical period.” They note
            that in that period
          


          
            
              (t)he main objective was to involve the school in the realization of social goals such as equal
              opportunity and community fellowship. School development is very largely determined by state-managed
              conditions—“input management.” The Nordic model was regarded as an ideal for school development in
              western countries.
            


            
              (Rubenson 2006, 245)
            

          


          
            Since then, globalization, economic competition, and the onslaught of managerial modes of thought including
            evaluation have shifted the emphasis towards “output management.” This type of standardized performance
            evaluation detracts attention from inner motivation and the classical notion on education as Bildung
            and is well aligned with an economistic and instrumental approach to social and political issues, where the
            question of “what works” within the existing economic and political environment takes precedence.
          

        

        
          Gender Egalitarianism


          
            The Nordic model is widely touted as a milestone in the development of gender equality, or what some refer
            to as gender egalitarianism. The British scholar Ruth Lister noted in 2009:
          


          
            
              the Nordic welfare model represents a dominant analytical paradigm in feminist scholarship. It is also
              quite notable how the Nordic model has emerged as some kind of exemplar in recent center-left political
              debate in the UK—both in general terms and more specifically in relation to childcare. This reflects both
              the current political climate in the UK and the wider interest in Nordic perspectives in the development
              of a European Social Model, which in turn represents a response to what is perceived as the success of
              the Nordic model in marrying economic competitiveness with social justice.
            


            
              (Lister 2009, 244)
            

          


          
            This aspect of the Nordic model has had a significant resonance in America. The Nordic model’s role in
            fostering gender and social equality has also been highlighted in international reports such as The
            Global Gender Gap Report 2014. Gender equality is not simply understood from a narrow family policy
            objective; it is also associated with a particular role of the state to even out life chances and
            contribute to democratic parity. A recent assessment of the Nordic model on the two counts of economic
            equity and women’s political participation found that the Nordic countries are still high achievers in
            terms of economic equity, but they stand out from other high achievers mainly on the question of democratic
            parity (Teigen and Skjeie 2017).
          

        

        
          Consensus Democracy and “Schools in
          Democracy”


          
            Even if most accounts of the Nordic model place the accent on the socioeconomic dimension, this would not
            have worked in the manner it does without Nordic consensus democracy. Herbert Tingsten was, according to
            Kurunmäki and Strang (2016), the first to expound the merits of Nordic democracy. His claim was that the
            Nordic states formed a community of democratic values steeped in the rule of law and primordial
            Scandinavianism. Kurunmäki and Strang (2016) trace the rhetorical use of Nordic democracy and argue for the
            first period—the interwar period—that
          


          
            
              (t)he promotion of “Nordic democracy” can be seen as one of the rhetorical “moves” by which social
              democracy de-radicalised its own societal vision while simultaneously aiming at improving the prevailing
              bourgeois conception of democracy by adding an egalitarian societal and economic dimension to it.
            


            
              (Kurunmäki and Strang 2016, 14)
            

          


          


          
            Such rhetoric was clearly facilitated by institutional conditions. As Torbjørn Bergman and Kåre Strøm note,
            “(a)mong the most important political pillars of this model [Nordic model] are well-functioning parliaments
            and powerful political parties” (Bergman and Strøm 2011, 4). The Nordic states are listed in Lijphart’s
            category of consensus-based political systems, with proportional electoral systems and very frequently
            coalition governments. Nevertheless, there are differences which prompt analysts to note that a more apt
            designation is that “the Nordic states represent a blend of broad power-sharing between government and
            opposition, and of concentrating power in the hands of the majority” (Persson and Wiberg 2011, 18).
          


          
            Analysts have stressed the importance that these systems have placed on participation not only in political
            life, but also in work life and other civic arenas. Key to this is tripartite cooperation between workers,
            employers, and governments, including dispute settlement mechanisms. That is also an important reason that
            they have been considered to harbor significant societal corporatist features.
          


          
            In addition, the Nordic countries score high on civic literacy. This is an important source of social
            capital that matters to politics and political participation as well as to the sustenance of complex and
            comprehensive welfare states.15 This theme of the Nordic states as “schools
            in democracy” has also been traced in immigrant integration, as Marianne Takle (2018) has shown in her
            study of immigrant integration in Oslo, Norway.
          

        

        
          How “Nordic” Is the Nordic Model?


          
            This question is really about the robustness and the institutional mainstays of the Nordic model,
            especially given that the Nordic region is composed of five separate states. The Nordics do consider
            themselves as a distinct region. Nevertheless, this region is institutionally speaking only sustained quite
            lightly by a range of common (intergovernmental) institutions. The Nordic region became institutionalized
            in formal terms through the Nordic Council, which instituted an open labor market and free movement in
            several steps from 1952 when the Nordic Passport Union was first established. Nordic regionalism over time
            became more firmly institutionalized with the Nordic Council of Ministers being established in 1971. The
            Nordic region has also been depicted as a Nordic security community. There is an over 200-year-long absence
            of internecine wars within the Nordic region. That sets it apart as a community of peace. The Nordic model
            is then also associated with states engaged in the promotion of peace and democracy (Schouenborg 2012).
          


          
            Nevertheless, the mainstays of the Nordic model are not the transnational institutions but the Nordic
            states. The Nordic model is anchored in capacious and adaptive albeit small states. That means that
            among all the traits that have been listed earlier there is considerable variation. The Nordic model is
            therefore not a dream of unity but of commonality and solidarity amidst recognized difference.
          

        

        
          The Nordic Model as a Distinct Recognition
          Order?


          
            I argued earlier that we can draw a link between the American dream and a distinct American recognition
            order. The question is whether it is possible to draw a similar link for the Nordic model. The Nordic model
            has aspirational force; it highlights some of the same general features that we find in the American dream,
            namely equality and individual freedom; and there are institutions and practices, some of which have deep
            historical roots.
          


          
            We have seen that the Nordic model operates with a different mixture of equality and freedom, even if there
            is a clear move away from equality of results to equality of opportunity (hence increased socioeconomic
            inequality). Europeanization and juridification (through the European Convention on Human Rights) may have
            produced a stronger legal entrenchment of individual rights across the Nordic region and hence increased
            the rights-based component of the recognition order.
          


          
            The link between the Nordic model and social esteem may appear weaker than in the American dream, given
            that the Nordic dimension is weakly founded in citizens’ identities. Whatever Nordic identity exists is
            mediated through and entirely dependent on its compatibility with the national identities of each Nordic
            state. In the Nordic region, the main sources of recognition expectations are within the states. The Nordic
            character of these therefore emanates mainly through the extent to which they correspond across the Nordic
            region.
          


          
            The Nordic model is about finding a balance between taming and harnessing capitalism; it is less connected
            to the capitalist achievement ethos than is the American dream. This also means that it is less geared to
            success and failure, hence less susceptible to mark out winners and losers. That may also mean that it
            leaves greater scope for self-fulfillment along other dimensions than those associated with capitalism’s
            achievement ethos. The recognition order has, as a consequence of a long historical struggle, been made
            gender aware, in order to do away with the gender-biased and discriminatory character of the traditional
            recognition order. This is taking place within and constrained by the capitalist economic order so that
            there may be significant gaps between symbolic recognition of women’s contribution to life, liberty, and
            happiness and the material benefits accruing from these efforts. Nevertheless, the public sector has been
            directed to address issues that women’s organizations together with other progressive organizations
            underline as central for the very sustenance of humane societies: maternity and paternity support, publicly
            funded kindergartens, personal and social safety, and peaceful human relations. At the same time,
            especially right-wing populists seek to impose limits to recognition by “outing” immigrants. This may
            reinforce an underlying tenet in the Nordic model as implicitly based on the container idea of the welfare
            state as conditioned by a national, democratic community of social insurance (Olsen 2018).
          


          
            Given the strong economistic influence on the conceptual containers, vocabulary, interpersonal relations,
            and social, political, and administrative institutions, there is the question of what this will do to the
            Nordic model. Today’s situation leaves far more scope for the capitalist ethos than was the case in the
            classic period of the Nordic model. The irony is that on this count as well the Nordic model must work out
            a rapprochement with the American situation and learn what to adopt and what to avoid.
          

        
      

      
        Conclusion


        
          The American dream has a long historical lineage. The rise to global prominence of the US and its central
          role in variously rescuing, restoring, and protecting Europe throughout the 1900s make it natural to consider
          how and in what sense aspects of the American dream have been embraced by Europeans. The purpose of the
          chapter was accordingly to examine whether there are manifestations of the American dream in Europe. I
          suggested three ways in which this could occur and concluded that what I label as the convergence strategy is
          the most relevant approach for discerning that. That directed the attention to the Nordic region and the
          so-called Nordic model.
        


        
          The American dream is steeped in the two core values of liberty and equality, with these values’ particular
          meaning and significance being historically embedded. I identified liberation, codification, and aspiration
          as key terms for situating the American dream in the American historical context. The terms refer to the
          original immigrants’ liberation from the shackles of their oppressive European pasts, the codification of
          individual rights and freedoms in the Declaration of Independence and the American Constitution, and the
          central role of aspiration through the strong onus on equality of opportunity. These come together to form a
          distinct recognition order. A recognition order specifies the conditions under which people feel socially
          respected and valued; it also spells out the conditions under which people are denied recognition or where
          recognition can fail. Since the American recognition order has over time been closely linked to capitalism’s
          achievement ethos, the conditions for failure and denial of recognition have been increasingly closely linked
          to material success.
        


        
          Turning to the Nordic model, I showed that this is something that analysts and practitioners herald as
          desirable, also for the US. Further, I pointed to the important similarity in that the Nordic model is
          steeped in the two core tenets that mark the American dream, namely freedom and equality. The Nordic model,
          however, is based on a different calibration of these. The widely held notion across America that the Nordic
          model is more geared to equality of results and hence closer to the socialist ethic is probably linked to the
          central role of social democracy and their insistence on carving out a third model that combined traits of
          capitalism and socialism. Nevertheless, this implicit highlighting of community must take into consideration
          the strong individualist basis of the Nordic model, especially the historical absence of feudalism and the
          central role of freehold peasants. The development of the Nordic model was therefore marked by compromises
          between the various parties, in line with the consensual character of Nordic democracy. Over time, the Nordic
          model has come to reflect the disembedding of capitalism from social moorings that marks the rise of
          neoliberalism. This has not led, however, to an outright abandonment of the Nordic model but rather to a
          step-wise and gradual modification. Stems from the increased importance of gender equality, which straddles
          across rights and esteem. A progressive development that may work to strengthen/consolidate the Nordic model.
        


        
          Each conception was assessed in terms of its role in the recognition order, or the structure of expectations
          persons and groups encounter in their search for recognition. The chapter showed how America has gradually
          moved away from core tenets of the American dream, with deleterious recognition implications. Conversely, the
          Nordic region has been able to sustain more of the features. Their balance has shifted towards equal
          opportunity; hence, closer to the American dream. The US cannot emulate the conditions in the Nordic region
          but could usefully consider how it might reform itself to approximate these conditions.
        

      

      
        Notes


        
          1 For different accounts, see for instance Adams (1959[1931]), Lipset (1979, 1996), and Stephanson
          (1995).
        


        
          2 The US played a central role in fashioning the German post-war constitution. Its adoption was far
          from democratic and would count as a US-led imposition. These were exceptional circumstances, and Germany has
          adopted and wholly embraced this constitution.
        


        
          3 Offe (2005) discusses different European approaches to the US. One of these is as Europe’s possible
          future.
        


        
          4 Rodgers (2018) discusses the original meaning and debunks as myth the subsequent portrayal of this
          term as a statement of triumphant nationalism.
        


        
          5 Jussi Kurunmäki and Johan Strang (2016: 9) explore “rhetorical re-descriptions of the past, i.e., on
          the ways in which historical actors describe the past in a new manner, for example by redefining certain key
          concepts in order for them to serve certain particular political aims.”
        


        
          6 www.archives.gov/founding-docs/declaration-transcript
        


        
          7 This is a theme that Tocqueville (1969) touched upon.
        


        
          8 We see references to recognition in the literature on the American Dream, throughout its historical
          trajectory, as this has been carefully depicted by Hauhart (2016).
        


        
          9 Note that while it is not impossible for slaves to have a sense of self-respect, such is not based
          on equality or mutuality and therefore does not qualify as self-respect according to Honneth’s use of the
          term.
        


        
          10 This is part of Honneth’s “recognition monism.” Nancy Fraser and others consider this a form of
          reductionism, in that it subsumes economy under culture. I agree with the need to distinguish between economy
          and culture. Hence, the relationship between capitalism and the achievement ethic is more contingent and
          dependent on circumstance.
        


        
          11 Mjøset’s two criteria for assessing its empirical veracity bear mention: that it is distinct from
          the external world and that it is similar on the inside, in other words that the Nordic states share the same
          features.
        


        
          12 Hilson refers to Esping-Andersen (1990) and Ingebritsen (1998).
        


        
          13 Reports and detailed findings are available here: www.fafoarkiv.no/nordmod2030/index_english.html
        


        
          14 Brandal et al. (2013: vii) actually go further and argue that liberty is and has been a
          fundamental—if not the fundamental—ambition for social democrats.
        


        
          15 For an excellent and very comprehensive assessment of civic literacy, see Milner 2002.
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        The Random Factor


        Chance, Luck, and the American Dream

      

      
        Mark R. Rank
      


      
        Have you ever stopped to wonder just how you arrived at where you are? Sit back for a moment and think about
        it. Ask yourself, “How did I end up at my current job, in this city or state or country, with these particular
        friends and family?” If you are like most people, you will probably think back to some of the major decisions
        you made throughout your life. You might also consider the skills, interests, and talents you have acquired
        across the years. Perhaps you will recall the hard work and effort you have exerted in order to get to where
        you are. Undoubtedly these are all important factors in helping us to explain the specific twists and turns
        that have occurred in our lives.
      


      
        But there is another factor that may be just as important. Yet it is the one element that we often forget about
        in explaining our journey because it is the one factor that is beyond our control. It is the random factor.
      


      
        This chapter will argue that randomness exerts a profound influence in shaping the course of our lives. It has
        both large and small effects on the manner and direction that our individual life patterns take. It may not
        always be obvious at first, but over time, it is frequently profound.
      


      
        I began to appreciate this while working on my book, Chasing the American Dream: Understanding What Shapes
        Our Fortunes (Rank, Hirschl, and Foster 2014). In that book, I interviewed seventy-five people from all
        walks of life. They ranged from an older man who was homeless and sleeping on the streets to an entrepreneur
        whose wealth was valued at well over a billion dollars. During the span of a year, I wanted to learn more about
        the particulars of how these lives turned out, as well as listen to their thoughts and ideas about the American
        dream.
      


      
        Yet over the course of conducting these interviews, something very interesting came to light. In exploring the
        twists and turns in people’s lives, the role of luck and chance became increasingly apparent. I listened as
        individuals repeatedly mentioned the importance of chance in shaping their lives. Sometimes for the good,
        sometimes for the bad, and sometimes in ways that were just different. Interviewees talked about random
        encounters, accidents that occurred, conversations that changed lives, being at the wrong place at the wrong
        time, being at the right place at the right time, and on and on. In short, the random factor played a profound
        role in the ability of people to achieve or not achieve the American dream.
      


      
        Such randomness is often unsettling because it represents that which we basically have no control over. In
        America, we like to believe that we have agency over our destiny—that the future is predicated on our current
        actions and behaviors. We are very much steeped in the notion of rugged individualism, where we are able to
        chart our own futures and break our own frontiers through our own ability and hard work.
      


      
        Yet much of life also revolves around luck and chance. Truth be told, there is considerable randomness to life.
        Playwrights, novelists, and philosophers have long recognized and written about this. These are the elements of
        life that we can neither control nor predict, and yet they can have profound ripple effects upon our
        well-being.
      


      
        The 1998 movie, Sliding Doors, nicely illustrates this. The story plot follows what happens in the life
        of a young woman named Helen, played by Gwyneth Paltrow, under two different scenarios. In the first version,
        Helen rushes down the stairway in a London subway station attempting to catch the train home, only to arrive a
        fraction of a second late as the subway doors close. In the second scenario, she rushes down the stairway in
        the same London station at the exact same time, but by a fraction of a second is able to make it onto the
        train. The film then follows how Helen’s life is substantially altered as a result of the simple act of
        catching or not catching that particular train on that particular day at that particular moment. The
        differences are both subtle and profound—from the altering of daily habits to the loss of life.
      


      
        Yet in spite of the importance of such randomness, social scientists such as myself have generally shied away
        from studying the role of luck and chance in affecting the life course. Part of the reason may be that the
        heavy emphasis upon statistical techniques does not lend itself to modeling randomness. By definition, chance
        events are unpredictable and therefore difficult to put into an equation. However, that does not mean that they
        are unimportant. Quite the contrary.
      


      
        Perhaps another reason we downplay the role of randomness in our lives is that we are often governed by daily
        routines. Many of us get up in the morning, eat breakfast, go to work, come home at night, have dinner, watch
        TV or surf the internet, and go to bed, only to repeat the same routine the next day. The world can often
        appear as a continuous cycle of routine. Yet as will be abundantly clear, within such routines are endless
        ripples of randomness that can affect and bend the wider currents that push our lives forward.
      


      
        Another reason for ignoring randomness may be our strong belief as Americans in the importance of agency and
        individualism. America has long been steeped in the ethos of rugged individualism and the Protestant work
        ethic, both of which place little weight on the importance of luck and chance in influencing life outcomes
        (Eppard, Rank, and Bullock 2020).
      


      
        Yet in spite of these reasons, randomness pervades our lives, as this chapter will begin to illustrate. It is
        particularly influential in affecting the likelihood of achieving the American dream. While it is not the only
        factor, it is certainly an important one.
      


      
        One brief point of clarification before we get started. The words random, luck, and chance are used throughout
        this chapter. In many ways, these terms are interchangeable. They all refer to the idea that events are
        unpredictable and beyond individual control.
      


      
        However, there is also a slight difference in how I am using the terms. Luck and chance are employed throughout
        the chapter within the context of the individual. In other words, we often refer to the idea that an individual
        faces uncertain chances, or that they have had a streak of good or bad luck.
      


      
        On the other hand, the words random and randomness are generally used when referring to the wider social order.
        Consequently, the society or the economy is characterized as having considerable randomness within it.
        Likewise, scientists refer to the natural world as containing elements of randomness. Michael Mauboussin, in
        his book The Success Equation, defines these terms in a similar fashion, “Randomness and luck are
        related, but there is a useful distinction between the two. You can think of randomness as operating at the
        level of a system and luck operating at the level of the individual” (Mauboussin 2012).
      


      
        In reflecting on his life, the author Kristopher Jansma writes, “What I still dwell on is the coincidence of it
        all.” In a New York Times op-ed he discusses the various twists of fate that have shaped his life. He
        concludes the piece by writing,
      


      
        
          It fills me with a kind of wonder at life—at the ways in which tiny coincidences and their consequences shape
          it, and how we adjust our own narratives to absorb this randomness. Being able to see that has been a gift.
        


        
          (Jansma 2018)
        

      


      
        Having set the stage, let us now begin our exploration into the unpredictable world that we live in and how it
        affects the American dream.
      


      
        Defining the American Dream


        
          Within this Handbook, various authors have examined aspects of the American dream. Yet what exactly do
          we mean when we use this term? Much has been written about what constitutes the American dream, but
          ultimately the dream represents our ideals of what constitutes a good and fulfilling life within the American
          context. Based on my interviews with dozens of Americans, along with results from survey research, there are
          at least three essential components that I would argue Americans believe are key to such a life (Rank,
          Hirschl, and Foster 2014).
        


        
          First, the American dream is about having the freedom to pursue one’s interests and passions in life. By
          doing so, individuals are able to strive toward their potential. Although the specific passions and interests
          that people pursue are varied and wide ranging, the ability and freedom to engage in those pursuits is viewed
          as paramount. As I wrote in Chasing the American Dream, this first component represents “the freedom
          to pursue your passion in order to reach your potential” (2014, 26).
        


        
          A second core element of the American dream is economic security and well-being. This consists of having the
          resources and means to live a comfortable and rewarding life. It includes working at a good-paying job with
          benefits, being able to provide for your children, owning a home, having some savings in the bank, and being
          able to retire in comfort. These are seen as just rewards for working hard and playing by the rules. Thus,
          there is an implicit bargain that is fundamental to the American dream—those who work hard and play by the
          rules should expect economic success and well-being in return.
        


        
          Finally, the American dream is about the hope and optimism of seeing progress in one’s own life and in the
          lives of one’s children. It is about moving forward with confidence toward the challenges that lie ahead,
          with the belief that they will ultimately be navigated successfully. Accordingly, each generation should do
          better than the previous generation. This notion of progress and optimism is a third key ingredient of the
          American dream.
        


        
          These three components constitute what I have described in past work as the core of the American dream. They
          are viewed by many as the essential elements for what a good life looks like in the United States. I would
          also argue that this outlook is uniquely American in the emphasis it places upon the individual. The American
          dream is ultimately about individual fulfillment and betterment. This is quite consistent with the overall
          history and cultural ethos of the country.
        


        
          It should also be pointed out that these elements of the American dream are clearly interconnected with each
          other. For example, having a reasonable amount of economic security allows individuals greater ability to
          pursue their passions. Likewise, the ability to pursue one’s passions often results in optimism and hope
          about making personal progress in the future. Achieving personal progress, in turn, can frequently result in
          a greater degree of economic security. Consequently, while we can consider each of these elements of the
          American dream separately, they are obviously intertwined as well.
        

      

      
        The Role of Chance in Attaining the American Dream


        
          If the American dream thus consists of possessing the freedom to pursue your professional and lifestyle
          interests, having economic security, and being able to look into the future with hope and optimism, what then
          is the role of chance and luck in increasing or decreasing the odds of achieving such a life? I begin at the
          beginning—with one’s parents.
        


        
          Choosing Your Parents Wisely


          
            The expression, “choose your parents wisely,” is both absurd and profound. Of course we do not choose our
            parents, let alone wisely. It is completely by chance that we exist and that we have the parents we do. And
            yet this totally random occurrence will largely determine our ability to achieve the American dream.
          


          
            The likelihood that one will have their capabilities fully developed, and the degree to which they will
            have access to important resources and opportunity pathways, varies widely by one’s starting point in life.
            A large body of research demonstrates that the families we are born into, the neighborhoods and communities
            we grow up in, the schools we attend, the peer networks we are embedded in, the structural arrangement of
            our country of birth, and a variety of other important social contexts and forces combine to profoundly
            influence how well we do in life (Rank, Hirschl, and Foster 2014). All of these are to a large extent
            beyond individual control.
          


          
            Consequently, we do not choose the family we are born into or the community that we are raised in. Nor do
            we decide the quality of the K-12 schools we attend. We also have little say in the culture and structural
            arrangements which determine the rewards and/or punishments that will be associated with particular social
            positions in our society. As Raoul Martinez explains, all of this results not from our personal choices but
            from the lottery of birth:
          


          
            
              We do not choose to exist. We do not choose the environment we will grow up in. We do not choose to be
              born Hindu, Christian or Muslim, into a war-zone or peaceful middle-class suburb, into starvation or
              luxury. We do not choose our parents, nor whether they’ll be happy or miserable, knowledgeable or
              ignorant, healthy or sickly, attentive or neglectful. The knowledge we possess, the beliefs we hold, the
              tastes we develop, the traditions we adopt, the opportunities we enjoy, the work we do—the very lives we
              lead … This is the lottery of birth.
            


            
              (2016, 3)
            

          


          


          
            In particular, the social class we are born into will have a profound impact on our ability to achieve the
            American dream (Bowles, Gintis, and Groves 2005; Ermisch, Jantti, and Smeeding 2012). Those whose parents
            have ample assets will be able to provide their children with opportunities and resources that will enable
            them to do well in life. Such children will still need to work and exert themselves, but the path will be
            open to achieving the American dream. Those whose parents are lacking in financial means will have a much
            more difficult time, with their pathway being narrower and fraught with obstacles.
          


          
            These initial advantages or disadvantages can then result in further advantages or disadvantages, producing
            a cumulative process in which inequalities are widened across the life course (Rank 2020). Differences in
            parental incomes and resources exert a major influence over children’s ability to acquire valuable skills
            and education. These differences in human capital will, in turn, strongly influence how well children
            compete in the labor market, and therefore help to determine the extent of their economic success during
            the course of their lives.
          


          
            The dynamic of cumulative inequality has been developed to understand various inequities and how they can
            multiply across a lifetime (Diprete and Eirich 2006). One of the earliest discussions addressing this topic
            was an analysis of scientific productivity by the sociologist Robert Merton. Merton (1968) argued that
            early recognition, placement, and advantage in the career of a young scientist often led to exponential
            gains and rewards over time, which in turn further solidified the status and reputation of the scientist.
            Scientists who did not experience these key early advantages (although they were often as capable)
            generally saw their careers stall and plateau. Merton described cumulative advantage as “the way in which
            initial comparative advantage of trained capacity, structural location, and available resources make for
            successive increments of advantages such that the gaps between the haves and the have-nots … widen” (1988,
            606). Merton referred to this process as the “Matthew effect.” Since Merton’s initial discussions, this
            concept has been applied in a wide array of subjects, including differences in schooling, work and career
            opportunities, and overall health status (Hertel and Pfeffer 2020; Hout 2018; Angel 2016).
          


          
            Of course a much more familiar example of cumulative inequality can be found in the classic 1939 song “God
            Bless the Child,” written by Billie Holiday and Arthur Herzog Jr. The well-known verse goes, “Them that’s
            got shall get, them that’s not shall lose. So the Bible said, and it still is news.” The dynamic of
            cumulative inequality has been observed and commented upon over a very long period of time. But where one
            falls in this process is the result of pure chance. As Raoul Martinez writes, it is the “lottery of birth.”
          

        

        
          Currents and Ripples of Randomness


          
            The randomness of birth determines not only the social class we are raised in, but also how our race and
            gender are initially conceived and the manner in which we will later be culturally perceived. These three
            factors serve as powerful forces that exert considerable influence on life outcomes, including the
            attainment of the American dream (Chetty et al. 2020; Massey 2007).
          


          
            Think of these three factors as strong water or wind currents that tend to push us in particular
            directions. We may not always travel in these directions, but many times we will. Those who are white,
            male, and raised in a wealthy family will more often than not be able to achieve the American dream. Those
            who are black, female, and raised in poverty will more often than not be unable to achieve the American
            dream. Such currents push individuals closer or further away from the goal of economic and social success.
          


          
            Furthermore, as much of the research on intersectionality indicates, these three factors in conjunction
            with each other serve to amplify the overall effect (Collins 2015). Taken together, they represent a
            powerful force that pushes individuals closer to or further away from the American dream. And they are
            inherited totally by chance. The individual has no control over their acquisition. Our race, gender, and
            parents’ economic status are a complete twist of fate. As such, randomness is an absolutely crucial
            component as to whether individuals achieve the American dream.
          


          
            But within these powerful currents of social class, race, and gender, there are considerable ripples of
            randomness as well. These represent the types of occurrences that my interviewees told me about when
            describing the course and direction of their lives. Such ripples consist of a multitude of minor and major
            events that occur to individuals during the course of a day, a week, a month, or a year. Each of us can
            probably recount some of these events in our recent past. They are the ingredients of everyday life.
          


          
            Often times they involve connecting or not connecting with people, places, and things. For example, the
            well-known phrase of being in the “right place at the right time,” or being in the “wrong place at the
            wrong time,” exemplifies this. Many of the people I interviewed spoke about such occurrences. At the moment
            they may have seemed inconsequential, but in hindsight took on much greater importance.
          


          
            For example, consider your own life. The question posed at the start of this chapter asked you to reflect
            on how you arrived at where you are now. If you think carefully about it, you will probably begin to
            recognize events and occurrences that had a significant influence upon your life but that were chance
            encounters.
          


          
            Take the pathway to your current job. For many, their job represents the means by which they are able to
            realize the American dream. Your overall profession may be the result of many things—your particular
            interests, the education you have received, previous job experience, and so on. Undoubtedly, these have all
            been important in the line of work you find yourself in.
          


          
            But now consider your specific job. Why this employer and not another? Why this location and not another?
            Why this supervisor and not another? When we begin to drill down to these specifics, we may find a
            considerable amount of randomness has come into play. In my interviews for the American dream book, I found
            that this was often the case. Individuals shared various stories of landing their current jobs, often
            including elements of randomness.
          


          
            Take the case of Matt Rogers. Matt had been pursuing his dream of playing professional baseball in the big
            leagues when I interviewed him. And yet as any potential major league ballplayer will tell you, it takes
            not only skill, talent, and hard work, but often luck and chance to get to the highest level. For five
            years Matt had bounced around the Detroit Tigers minor league system but did not have the success he had
            hoped for. This was partially due to several ill-timed injuries combined with a bat that seemed to go cold
            at just the wrong times. As Matt explains,
          


          
            
              You’ve got to be skilled to get where you are but you’ve got to have luck. If I would of gotten lucky and
              played well [during those times when his bat went cold], who knows, I could’ve gone to double A. I
              could’ve done a whole bunch of different things. I could be in the Big Leagues, playing at Smith Stadium
              right now. But you know, things didn’t work out [sigh and pause]. Luck I would say gives you the
              opportunity but then your skills gotta take over to take advantage of the opportunity is always been my
              feeling about it. You’ve got to have luck to get to the big leagues.
            


            
              (Rank, Hirschl, and Foster 2014, 18)
            

          


          
            The Tigers eventually released him from the organization. He went on to sign minor league contracts with
            the Florida Marlins, San Diego Padres, and Pittsburgh Pirates but was never able to make it all the way to
            the “Big Show.”
          


          
            The fact that Matt was making a career out of playing professional baseball was due to his skills, efforts,
            and talents. But the fact that he had not made it to up to any of the top major league ball clubs was at
            least partially due to chance and luck.
          


          
            This pattern was played out over and over in the lives of the people I interviewed. It was particularly
            apparent in the lives of entertainers. Why one person is able to become famous, while someone with equal
            talent is not, can often be due to chance encounters and random events.
          


          
            Finally, the types of ripples of randomness that we experience will be influenced by the stronger currents
            that we find ourselves in. For example, those who are located in a current of advantage will be exposed to
            a different array of chance events than those in a current of disadvantage. While there may be some overlap
            in chance events (i.e., a serious illness or accident), the types of random occur-rences will surely vary
            between these two streams.
          


          
            To some extent this is reflective of the concept of “habitus” popularized by Pierre Bourdieu (1977). That
            is, the types of chances that we are exposed to are shaped by our position in the social hierarchy.
            Nevertheless, there remains a great deal of variation in this randomness.
          

        

        
          The Role of Agency


          
            Randomness, chance, and luck are all important in considering why some individuals achieve the American
            dream and others do not. But there is another component connected to this randomness. And that is, when
            chance events do occur, what is our response and reaction to such an event? This is where individual agency
            comes into play.
          


          
            As discussed throughout this chapter, randomness is critical in understanding the particular twists and
            turns that our life course takes. But we also have an active role in influencing how such randomness may
            play out. For example, are we able to take advantage of an opportunity that comes our way? Do we overcome
            an unavoidable adverse event that has happened to us? Can we learn and grow from a particular string of
            good or bad luck? Depending upon our social and economic resources, we may be more or less able to react to
            such events positively.
          


          
            In this sense, there is a dynamic exchange that occurs between randomness and agency. An example of this
            comes from another of my interviews conducted for the Chasing the American Dream book. As I
            mentioned earlier, I was fortunate to interview seventy-five people from many walks of life. One of those
            was an extremely well-known individual, particularly in conservative circles—Phyllis Schlafly.
          


          
            Schlafly rose to prominence by influencing the direction of both the state and national Republican Party
            during the 1960s and 1970s. Her impact appeared to have reached its zenith when she played a pivotal role
            in helping Barry Goldwater receive the Republican nomination for president in 1964. After Goldwater’s
            defeat, she turned her attention in the later 1960s and early 1970s to the Soviet missile threat and the
            strategic balance of arms.
          


          
            And then in late 1971 there would be a twist of fate that would change both Schlafly’s life as well as the
            direction of the country. It was a phone call she received completely out of the blue one day from a friend
            of hers in Connecticut. As she recounts,
          


          
            
              Then in, I think probably November ’71, some friend in Connecticut wanted me to come and speak for some
              group, some series they had at the local public library. And I said, “Okay, I’ll talk on the strategic
              balance.” “No, no” she said, “I don’t want to hear about that. We want to hear about the Equal Rights
              Amendment” which was then plowing through. “Well” I said, “I haven’t looked at it. I don’t know whether
              I’m for it or against it.” She said, “I’ll send you a packet of material, and I know which side you will
              be on” [chuckle]. I am very predictable [laugh]. So anyway, she sent it to me, and I gave the speech.
            


            
              (Rank forthcoming)
            

          


          


          
            The Equal Rights Amendment was originally debated in Congress in 1923. Since then it had been introduced
            into every Congressional session from 1923 to 1970 but routinely failed to reach the floor for a vote. That
            changed in 1972, when it was voted on and approved by both Houses of Congress. It was then sent to the
            states for ratification, needing 38 states to ratify before becoming law. The amendment stated, “Equality
            of rights under the law shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or by any State on account of
            sex.”
          


          
            Schlafly objected to the ERA primarily on the belief that women would stand to lose a number of benefits
            and traditional privileges with its passage. After her initial speech at the public library, she became
            increasingly opposed to its ratification and increasingly active in stopping it. Although it had been
            ratified by nearly 30 states at the time she became fully engaged in the fight, Schlafly was able to
            mobilize opposition to the amendment, causing it to eventually fall short of final ratification by three
            states. Her ability to raise a number of fears and concerns regarding the ERA, and to get those concerns
            heard in a wider context, was seen by many as critical in turning the tide against the amendment. Through
            her sustained effort and political skill, Schlafly was able to significantly alter the American social
            landscape.
          


          
            
              Well, I guess I lived the American Dream. I mean I don’t know, somebody else could’ve done what I did. I
              don’t know that I had any special genes or qualifications for what I did, but I just did it. I wasn’t
              born a leader. I’ve given speeches on this. I grew up very shy. I had to learn all these things. Anybody
              could’ve learned it. For example, taking on the Equal Rights Amendment fight, all those people were out
              there, all they needed was somebody to raise the flag and say let’s march and keep the faith.
            


            
              (Rank forthcoming)
            

          


          
            So what might have happened if she had not received a call from her friend asking her to speak about the
            ERA at a small public library in Connecticut? I asked Schlafly this question, and she said that in all
            likelihood she would not have gotten involved in the issue, or if she had, it would have been later in time
            and too late to stop the ratification process. One could argue that someone else might have stepped in and
            been as effective as Schlafly in halting the ERA. While possible, such a scenario is unlikely. The random
            factor had placed her at the heart of the controversy, and it shaped both her life as well as the direction
            of the country. It is not an exaggeration to view the defeat of the ERA as marking a first step in the
            country’s move toward a more conservative direction that has continued over the last fifty years, and that
            Phyllis Schlafly played an important part in bending history in such a direction. Had that telephone call
            not been made by a friend in small-town Connecticut, American history might in fact look different than it
            does today.
          


          
            But there is another component to this story. The Connecticut phone call by itself did not cause these
            changes. Schlafly had to be willing to take advantage of the opportunity that came her way. When her friend
            telephoned about the speaking engagement, she could have simply declined the invitation and continued to
            work on the issue of strategic arms balance. Yet she did not. She chose to take the opportunity to learn
            more about the topic and to actively engage in it.
          


          
            
              It’s American to believe that we are the land of opportunity. I think one of the reasons I could beat
              these feminists and the ERA is they really didn’t believe I could do what I was doing. They really
              didn’t. So they conjured up these conspiracy theories that I was financed by the insurance companies and
              various other conspiracy theories. They really didn’t believe it.
            


            
              (Rank forthcoming)
            

          


          
            In the end, history was changed because of a purely random event coupled with a woman who reacted to that
            event in a way that ultimately altered the US political landscape.1
          


          
            This story illustrates the role of agency in relationship to chance events. There is a dynamic interplay
            that occurs between the two. Randomness is a critical component in our lives and in our pursuit of the
            American dream. But so too is individual agency in responding and reacting to such uncertainty.
          

        
      

      
        Concluding Thoughts


        
          This chapter has argued that randomness and chance play a key role in affecting the patterns of our lives. In
          particular, such randomness can be a pathway on which individuals travel closer or further away from
          achieving the American dream. It represents the wild card in the hand that we are dealt.
        


        
          As such, it runs counter to the narrative of American individualism and opportunity. That narrative assumes
          that the American dream is open to all, and that with hard work and effort, anyone can achieve it. There is
          little room for the role of luck and chance. Rather, individuals are assumed to possess the agency to
          determine their future. As Jim Cullen notes,
        


        
          
            all notions of freedom rest on a sense of agency, the idea that individuals have control over the course of
            their lives. Agency, in turn, lies at the very core of the American Dream, the bedrock premise upon which
            all else depends.
          


          
            (2003, 10)
          

        


        


        
          Perhaps the most celebrated examples of this are the rags-to-riches stories. Working in the latter half of
          the nineteenth century, Horatio Alger wrote dozens of fictional tales about young street urchins growing up
          in poverty. The plots were generally the same—through their hard work and diligence, these children would
          find considerable economic success in adulthood. The implication of these stories was that if these children
          born into disadvantage could achieve the American dream, then anyone could.
        


        
          The argument made in this chapter is a more complicated one. It is about the interplay between structural
          forces such as class and race, randomness, and individual agency. The lottery of birth decides where we fall
          with respect to the powerful forces of class, race, and gender. These forces play a significant role in
          determining life outcomes. Yet regardless of our position, chance and luck continue throughout our lives.
          Events occur over which we have no control and which in ways large and small can impact our life in the
          pursuit of the American dream.
        


        
          But although these events help to shape who we are, perhaps just as importantly, the manner in which we
          respond to them helps to shape who we will become. In thinking about our lives, how each of us plays the
          cards that we have been dealt may be as profound as the cards themselves. We often cannot control the
          particular cards that come our way, but we can try to make the best of the hand that we are dealt. This then
          represents another pathway on which our lives play out. No one can predict some of the types of twists of
          fate that occur in our lives. Yet the manner in which we respond to such occurrences can potentially have a
          powerful impact upon how our life patterns are shaped, and ultimately whether we are able to achieve the
          American dream.
        

      

      
        Note


        
          1. Interestingly, the issue may not be over yet. In February of 2020, the House of Representatives
          voted to extend the time period for the ratification of the Equal Rights Amendment, after Nevada, Illinois,
          and Virginia ratified the ERA in 2017, 2018, and 2020, becoming the 36th, 37th, and 38th states to do so. The
          Senate will also need to pass legislation extending the deadline. The result would be that with the addition
          of these three states, the ERA would reach the threshold of three quarters of states needed for ratification
          and thereby becoming a constitutional amendment.
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        Introduction


        
          Where do women and people of color fit into the American Dream? When you think of an individual achieving the
          American Dream, is it a woman, a man, a transgender person? What race or ethnicity is the person? Although
          the American Dream is of cross-cultural, albeit imaginary, significance in the US, we do not typically think
          of the individual achieving the Dream as possessing a gender or race. Rather, the person aspiring to the
          American Dream is a faceless Dreamer overcoming obstacles and achieving great success against all odds. When
          our attention is brought to identity categories such as race, class, gender, or sexuality, at the very least
          we can understand that individuals will have heterogeneous experiences with achieving the Dream. However, we
          cannot ignore the related structures and institutions that harbor inequalities—those inequalities that signal
          the Dream is not available to all. While considering the colossal inequalities in our society, it becomes
          clear that although abstractly we all have access to a Dream, not everyone has equal opportunity to
          achieve the Dream. One may argue that by its very amorphous nature it would not necessarily transform
          to a reality. However, the American Dream is more than a vague concept. It represents the concrete desire,
          and experience for some, to enjoy upward social and economic mobility. It represents an individual’s
          motivation and their ability to surmount any obstruction in their path. Indeed, the notion that anyone has a
          chance to succeed in the US—with hard work and tenacity—has been a driving force for generations. Due to the
          barriers created by structural sexism, racism, homophobia, classism, ableism, and xenophobia, however, is the
          Dream setting up some to fail while paving the way for others to achieve it? Is it a Dream for all? Or, as
          Ibram X. Kendi (2020) recalls Malcom X saying in 1964: “We don’t see any American dream, we’ve experienced
          only the American nightmare.”
        


        
          In this chapter, I will examine the American Dream from an intersectional feminist perspective, drawing on
          literature about the American Dream and integrating my own original empirical research about young feminists.
          I will examine what a feminist perspective on the American Dream can offer us and how the Dream can be more
          inclusive and incorporate the connections between individual-level experiences and structural-level barriers.
        

      

      
        The Challenge of the Dream Defined


        
          The Dream has been studied empirically (Rank, Hirschl, and Foster 2014), historically and culturally (Hauhart
          2016), intergenerationally (Putnam 2015), and from a number of disciplinary perspectives. The American Dream
          has enjoyed immense popularity in US popular culture and academia. Overall, the American Dream has come to be
          shorthand for social or economic mobility in the US. Inherent in the American Dream is overcoming obstacles.
          It is colloquially thought of as the presumption that anyone has a chance. While approaches to analysis of
          the American Dream have been diverse and vast in number, there are some commonalities in scholarly views on
          the Dream. Rank, who interviewed seventy-five individuals and used national samples in order to understand
          interpretations of the Dream, writes,
        


        
          
            There are at least three broad generalities that we found apply to most people’s conceptualization of the
            American Dream: first, having the freedom to engage and pursue one’s interests and passions; second, the
            bargain that hard work should lead to economic security and success; and third, the importance of hope,
            optimism, progress, and successfully confronting the challenges in life.
          


          
            (Rank et al. 2014, 152)
          

        


        
          The Dream is generally thought of as a positive attribute, whether or not it is enduring or ephemeral. It is
          seen as a motivator and a connector. Cullen writes, “the American Dream has functioned as shared ground for a
          very long time, binding together people who may have otherwise little in common and may even be hostile to
          one another” (Cullen 2004, 189).
        


        
          The American Dream is in many ways an individualist pursuit, reflecting the individualism steeped in our
          nation’s history (Tocqueville 1961; Hauhart 2016). In this sense, the Dream centers the individual and their
          hard work and determination as the sole avenue for achievement of the Dream (Hauhart 2016). In some ways,
          this has been seen by scholars as a positive feature. Rank writes, “The American Dream represents a blueprint
          for how many of us believe our individual journeys across life should play out. The values are broad enough
          to incorporate everyone, but they leave the specifics up to the individual” (Rank 2014, 154–55). Others have
          connected the importance of the American Dream to the individual and by extension to the nation. The success
          of the Dream is a feather in the cap of a nation, highlighting the opportunity afforded the Dreamer:
        


        
          
            The American Dream has clear expectations both for the individual and the nation. At the individual level …
            the Dream demanded character—preparation in school and shop, honesty, hard work, frugality, and
            persistence. At the national level, the Dream demanded that society stand for opportunity and provide an
            open, fair, competitive, entrepreneurial environment in which individual merit could find its place.
          


          
            (Jillson 2004, 266)
          

        


        
          Even with this perspective of both the individual and the national importance of the Dream, the
          responsibility for the Dream still lies in the hands of the individual, and national pride in the Dream is a
          byproduct of individual effort.
        


        
          But what about the vast differences between people’s life situations, and the fact that individuals have
          varying access to capital and resources? Samuel is optimistic about the nation’s diversity in terms of the
          Dream: “The country’s increasing diversity will help fuel the Dream, our different backgrounds, experiences,
          and perspectives beneficial toward identifying opportunities and bringing them to life” (Samuel 2012, 202).
          This presentation of diversity and fairness is perhaps a romanticized version of the heterogeneity of
          society. While on one hand it is true that different viewpoints in a community or society avoid “group think”
          and lead to more innovative results, on the other hand wherever there are different backgrounds and
          experiences there are also dissimilar access to resources. Samuel’s perspective on diversity also represents
          an individual-level perspective of differences (i.e., “different backgrounds”) rather than a structural view.
          A structural view would point us away from the benefit-of-different-backgrounds slant and towards the
          analysis of structural inequalities, and by extension add necessary nuance to the connection between
          diversity and the Dream.
        


        
          This focus on the individual in some Dream literature belies the realities of the significant role of
          structure in whether the American Dream may be achieved. Some scholars have seen the American Dream’s
          individualist approach as potentially problematic because it means that the individual alone is responsible
          for their opportunities and success, which is an American myth. The chasm between our conceptions of our
          society as meritocratic (individual advancement and promotion based on rational decisions and fairness) and
          the reality, which is far from meritocratic, is called a “cultural expectation gap” by Hauhart (2016, 161).
          Devoid of a structural view, the Dream can rely on the myth of meritocracy and devolve into blaming
          individuals for their own shortcomings when there are broader forces at play.
        


        
          
            [T]he values of the American Dream produce somewhat of a double-edged sword. On one hand, they encourage
            striving and innovation. They instill hope and optimism, and they emphasize the importance of hard work. On
            the other hand, they can result in false hope, a failure to appreciate the role of community, and blaming
            the victim (as well as self-blame) for a lack of success.
          


          
            (Rank 2014, 156)
          

        


        
          This is the central tension in scholarship on the Dream and the Dream itself: the indisputable fact that
          social and economic mobility is not equally available to all people in the US. Hochschild takes this one step
          further and argues that structural inequalities will inevitably make the Dream unattainable to many:
        


        
          
            by submerging structural reasons for failure—racial or gender discrimination, the unequal division of
            economic and social capital, the simple lack of jobs—under individual explanations for failure, the dream
            contributes to ensuring that some cannot succeed. But that very submerging makes it appear that the reasons
            for failure really are individual, and thus subject to conquest by any one individual, or even all
            individuals.
          


          
            (Hochschild 2006, 218)
          

        


        
          Belief in the Dream will undoubtedly remain a significant motivator in our culture. However, a broader view
          of the Dream, one in which individuals are not held solely accountable for success or failure, could advance
          both the Dream literature and allow individual experience with the Dream to more closely match societal
          realities.
        


        
          More often than other research subtopics, the Dream literature about race, ethnicity, and class incorporates
          intersectional and/or structural perspectives (Hochschild 2006; Jillson 2004, 270). However, the literature
          is largely devoid of gender analysis. The American Dream is typically understood as a gender-neutral concept,
          but in reality, the American Dream is very gendered. Gender is one of the key sociodemographic differentials
          that define society. The Dream literature would benefit from an explicitly gender and intersectional feminist
          perspective not only because it sheds new light on the Dream, but also because feminist perspectives
          essentially interrogate the link between the individual and collective. Understanding the interplay between
          the individual and society and how the Dream can speak to both will advance a more inclusive and egalitarian
          Dream analysis. Feminist perspectives also center intersectional approaches (Crenshaw 1991; Collins 2019),
          allowing us to understand the interrelated power imbalances that drive inequalities and prevent many from
          realizing the Dream. A feminist lens on the American Dream acknowledges the strength and importance of the
          American Dream while also addressing persistent questions—namely, how to balance the promise of the Dream
          with the reality of structural inequalities.
        

      

      
        Methods


        
          In this chapter, I use original empirical data to analyze the American Dream from a feminist perspective. I
          draw on a unique data source of interviews with college students (Crossley 2017). I interviewed (N =
          75) a racially and socioeconomically diverse group of students (the majority of whom were women-identified
          feminists who are quoted in this chapter) from different regions of the country to understand their
          relationships to feminism, the obstacles they faced, their experiences with inequalities, and their dreams
          for a feminist future. Questions I asked included topics about feminist identities, feminist practices and
          ideologies, and experiences with sexism and interrelated inequalities. Although I did not specifically ask
          interviewees about the American Dream, they spoke about their wishes to lead a fulfilling life, their dreams
          for the future, and the inequalities that they had already experienced and anticipated experiencing later in
          life. This group of people are in an interesting position because they are at the cusp of post-collegiate
          adulthood, at a time in which they are thinking broadly of their futures and what markers of success might be
          like. In this sense, they are well poised to riff on their dreams. However, many participants, as you will
          learn, had already faced significant life challenges: supporting their families as students, working full
          time to pay for school, or providing various forms of material or emotional support to family and friends.
          This need to balance the constraints in their lives due to structural inequalities and their natural longing
          to dream big put them in an ideal position to thoughtfully ponder both.
        

      

      
        A Feminist American Dream


        
          Research participants shared stories with me about their paths to feminism, their participation in feminist
          organizations, and what they hoped their futures would be like. This group of racially and economically
          diverse young people defined their feminism as intersectional (Crossley 2017, 44). Feminism to them was about
          contributing to social justice. They told me that gender was inextricably linked to race, class, sexuality,
          ability, and often immigration status. For them, feminism is a liberatory project larger than just gender.
          Through this lens, participants shared personal vivid and mundane encounters with sexism, racism, and
          interrelated inequalities. Although sometimes college students’ or young people’s experiences with inequality
          are minimized or dismissed because of their perceived lack of participation in the labor market, in my
          research, many participants were employed to pay for tuition, materials, rent, and even to send funds home.
          Work and social circumstances constantly reminded them of the gender and racial inequality that shaped their
          present lives as well as what is awaiting them in their professional and personal lives after graduation.
          Their experiences with inequalities were identified as barriers and obstacles to overcome and as determinants
          of the breadth and scope of their futures. Their stories about inequalities, and subsequent comments about
          their dreams, tell us a lot about what a feminist American Dream could be (Crossley 2017).
        


        
          In this section, I pinpoint two primary types of inequality identified by participants. First, feeling as
          though not much is expected of them as women in terms of intelligence and ambition. Second, wanting to live
          full lives is encumbered by the constraints of gender expectations, particularly related to their personal
          lives. With these barriers, an American Dream would be nearly impossible to attain for participants in my
          study. A necessary precondition for living out the American Dream is some sense that the field is level and
          that you would not be punished coming out of the gate for being a woman. Their individual concerns—related to
          freedom, equality, and the eradication of sexism at work and home—are very much in line with feminist
          grievances and ideologies. While their concerns are certainly related to the unique experiences of each
          woman, they are also very clearly steeped in feminist collective identity and historically feminist demands
          (Crossley et al. 2011; Taylor and Whittier 1992). Their comments bridge individual and structural
          inequalities (Crossley 2017).
        


        
          The women in my study acknowledged that they would like to be recognized as competent individuals who have
          something meaningful to contribute to society and have potential for future accomplishments. Participants
          spoke at length about how they felt “less was expected of them” (than men) because they were women (Crossley
          2017, 36). Of course this feeling was negative in and of itself. It also related to other outcomes such as
          not being paid as much as their male colleagues or not being seen as leaders. Although the question about
          whether they felt they were underestimated as women was not in my initial interview agenda, the topic
          organically emerged in many interviews. This theme also elicited readily available examples of how they
          wished circumstances were different in their lives because of their gender and of the ways in which their
          gender influenced their lives (Crossley 2017).
        


        
          Participants spoke in general terms about how as women they are not expected to be smart, or funny, or
          competent at their jobs. They told me about how they felt that they had to constantly prove themselves and
          their intelligence. Frances interpreted this as “Everything has to be qualified if you’re a woman. Like
          you’re doing good enough, given the fact that you are a girl” (Crossley, 2011. Personal interview). In their
          views, men were seen as the barometer, the gold standard of intelligence and a job well done. Even as
          relatively young women, they knew they were outside of this standard.
        


        
          Feeling as though less was expected of them than men was experienced by participants interactionally. Several
          participants described being overlooked or underestimated at work and connected these experiences with sexism
          and racism. Elsa told me about experiencing the intersections of sexism, racism, and ageism at the number of
          different jobs she had in order to support herself through college (Crossley 2017, 67). In some cases,
          participants surprised me with how nonchalantly they described experiences with inequality, painting a
          picture of how non-interesting these experiences were because they were so expected. One participant, for
          example, found out that her friend, a man, was paid more than she was for the same summer job, despite the
          fact that they were in the same year of college and had the same amount of experience. Another, Hazel, shared
          her experience with a job training program she participated in and how she was treated relative to her male
          colleagues: “I would say they expect me to have a lower [ability] than men” (Crossley, 2011. Personal
          interview). She went on to describe that despite hiring her, she felt that her employer didn’t give her a
          chance to show what she had to offer, and that it was still assumed by her colleagues that she wouldn’t be as
          good as her colleagues who were men. Later in the interview, Hazel shared in detail an interaction during the
          same training program. She said,
        


        
          
            At one point, one of my very good friends in the program told me he had trouble respecting women in
            leadership roles, and then I obviously got so upset. I don’t think he understood that him saying that to me
            meant he couldn’t respect me in a leadership role. And then he was like, “oh, not you.” It’s like, but yeah
            me.
          


          
            (Crossley, 2011. Personal interview)
          

        


        
          Hazel’s friend had no problem distancing her from his general sense of women being inferior to men, even
          going so far as expressing out loud his sexist beliefs. During this program, Hazel experienced two normalized
          perspectives on women’s ability: the individual-level perspective that not much was expected of her as a
          woman, and the related but more general-level view that women cannot be competent leaders in comparison to
          men.
        


        
          Respondents shared examples of how men’s perceptions of women’s inferiority became clear when interacting
          with men socially. Mary Ann said, “I’m the woman, so I’m not expected to get the joke. And that’s not okay,
          because you’re expecting less of me. And that’s what guys do” (Crossley 2017, 36). The notion that men are
          surprised that a woman knows something, or has a worthy contribution to a conversation, was shared by Lola,
          who said,
        


        
          
            I’ve come across, probably where guys especially, wouldn’t think the stuff out of my mouth would come from
            me … if I say something that is really interesting they would be taken aback … they’ll be like, “oh, I
            didn’t know you knew that.”
          


          
            (Crossley 2017, 37)
          

        


        
          If she were seen as capable, there would be no surprise at whatever she said. Lisa, who was a sexual assault
          peer educator with a lot of experience speaking in front of mixed-gender student groups, noted this
          inequality in terms of who is getting “air time” in a conversation:
        


        
          
            Even if it’s just nothing too serious, when the guy is talking girls don’t interrupt but then when a girl’s
            talking and guys interrupt, they completely take over the conversation and that’s happened so many times …
            I think that it really reflects on how women are, not just viewed, but treated in our society … it’s okay
            to ignore women’s voices and their opinions.
          


          
            (Crossley, 2011. Personal interview)
          

        


        
          Here, Lisa is linking these everyday interactions to broader themes of gender inequality.
        


        
          Some of them also experienced the foundations of this gender inequality in their relationships with men. For
          example, Elizabeth began to understand the varying value placed on men and women during her relationship. She
          lamented on “the way he would talk to other people when I was there, he could be so much more confident and
          respected and authoritative and seen as a source of knowledge, as opposed to myself. And that frustrated me
          to no end” (Crossley, 2011. Personal interview). Elizabeth understood that this frustration stemmed from how
          men’s voices and opinions were more generally valued than women’s were. Liz shared stories of experiencing
          racism as a woman of color at a predominately white college. She was equally discouraged as Elizabeth when
          recounting a personal story about a (soon-to-beex) boyfriend. She told about an experience dating someone at
          another prestigious university:
        


        
          
            We’re on the same track and doing the same thing, but that becomes a problem. It is okay for the man to do
            those things, but the minute you’re on the same level, it becomes a problem for them. I’ve experienced
            that. Like you’re [the woman] not supposed to be doing as much as I’m doing, or more. Like I’m [the man]
            supposed to be the star in the relationship.
          


          
            (Crossley 2017, 37)
          

        


        
          Liz concluded by saying, “if you don’t want me to you know be successful and follow my dreams, what’s the
          point of us to even entertaining the thought of moving this relationship forward” (Crossley, 2011. Personal
          interview)? While participants shared many responses about inequality observed and experienced in
          heterosexual relationships, the lesbian-identified and queer-identified women in the study did not share
          these qualms and felt sustained and equal in their relationships (Crossley 2017, 132–33).
        


        
          To some participants, feeling as though less was expected of them drove them to prove themselves as smart,
          strong, or competent. Elsa, whose bright eyes belied the fact that she worked 40–60 hours a week in addition
          to being a student, had worked an overnight shift at her caretaking job followed by an early morning meeting
          for an independent research project prior to our interview (Crossley 2017, 37). She said,
        


        
          
            In some cases I do feel that people do expect less from me, especially at work. I work for an upper-class
            male, and he doesn’t expect me to know much…. I’m not going to push myself just to prove it to [him], but
            I’ll take it as an extra drive, a motivation.
          


          
            (Crossley 2017, 36)
          

        


        
          Lily, who planned on getting a master’s degree in fine arts and pursuing art after graduation, was very
          direct about certain experiences with men and how she was not going to tolerate them: “[w]hen I’m interacting
          with men, they don’t think I’m as smart as them or determined as them, especially I’m not as competent as
          them, that’s the big one, or I don’t have the same skill set” (Crossley 2017, 37). However, she was
          determined that she wouldn’t be underestimated or overlooked and said, “I kind of have to be in their face to
          make them completely aware of my strengths and my own talents” (ibid.). Woven throughout the “less is
          expected of me” line of discussion was recognition of this being representative of broader inequalities that
          consistently devalue women. Some may wonder whether their experiences may be related to the
          interconnectedness of gender and age; perhaps as young women they may be more likely to be dismissed or
          underestimated than older women. However, the many ways in which they were devalued are robustly documented
          as experiences that women have over the course of their entire lives (Blair-Loy 2001; Correll, Benard, and
          Paik 2018; Cotter, Hermsen, and Vanneman 2011; England 2010; Rao 2020).
        


        
          The second primary type of inequality the participants identified was traditional gender expectations in the
          home and in intimate relationships. This was best illustrated when I asked participants whether they thought
          their lives were going to be similar to or different from their mothers’ lives. I listened to both emotional
          and matter-of-fact responses that revealed participants’ thoughts about gender, inequality, and their own
          futures. The vast majority of participants very clearly hoped their lives would be different from their
          mothers’ lives. The women wanted to live unburdened by gender norms in the home and in their personal lives.
          At the same time, they were acutely aware of the structural inequalities that shape most women’s lives in the
          domestic sphere.
        


        
          I should first note that many of the women interviewed expressed appreciation for their mothers’ sacrifices,
          although these sacrifices depended greatly upon the mother’s race, socioeconomic status, and immigration
          status. Participants acknowledged their own privilege in being college students (oftentimes as a direct
          result of their mother’s sacrifices), in stark contrast to many of their mothers’ struggles to meet their and
          their families’ basic needs or to complete their own educations. The many challenges experienced by their
          mothers were openly disclosed. To provide some examples, their mothers’ lives were dramatically shaped by
          systematic racism, being immigrants in a xenophobic American community, serious problems with mental and
          physical health, and limited job prospects due to having a fifth- or sixth-grade education. Other
          participants’ mothers with more privileged socioeconomic and educational backgrounds still experienced,
          according to their daughters, the sidelining of their own aspirations as a result of sexism and lack of
          support from their life partners and society broadly.
        


        
          While participants certainly expressed gratitude for their mothers, they said that they did not want their
          lives to be like their mothers’ lives. Many sensed that their mothers’ dreams were curtailed by traditional
          gender expectations in the home and in their heterosexual relationships and marriages. They told me that they
          felt their mothers had compromised their lives for their husbands or children and shrunk to fit society’s
          demands of women and mothers. This is relevant to the American Dream because it is a significant barrier to
          personal achievement outside of marriage for the overwhelming majority of women. Participants described it as
          an inequality they witnessed within their own families, while simultaneously recognizing it as a structural
          inequality that governs all women’s lives in one way or another.
        


        
          Participants noted that their mothers’ heterosexual relationships, and in a larger sense patriarchy, were
          fundamental sources of inequality and sometimes unhappiness. Many participants commented on how their mothers
          were held back as their lives centered on the family at the expense of their own career dreams. Participants
          Ninjabi and Lauren discussed how they saw their mothers in disappointing marriages, in which their choices,
          and to some degree their independence, were not respected. Eileen felt that the only meaning in her mother’s
          life was her family, which was also where her mother experienced the unequal roles of men and women in the
          home. Eileen said, “I see how much of her life she had to put on hold and how much she had to give up to take
          care of all of us, and how that bothers her” (Crossley, 2011. Personal interview).
        


        
          Many of them told me that their mothers had children at a very young age and had to give up or curtail their
          own dreams, education, and careers because of lack of support with caretaking and child-rearing. Lisa spoke
          about how she respects her mother in so many ways, and also said,
        


        
          
            she [my mom] was married right when she was about to graduate. By my age right now she was already married
            and had a kid. So it was very difficult for her to still have a career and raise her children and also take
            care of the home and everything. For me, I’m just focused on being a student so I’m extremely privileged.
          


          
            (Crossley, 2011. Personal interview)
          

        


        


        
          Elle expressed similar admiration and a simultaneous wish to distance herself from her mother’s life:
        


        
          
            I respect the hell out of her to do a great job of raising three kids … she took on a lot of responsibility
            … she did all the housework all the cooking, she was our chauffeur, she did it very well. All her kids are
            out of the home, and she’s struggling with it a lot.
          


          
            (Crossley, 2011. Personal interview)
          

        


        
          Here Elle noted the challenge her mother was experiencing because of her identity being wholly tied up with
          being a mother. Bette openly shared with me the uphill battles she faced at a young age, including coming out
          as queer and the shock in moving from a racially and socioeconomically diverse city in southern California to
          a predominately white college town in the Northeast. When referencing her mother’s life, she acknowledged
          that she and her mother were similar in having big dreams and aspirations, but that her own arrival derailed
          her mother’s dreams:
        


        
          
            Because she had me when she was 19 and she was an emerging artist and had the opportunity to go to … a
            major university … art institute, a full ride, but with [the birth of] me … everything was put on hold.
            Everything about her has been being a mom, to me.
          


          
            (Crossley, 2011. Personal interview)
          

        


        


        
          As a result of the lack of support with child-rearing and caretaking, many participants felt that their
          mothers were unhappy, living unfulfilled lives with no passions or interests in their lives outside of
          family. Alaina said her mother was very traditional in her views on gender and family and, relatedly, “not
          very happy in her own life” (Crossley, 2011. Personal interview). Diana said her mother
        


        
          
            has limited herself a lot because of the mentality that we have that oh you have to have a family and work
            and make sure that they are taken care of … she wasn’t able to finish college, so she really at this point
            she’s working, [or at] home, and she doesn’t really get to explore any of her passions.
          


          
            (Crossley, 2011. Personal interview)
          

        


        
          Lauren said her mother lives an unconnected and unsatisfying life: “I’m not okay with getting married,
          getting a job I don’t like, and having kids [like my mother]. That’s not something I want for myself and I
          love my mom but she—it’s not what I want to be” (Crossley, 2011. Personal interview). Their mothers’ focus on
          family was interpreted by participants as the reason for their diminished existence.
        


        
          Participants reported that their mothers directly communicated their regret in hopes their daughters would
          not repeat their same experiences. For example, Anna C.’s mother simply told her she hopes Anna’s life will
          be different from her own. During a visit home shortly before our interview, Maddelena’s mother told her,
        


        
          
            love is great, marriage is great, but do something with your life … I’m not trying to belittle your father
            or make my marriage seem like not what it is, I love him very much, but go to school, finish college, do
            something great with your life.
          


          
            (Crossley, 2011. Personal interview)
          

        


        
          Maddelena’s mother indirectly said that she thought that love and marriage are not life accomplishments in
          the same way a career is. Eileen told me of an interaction with her mother when she was a teenager, said with
          such a calm intensity that I still vividly remember the moment like it was yesterday. Eileen said that she
          was starting to think about her future
        


        
          
            and becoming more aware that my mom was a stay at home mom … I just asked her one day in the car if she was
            happy with her life, I just asked her point blank, and she said of course she was happy and she loved being
            a mom and she wouldn’t change anything about her life … but she did regret not having something that was
            hers … I guess what she was saying that she regretted not having more to show for herself … and she didn’t
            have anything in her life that didn’t depend on someone else. She didn’t have a career, or like a passion.
          


          
            (Crossley 2017, 42; Crossley, 2011. Personal interview)
          

        


        
          What is interesting about these comments is that these mothers have reflected on their own lives and
          acknowledged the gendered lineage of these patterns that have led to them feeling unfulfilled. The hope that
          their daughters will be able to live more rewarding and dynamic lives is reliant upon their daughters
          disrupting the gendered expectations that so closely align womanhood with familial relationships (Crossley
          2017).
        


        
          In response to these experiences and observations, participants had mixed views on whether and how they would
          do things differently in the families they would form. Some of the women did not want to get married and/or
          have children. Others, like Bea and Mary Ann, hoped to create egalitarian marriages or equal partnerships.
          Eileen was more measured and said, “I guess I won’t try to create my own family if it will come at the price
          of my professional goals. Not that having kids isn’t important to me, it is, I don’t feel like I should have
          to choose between the two” (Crossley, 2011. Personal interview). Some participants felt as though the
          gendered structural context has shifted since their mothers experienced such challenges, and that their lives
          will be intrinsically different. Sophia said,
        


        
          
            I think that this generation, on the whole, is turning a lot of things on their heads that my parents’
            generation are still living into with the notion of the nuclear family. So I think chances are great that
            my life won’t be like hers in that respect. But that’s not so much a personal thing as I think it is, a
            generational thing.
          


          
            (Crossley, 2011. Personal interview)
          

        


        
          Similarly, Frances said that she sees her mother “limited by the traditional structure that she grew up in.
          So, even if she has the ideas, her pursuit wasn’t complete. I feel like potentially, my generation can go
          much farther” (Crossley, 2011. Personal interview). What is important to acknowledge, unfortunately, is that
          while attitudes favoring gender traditionalism have faded among young people in some respects (Scarborough,
          Sin, and Risman 2018), it does not seem that simply because of their age younger generations will transform
          the gender structure (Risman 2018).
        


        
          Perhaps because of these experienced inequalities, many of my interview respondents’ visions for their
          futures were tempered. I asked them how they imagined their lives would be five-to-ten years after
          college—when their dreams may be taking root. They hoped to have fulfilling careers, stability, and to be
          making a difference in their communities. They hoped for security, a desire to have enough, not too much.
          Margarite said,
        


        
          
            Well I really hope for security, financial security, first and foremost. I do have loans and I want to be
            able to pay them off, but also live a financially stable lifestyle. I don’t want to worry about paying rent
            and paying my bills.
          


          
            (Crossley, 2011. Personal interview)
          

        


        


        
          Many were focused on financial liabilities and stressed what an enormous burden that would be. Janet said,
        


        
          
            I imagine I’ll be ridden with debt and having to get a job, but hopefully I’ll be in grad school … or
            volunteering somewhere. I would hope after I graduate I’d make something out of what I’ve learned … at
            least something productive that would help society.
          


          
            (Crossley, 2011. Personal interview)
          

        


        
          Michelle was similarly focused on her loans: “Hopefully I’ll pay off my loans and not have any debt,
          hopefully I’ll not be in my mother’s house and have my own place. I just want to be content” (Cross-ley,
          2011. Personal interview). Perhaps the data about how many millennials return to their parents’ homes after
          college was looming large, because like Michelle, several participants were hoping to be independent. Sophia
          said,
        


        
          
            Self-sufficiency is something that’s always been huge for me, or something I’ve always really wanted. I
            hope that five years out from now, I’m financially independent. Though I realize that grad school and
            financially independent are not entirely hand-in-hand! But I’d like to be able to take care of myself and
            provide for myself.
          


          
            (Crossley, 2011. Personal interview)
          

        


        


        
          Because most research participants were involved in feminist organizations and/or identified as feminists,
          several recounted with me their activist dreams and the desire to serve society as a whole. Brooke wasn’t
          clear about the details but said, “I know that my activism is going to be a part of my life no matter what
          I’m doing. I know that, basically, I won’t be making much money no matter what I’m doing but that’s fine”
          (Crossley, 2011. Personal interview)! Diana, who was involved in campus Chicana feminist activism and who I
          noted during our interview had the energy of ten people, had a more specific outlook: “I want to be that
          woman that person that you see in various circles that is active that is helping people. I want to be doing
          community outreach and I want to continue to mentor younger students, to reach college and dream” (Crossley,
          2011. Personal interview). Gabriella was similarly unequivocal about her dream:
        


        
          
            Well the other things that I contemplate doing with my life are getting involved in rape prevention and
            sexual assault education and outreach. And, [an] ideal dream job … would be developing a program that
            teaches kids about sexual assault and rape culture and what leads to one in four women being raped in their
            lifetime and take it to the schools.
          


          
            (Crossley, 2011. Personal interview)
          

        


        
          Similarly dedicated to women’s issues, Bea had a long-term goal of a career working with victims of domestic
          violence. Chelsea was motivated by witnessing her parents experience racism in housing. She said,
        


        
          
            I want to work as a lawyer for the community justice center on the side of the people who are convicted, or
            a civil rights lawyer for the NAACP or for the ACLU. Mainly I want to be a lawyer on the side of the
            underclass, people of color, workers … I want to sue those people [racists who treated her parents badly]
            and teach them a lesson, and I feel like this is a civil way to do it, as opposed to getting into Facebook
            arguments with racists here and there.
          


          
            (Crossley, 2011. Personal interview)
          

        


        
          Cherisse was also very specific about her future:
        


        
          
            I want to be the big boss, I guess I have to be that in order to start my own non-profit … I’d like to
            start my own non-profit for adolescent girls and at risk youth, especially males from 8th grade to twelfth,
            for African Americans but also Hispanics.
          


          
            (Crossley, 2011. Personal interview)
          

        


        
          Isabela wanted to give back to her community in California’s central valley:
        


        
          
            My life long goal in life is to be the director of my own non-profit org in the central valley, so this
            organization, would educate our youth, and it would be for after school programs, and K-12 and community
            college students, and educate students about college, how you should get there, why you should get there….
            It’s going to be a lot of work, I just want the best of the best people there for the kids who don’t have
            anything.
          


          
            (Crossley, 2011. Personal interview)
          

        


        


        
          It was heartening that my interviewees had a lot to say about how they envisioned changing the world,
          forgoing traditional notions of the Dream. Their feminist dream is not about making more money than their
          parents; it is not about having a gigantic house; it is not about dramatic economic gain. Rather, it is about
          creating a more just society, paying off loans, being stable. While many of them would like a family, either
          a committed partner and/or a child, they would do so with trepidation, intent on not replicating the gender
          inequality they witnessed in their mothers’ lives. Perhaps reflecting the realities of the inequalities they
          know they are going to face, they had dreams that were altruistic and community-oriented, and unpretentious
          by most standards. I deduce that because of their knowledge of and experience with gender and related
          inequalities and their feminist predispositions, their dreams are more about working towards feminist goals
          and less about personal economic and social advancement.
        

      

      
        Conclusion


        
          A feminist perspective on the American Dream helps us understand the intricacies of inequalities that keep
          the door to the Dream deadbolted for many. The intersectional feminist lens exposes the specific roadblocks
          that all women experience on the journey to achieving their dreams. It shows the ways in which the playing
          field is not level, nor expected to be level as women advance in their lives and careers. Young feminists in
          this research felt that they were not valued as women. Little was expected of them in the workplace. They
          could expect to face a wage gap. They could anticipate a serious struggle to be seen as leaders. Women in
          relationships and partnerships with men had experienced the need to dim their lights to accommodate their
          partners. Adding to their own family-of-origin experiences, they expected their situations to only get worse
          and more complicated. These experiences illustrate how dramatically structural inequalities define how women
          are seen and appraised and determine the opportunities they have. With these inequalities as a backdrop, my
          research respondents’ dreams were tempered.
        


        
          Their individual experiences with inequality were deeply intertwined with feminist grievances, connecting the
          individual to the collective. Their dreams to combat social injustice and work for broad social change long
          after they graduate from college originate in their own youthful experiences with inequalities. The American
          Dream for them is having success on their own terms—being valued as humans, not as women per se, and
          experiencing a life and career free of racism, sexism, and all interrelated disparities. Like the concerns of
          the women in my research, feminists have for generations sought to make heterosexual relationships more
          egalitarian, to ensure greater social support for child-rearing and caretaking, to fight the notion that
          women cannot be leaders. This individual and collective nature is what makes the feminist American Dream
          unique, one in which acknowledgement of gender and intersectional inequality is at its core.
        


        
          Long a cause of tension in the American Dream literature, many perspectives on the Dream run the risk of
          blaming the Dreamer if her aspirations are not fulfilled. This accusation is blind to the extreme
          inequalities that allow some to achieve the Dream while others make nothing of it. When the American Dream
          stands in as a Dream attainable for all people, it is erroneous. In reality, this Dream applies to a narrow
          section of the population. The feminist American Dream addresses the fact that social and economic mobility
          is not equally available to all people. It demonstrates that our society is not inherently fair as it
          challenges the assumption that hard work alone can propel a person forward. Nonetheless, there is still a
          benefit to the Dream as a culturally significant representation of personal and societal advancement. The
          Dream can still be a useful concept, but it behooves us to expand who we think of as being included in the
          picture of that Dream and to question who is excluded and why, and ask how the Dream can relate to the
          pursuit of a more just and equal society.
        


        
          To be sure, the feminist American Dream satisfies the definition of the traditional American Dream: freedom,
          economic security, hope, and optimism. The feminist American Dream goes further than that. In the pursuit of
          the Dream, structural dimensions are confronted and potentially overcome. We are allowed to see the blending
          of the individual and the collective, the Dream that melds personal desire for equality and a broader desire
          for an equal society. This means that a feminist American Dream is not so much about individuals getting
          ahead but the desire for a more equal standard for men and women, and for women and marginalized people to
          have the same opportunities and be valued in the same way as privileged classes. A feminist intersectional
          approach is about justice for all. The existence of a feminist American Dream would benefit all people.
        


        
          In this time of massive inequality and poverty, it is outdated to support the ideal of success measured by
          individual wealth and resource gathering. The feminist American Dream is fundamentally a generous Dream. It
          is not about amassing money and material goods, at whatever the cost to the greater collective. In a society
          in which the 1 percent rule and in which the gap between the rich and poor is unprecedented and ever
          widening, a more benevolent Dream that betters individual lives as well as the collective is the imperative
          Dream.
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        A. Introduction


        
          As I write this essay in 2020, the United States and entire world are facing a global pandemic (World Health
          Organization 2020). More than five million people around the world have tested positive, with more than
          75,000 deaths in the United States alone through May 23, 2020 (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
          2020). Nonessential businesses, K-12 schools, institutions of higher education, and parks are among the
          places that have been shut down as a result of the pandemic (Zezima et al. 2020). To write about the American
          dream against this backdrop is surreal. The United States is living through an event that will soon be part
          of history and that may shift the idea of success profoundly. To write about the American dream against this
          backdrop is also clarifying. Frontline workers driving trucks, picking fruit, selling groceries, treating
          patients, and saving lives are heroes—many are immigrants or the children of immigrants (Gett 2020). At the
          same time, immigrants working in service industries, such as construction, restaurants, and retail, have lost
          their jobs and depending on their status may not qualify for unemployment and related benefits (Jan 2020).
          And here I am, working full time, teaching law school classes remotely through a platform called Zoom, and
          running an immigration clinic virtually with dedicated students who are learning to learn and lawyer during a
          pandemic. My two school-age children are attending school remotely, keeping themselves occupied by reading
          Percy Jackson, and creating new games in the backyard of our quiet college-town neighborhood. Maybe this
          privilege is what they call the American dream, or how my own immigrant parents might define it for
          themselves.
        


        
          The global pandemic has revealed, among other things, just how crucial immigrant healthcare workers and
          physicians are to public health. Congress has historically provided mechanisms for physicians and healthcare
          workers to work in the United States to help address shortages in the American healthcare system. Many of
          these immigrants to our country often do so explicitly to seek the American dream. Indeed, the story of our
          immigration laws has been the story of encouraging immigrants and creating a mechanism for our society
          generally to welcome newcomers to share the American dream.
        


        
          My father first heard about the phrase “American Dream” in Chicago when he was an intern or in his first year
          of medical residency. Many of his senior colleagues liked the idea of living in the United States. Said my
          father,
        


        
          The American Dream to me is self-reliance and freedom of thought, religion and ability to assimilate in the
          culture and those are the important aspects of the American Dream. Living the American Dream allowed me to
          have an Indian identity too and it was up to me to decide how much of a mix. The level of assimilation was
          very much up to me.
        


        


        
          This essay situates the American dream inside my family’s immigration story and shows how immigration has and
          continues to benefit America. This essay describes the ways in which our immigration laws have been welcoming
          of immigrants and family in particular. This history also embraces a competing story of exclusion in our
          immigration laws and the ways exclusion has magnified in the current administration.
        

      

      
        B. Health Care and Immigration


        
          My father’s dream as a boy was to be a doctor. His grandfather had a clinic in Bombay and my father thought
          he would take over his clinic after graduating from medical school in Tiruchirappalli, Tamil Nadu, India
          (often called Trichy, or City of Heaven). But there were complications. My father came to the United States
          in 1968, attracted to the idea of training and being paid as a medical resident. He was trained under a J-1
          exchange visitor visa in immigration law. Thousands of foreign medical graduates like my dad completed their
          medical residency using the J-1 visa (U.S. Department of State 2020).1
        


        
          The J-1 visa program was established in 1961 with the passage of the Mutual Education and Cultural Exchange
          Act (Ester 2014, CRS-11). The rule prohibited J-1 doctors from applying for lawful permanent residence (a
          green card) until they resided in their home countries for two years (Ester 2014, CRS-11).
        


        
          The 1965 Immigration Act lifted the controversial national original quotas and also opened up channels from
          Asian and African countries without discrimination (Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965; Chisti et al.
          2015).2 This immigration legislation also opened doors for physicians and
          nurses to be admitted to the United States at greater levels (Rocket and Putnam 1989, 390).
        


        
          Another important change came in 1970, when Congress amended the immigration statute to permit J exchange
          visitors, including immigrant physicians, to apply for lawful permanent residence (An Act to Amend the
          Immigration and Nationality Act to Facilitate the Entry of Certain Non-immigrants into the United States, and
          for Other Purposes 1975; Dublin 1974, 407–14; Rocket and Putnam 1989, 390). Specifically, the 1970 rule
          allowed physicians to avoid the two-year home country residency requirement for J-1 exchange visitors unless
          their program was financed by a government or the applicant had skills determined to be lacking in their home
          country (Ester 2014). Further, from 1966 through 1977, physicians were “pre-certified” by the United States
          because the Department of Labor determined they were in short supply in the United States (Kaye et al. 1978).
          These rule changes were well publicized among my father’s circle and foreign doctors training in the United
          States. In 1974, one-fifth of the 76,504 physicians in the United States were foreign medical graduates (Kaye
          et al. 1978, 62 n. 40). My father was one of these physicians. Congress changed the rules once again in 1976
          when Congress enacted legislation restricting the ability for immigrant physicians to enter or remain in the
          United States (Ester 2014). Said researchers I.R.H. Rockett and S.L. Putnam, “The 1976 Health Professions
          Educational Assistance Act, [sic] was motivated by a Congressional desire to eliminate reliance on alien
          physicians in overcoming a shortfall in indigenous medical school production” (1989, 391).
        


        
          If my father’s story is any indication, the contributions immigrant doctors have made and will continue to
          make will be significant. My father practiced as a physician from the beginning of the AIDS crisis. When he
          first knew about the AIDS virus, there was no treatment available. My father told me, “It was like a death
          sentence.” At the time, my father was living in Dayton, Ohio, where I was born. He was the Chief of
          Infectious Diseases at the time and seeing patients in the Veterans Affairs hospital. He saw many more AIDS
          cases after we moved to New Jersey in 1984, when he would see one to two patients a week in the hospital and
          one to two patients in the office. Eventually, my father became a US citizen in 1979. He recalls the
          ceremony: “There were a lot of people. I was excited. I thought it was part of the fulfillment of the
          American Dream.”
        


        
          In modern America, immigrants account for 29 percent of all physicians and 38 percent of home health aides
          (Altorjai and Batalova 2017). And yet, many foreign medical graduates and health-care workers have fewer
          opportunities to pursue the American dream. Foreign medical graduates who enter the United States on the J-1
          exchange visitor programs are prohibited from staying in the United States permanently without first
          completing a two-year home country requirement or undergoing a rigorous waiver process (INA § 212(e), 8
          U.S.C. § 1182(e) (2016); U.S. Department of State 2020). One kind of waiver requires a person to show that
          returning to their home country would impose “exceptional hardship” on a spouse or child who is a lawful
          permanent resident or US citizen (INA § 212(e), 8 U.S.C. § 1182(e) (2016)). Another kind of waiver requires
          the doctor to show that they will be persecuted because of race, religion, nationality, political opinion, or
          membership in a particular social group if required to spend two years at home (INA § 212(e), 8 U.S.C. §
          1182(e) (2016)). While terms like “exceptional hardship” and “persecution” remain undefined by the statute or
          the regulations, the body of cases analyzing these terms illustrate a high standard to be met (Matter of
          Shaughnessy 1968; Matter of Lai 1969; Matter of Anderson 1978; Ramirez-Durazo v. INS 1986; Hassan v. INS
          1991; Matter of Cervantes-Gonzalez v. INS 2001). For example, “exceptional hardship” is treated as something
          beyond the normal hardship a family might face through separation (Matter of Shaughnessy 1968; Hassan v. INS
          1991; Matter of Cervantes-Gonzalez 2001).
        


        
          Many immigrant physicians in the United States are also admitted on a temporary H-1B status (Kahn and Gardin
          2017, 2235–37). Many are ready to pursue their goals and serve the United States on the frontlines but are
          shut out because of restrictions in the immigration law or the absence of laws that recognize their legality.
          Currently, 10,000 physicians in H-1B status can only practice with the employer they have been sponsored by
          (Jordan and Correal 2020).
        


        
          A third group of physicians and healthcare workers constrained by the law are those who qualify for a green
          card but are unable to receive one because of statutory limits. Congress wrote immigration laws to limit the
          number of employment-based visas (those seeking admission permanently based on employment) overall and the
          number of specific visas from specific countries (INA §202, 8 U.S.C. §1152 (2016)). Physicians from
          oversubscribed countries like India have been waiting for a green card for years because of these limits. As
          of April 2020, the government is issuing visas for Indian applicants whose visas were filed in January 2009.
          This means that Indian doctors are waiting for more than ten years. For those working on the frontlines or in
          hospitals where they may be infected or die of the virus, dependent family members are also at risk. Said
          William Stock, former president of the American Immigration Lawyers Association,
        


        
          
            [T]housands of physicians from India are currently trapped in immigration limbo, waiting for ten years or
            more for their “place in line” to be reached due to green card quotas. During that time, they continue to
            be on temporary visas, and their family members’ status is dependent on their status. If one of those
            physicians becomes infected treating patients and passes away, the family will be left without immigration
            status.
          


          
            (Anderson 2020)
          

        


        


        
          A final group of healthcare workers unable to achieve the American dream are those with DACA status. Deferred
          Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) recipients work in healthcare industries as well as in many other
          fields. DACA is a policy announced by the Obama administration that permits people who entered the United
          States before the age of 16 and are in school or graduated and meet certain residency and other requirements
          to request a type of discretionary protection known as “deferred action” (Napolitano 2012). According to a
          letter filed with the US Supreme Court by the Worker & Immigrant Rights Advocacy Clinic (WIRAC) at Yale
          Law School, “Approximately 27,000 DACA recipients are healthcare workers—including nurses, dentists,
          pharmacists, physician assistants, home health aides, technicians, and other staff—and nearly 200 are medical
          students, residents, and physicians” (Yale Law School 2020; Svajlenka 2020; Liptak 2020). Congress has the
          tools to lift restrictions like the two-year home country requirement for healthcare workers. Congress also
          has the ability to lift numerical quotas and create a more expeditious path to permanent residency for
          healthcare employees working in a temporary immigration status like the H-1B category (Anderson 2020).
          Finally, Congress could create a permanent pathway to residency for DACA recipients similar to legislation
          that was introduced in 2019 known as the American DREAM and Promise Act (American Dream and Promise Act
          2019). More recently, on May 12, 2020, the House of Representatives introduced the Health and Economic
          Recovery Omnibus Emergency Solutions (HEROES) Act (Health and Economic Recovery Omnibus Emergency Solutions
          Act 2020). The HEROES Act makes changes specific to immigrant physicians by, for example, expediting the
          green card process for certain physicians (and their families) working in the United States who can attest
          they are “engaged in or will engage in the practice of medicine or medical research involving the diagnosis,
          treatment, or prevention of COVID-19” (Health and Economic Recovery Omnibus Emergency Solutions Act 2020).
          The legislation also expands the permissible work activities for qualified J-1 physicians by allowing them to
          work in areas like COVID prevention, treatment, and diagnosis even if the activity falls outside their
          approved program (Health and Economic Recovery Omnibus Emergency Solutions Act 2020). The House of
          Representatives passed the HEROES Act by a vote of 208–199 on May 15, 2020 (Health and Economic Recovery
          Omnibus Emergency Solutions Act 2020).
        


        
          Congress has also advocated for changes at the agency level. On April 6, 2020, sixty-three members of
          Congress urged the Departments of Homeland Security and State to facilitate admission of immigrant healthcare
          workers. Said members,
        


        
          
            “Long before this pandemic emerged, the United States was already experiencing a shortage of medical
            workers. As the number of COVID-19 cases continues to increase, so does the risk to U.S. doctors, nurses,
            and other critical care workers. As this crisis will undoubtedly continue to take its toll on these
            professionals, we must do everything in our power to build and retain a robust workforce.
          


          
            (Cárdenas 2020)
          

        


        
          The congressional letter captures many of the changes DOS and DHS could make without legislation, including
          but not limited to speeding up applications by or for healthcare workers, expediting work permit
          applications, permitting healthcare workers in the H1-B category to move location, allowing doctors with a
          medical license in one state to help patients in another state, and greater flexibility for J-1 physicians
          (Cárdenas 2020). Indeed, even without legislative action, federal agencies who implement immigration policy
          have discretion to ease rules for immigrants working in health care. At the time of this writing, the
          Department of State has suspended all routine immigrant and nonimmigrant visa interviews (U.S. Department of
          State 2020) but has made a special exception for medical professionals seeking admission into the United
          States, particularly to respond to the COVID-19 pandemic (U.S. Department of State 2020; Education Commission
          for Foreign Medical Graduates 2020). On May 11, 2020, the U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services announced
          a policy to relax certain regulations for international medical graduates serving patients in the United
          States in the wake of COVID-19 (U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services 2020). To illustrate, the policy
          allows certain J-1 exchange visitors practicing medicine in the United States in medically underserved areas
          to deliver telehealth services and further waives some of the immigration consequences normally associated
          with an inability to work full time due to illness or reduced hours imposed by the facilities at which they
          work (U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services 2020).
        


        
          On a state level, New Jersey became the first state to provide emergency medical licenses to medical doctors
          helping patients with the coronavirus (Miller 2020). These policy changes help immigrant doctors serve the
          American healthcare system. The contributions of, and need for, immigrant healthcare workers to the American
          public have been longstanding (Patel et al. 2018, 2265–67) and are particularly acute because of the COVID-19
          virus. In summarizing actions taken by states that have relaxed rules in light of the virus, The New
          Yorker reports,
        


        
          
            In recent weeks, the governors of New York, New Jersey, Nevada, and a few other states have issued
            executive orders to relax the rules and issue temporary licenses, in certain cases. Governor Phil Murphy,
            of New Jersey, has issued the most flexible order to date, allowing temporary medical licenses to
            physicians who have practiced in other countries within the past five years and have at least five years’
            work experience over all in hospitals or clinics.
          


          
            (Osorio 2020)
          

        


        
          Ultimately, Congress and the executive branch must find long-term solutions for immigrant workers on the
          frontlines of the pandemic.
        

      

      
        C. Immigration and Family


        
          My mother was born and raised in India. She describes her childhood as a “dream life” because it was
          structured with temple, education, and emotional love. Despite the setbacks of losing her father at a young
          age and other challenges, she envisioned her future as a good life in India that would include getting
          married and settled down with a new family of her own. My mother told me, “I never thought I would come to
          the United States.” But she was curious. She was a good student with dreams to become a professional so when
          she was introduced to my father, it was a big plus to move to the United States in her mind. She had a visa
          interview in New Delhi in 1973, and easily received one as the spouse of a green card holder. Importantly, by
          the time my mother applied for a visa, the national origin quotas had been lifted and supplemented with a
          nondiscrimination clause by Congress: “[N]o person shall receive any preference or priority or be
          discriminated against in the issuance of an immigrant visa because of the person’s race, sex, nationality,
          place of birth, or place of residence” (INA § 202(a)(1)(A), 8 U.S.C. § 1152(a)(1)(A) (2016)). Similar to my
          father, my mother remembers few of the details of receiving a visa because it was simpler than how they view
          the process today. She told me, “As a new bride, it was a nice feeling to go see my husband and [start] a new
          life in a new country and having so many new opportunities.”
        


        
          My mother first heard the term American dream during her first time in America while living in Connecticut.
          She imagined buying a home as a part of the American dream. She told me,
        


        
          [I]t was something like if you have a station wagon, home and children that was the American Dream. I think
          the American Dream is a small subset of my personal dreams. For me, the American Dream includes opportunity
          to study after a certain age, expansion of intellect and that was part of my American Dream. My main
          appreciation of being able to study after I had kids was a dream.
        


        
          Her dream was really met. As a green card holder, my mother pursued her dreams as a master’s student while
          raising her twin girls (I was one of them!). Many years later, I carry in my wallet a picture of my father in
          our Dayton, Ohio, backyard holding my hand and my sister’s hand with a growing garden of roses planted by my
          mother behind us. My father is wearing the popular plaid pants from the 1970s and so happy like us. We were
          all beaming to celebrate the achievement of my mother’s graduation.
        


        
          If my mother’s story is any indication, she is the example of how family-based immigration also facilitates
          high-skilled immigration (U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services 2019; Duleep et al. 2018). High-skilled
          workers also point to family as the reason they came to the United States. As described by the American
          Immigration Council in its reference to a survey by the National Science Foundation that “asked immigrant
          scientists and engineers why they moved to the United States, the largest share of respondents (37.1 percent)
          identified ‘family-related reasons’” (Duleep et al. 2018, n.36; Kannakutty and Burrelli 2007). Though my
          mother entered as the spouse of a green card holder, the skills she brought to and acquired inside the United
          States were critical and changed technology and innovation in ways I will never appreciate. She first worked
          at the former National Cash Register Company and later in New Jersey at AT&T Bell Labs. I feel really
          proud of my mother and humbled that her American dream had room enough for so many people, including me.
        


        
          My mother waited to become a U.S. citizen, but her inspiration for doing so says something about the
          importance of nondiscrimination clauses in our laws. She had traveled to Toronto. My father had a US passport
          and she had an Indian passport. My mother told me,
        


        
          I felt that the treatment at the border was discriminatory. They made me feel diminished. They asked me more
          questions as if I were a bad person. I felt that life is so much easier to command respect without defensive
          questions if I had an American passport.
        


        
          So, my mother returned to Dayton, applied for citizenship, and drove herself to the ceremony. She told me,
        


        
          There were about 40 people. The day I became a citizen there was a slight down feeling to not call India as
          my motherland. I had to give up my Indian citizenship but otherwise I was happy; life would be easier with a
          US passport. Even if you have a green card, you are not in that circle.
        


        
          For most of us, perhaps, our attitudes are shaped by personal experience. I feel this profoundly with my
          mother, who worked so hard to achieve the American dream and has a feeling that others should do the same.
        


        
          Today, family remains a hallmark of the immigration system. More than 60 percent of new green card holders in
          fiscal 2018 obtained their status due to their family relationship (Batalova et al. 2020). “Immediate
          relatives” include the spouse, children, and parents over US citizens (INA § 201(b)(2) (A)(i), 8 U.S.C. §
          1151 (b)(2)(A)(i) (2016).). US children must be at least 21 years old to sponsor a parent (INA §
          201(b)(2)(A)(i), 8 U.S.C. § 1151 (b)(2)(A)(i) (2016)). Congress was generous with the “immediate relative”
          category and set no limits on how many people may be admitted to the United States based on this relationship
          (INA § 201(b), 8 U.S.C. § 1151(b) (2016)). In fiscal year 2019, 505,265 of an overall 1,030,990 people
          seeking admission permanently obtained a green card as an immediate relative (U.S. Department of Homeland
          Security 2020).
        


        
          Outside of the immediate relative category (U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services 2017), the current
          immigration law contains numerical quotas and limits by country for family relationships like the spouse of a
          green card holder and the siblings of U.S. citizens (U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services 2018).
          Consequently, the wait times are much longer, especially for those from countries like China and India (U.S.
          Department of State 2020). In years past, policymakers have advocated for Congress to move spouses of green
          card holders into the “immediate relative” category or to make an unlimited number of visas available to
          spouses of green card holders (S.2611, 109th Cong. (2006)). But these legislative solutions have been
          difficult to achieve. Both numerical limits in family categories and country caps mean that some families are
          waiting for many years before their admission or arrival to the United States. Today, a Mexican sibling
          sponsored by their U.S. citizen sister must wait for more than twenty years before they can be admitted to
          the United States based on this relationship. The wait times are guided by a document published by the
          Department of State known as the “visa bulletin” (U.S. Department of State 2020).
        


        
          While family has long been a centerpiece of the immigration system, the previous administration advocated for
          an immigration policy to gut family immigration significantly and end what is pejoratively labeled as “chain
          migration” (The White House 2017). This label disregards the reality that family reunification reflects
          deeply held values by Congress and the American people. The label also ignores the fact that family members
          like my mother come to the United States with the skill or desire to acquire skills that are necessary and
          valued (Duleep et al. 2018). Contrary to some opinions, responsible studies conducted over many years
          routinely demonstrate that immigration is of tremendous benefit to the United States. Family maintenance is
          integral to the well-being of immigrant families and, consequently, of tremendous importance in supporting
          immigrants’ active engagement with their communities and our country.
        

      

      
        D. Belonging and the American Dream


        
          For more than two centuries, exclusion has been part of the US immigration system (Johnson 2004; Ngai 2004).
          Supreme Court jurisprudence from the nineteenth century adopted a principle known as “plenary power” or the
          deference to Congress or the executive branch in the power to exclude or admit immigrants (Chae Chan Ping v.
          United States 1889; Fong Yue Ting v. United States 1893; U.S. ex rel. Knauff v. Shaughnessy 1950; Shaughnessy
          v. United States ex rel. Mezei 1953; Klein-dienst v. Mandel 1972; Fiallo v. Bell 1977). The well-known
          Chinese Exclusion Case involved a Chinese national who traveled outside the United States with a certificate
          to return but who was excluded upon his return because of the choice by Congress to end the certification
          exception while he was abroad (Chae Chan Ping v. United States 1889, 582). Said the Court, “The power of the
          legislative department of the government to exclude aliens from the United States is an incident of
          sovereignty which cannot be surrendered by the treaty making power” (Chae Chan Ping v. United States 1889,
          *4). Historians and immigration scholars have criticized the Chinese Exclusion Case as a story about race and
          the racist history of US immigration law (Ngai 2018, 3–35; Johnson 1998, 1111–59; Burns and Yu 2018). The
          case has never been overruled.
        


        
          The current administration proposed a number of immigration policies focused on excluding noncitizens from
          entering the United States. The most controversial of these policies was a presidential proclamation or
          travel ban that blocks immigration from countries which are predominantly Muslim (Proclamation No. 9645 2017;
          Wadhia 2019, 11; Penn State Law Center for Immigrants’ Rights Clinic 2017). In creating the travel ban,
          President Trump relied upon a section of the immigration statute known as 212(f) that reads,
        


        
          
            Whenever the President finds that the entry of any aliens or of any class of aliens into the United States
            would be detrimental to the interests of the United States, he may by proclamation, and for such period as
            he shall deem necessary, suspend the entry of all aliens or any class of aliens as immigrants or
            nonimmigrants, or impose on the entry of aliens any restrictions he may deem to be appropriate.
          


          
            (INA § 212(f), 8 U.S.C. § 1182(f) (2016))
          

        


        


        
          The ban was litigated in the courts and upheld by the US Supreme Court on June 26, 2018 (Trump v. Hawaii
          2018; Wadhia 2019, 11–16). Writing for the majority, Chief Justice John Roberts concluded that section 212(f)
          “exudes deference to the President in every clause” and found the proclamation to fall within the scope of
          this statute (Trump v. Hawaii 2018, 2408). Justice Roberts also found the proclamation to be compatible with
          the nondiscrimination clause regarding the issuance of immigrant visas and the immigration statute as a whole
          (Trump v. Hawaii 2018, 2415).
        


        
          The story of the ban started in January 2017 and revised on January 31, 2020, when the Trump administration
          expanded the ban to most immigrants and other nationals from six countries (Exec. Order No. 13,769 2017;
          Proclamation No. 9983 2020). As of this writing many nationals from thirteen predominantly Muslim and African
          countries are banned from entering the United States (Penn State Law Center for Immigrants’ Rights Clinic
          2020 b; Proclamation No. 9983 2020). These countries include Kyrgyzstan, Nigeria, Myanmar (Burma), Sudan,
          Eritrea, Tanzania, Libya, Yemen, Iran, North Korea, Syria, Somalia, and Venezuela.
        


        
          The Trump administration used section 212(f) to exclude other groups of immigrants, including but not limited
          to asylum seekers at the southern border (Proclamation 9822 2018; Aliens Subject to a Bar on Entry Under
          Certain Presidential Proclamations; Procedures for Protection Claims 2018) and in the wake of the coronavirus
          (Proclamation No. 9984, 2020; Proclamation No. 9992 2020; Proclamation 9993 2020; Proclamation 9996 2020). In
          the course of the pandemic, the Trump administration issued additional policies that exclude people from
          entering the United States. In a series of presidential proclamations issued between January 31 and March 14,
          2020, anyone traveling to China, Iran, the Schengen Area, Ireland, or the United Kingdom in the last fourteen
          days cannot enter the United States (Proclamation No. 9984, 2020; Proclamation No. 9992 2020; Proclamation
          9993 2020; Proclamation 9996 2020). Further, under a rule issued by the Centers for Disease Control on March
          20, 2020, anyone arriving at or in between land borders between the United States and Mexico and the United
          States and Canada are blocked from entering the United States (42 C.F.R §71). The CDC rule is controversial
          because it appears to conflict with the immigration statute and international treaties surrounding asylum and
          nonreturn (Erfani 2020).
        


        
          On April 20, 2020, and via Twitter, the Trump administration indicated that it would expand the suspension on
          immigration (@realDonaldTrump, April 20, 2020). For the next 48 hours, immigration experts and media outlets
          considered the possible scenarios of ending immigration and challenged whether there was a legal basis for
          such a watershed policy change (Monyak 2020; Chacon and Chemerinsky 2020). On April 22, 2020, and using
          section 212(f) as a basis, President Trump announced a presidential proclamation suspending much of family
          immigration, employment-based immigration, and the diversity lottery program (Proclamation Suspending Entry
          of Immigrants Who Present Risk to the U.S. Labor Market During the Economic Recovery Following the COVID-19
          Outbreak 2020; Center for Immigrants’ Rights Clinic 2020a). The changes are profound for future immigration.
          For example, the proclamation suspends entry for spouses and minor children of green card holders; children,
          parents, and siblings of US citizens; workers sponsored by a US employer, and those seeking admission based
          on their identity as a national from a “low admissions” country from entering the United States despite the
          terms of the statute and for reasons only tied to the proclamation. The proclamation includes some exceptions
          for those with a valid visa on the date this new rule was triggered, for spouses of US citizens, and for
          immigrants seeking to provide care specific to the COVID-19 virus to name a few (Proclamation Suspending
          Entry of Immigrants Who Present Risk to the U.S. Labor Market During the Economic Recovery Following the
          COVID-19 Outbreak 2020). And yet, the changes in this proclamation would block my own mother had she sought
          admission as the spouse of a green card holder today. The image is heartbreaking. Despite the fact that the
          Department of State has as of this writing suspended “routine” visa appointments in light of COVID-19, the
          proclamation could still impact people in the short term if the State Department chooses to move to remote
          visa interviews, waives interviews, and in the instances where emergency appointments are scheduled for those
          filling essential roles. On April 25, 2020, AILA, the Justice Action Center, the Innovation Law Lab, and the
          Latino Network filed a lawsuit challenging the new suspension (AILA 2020). This lawsuit is expected to be
          among the first of several lawsuits.
        


        
          Exclusion has long been a feature in immigration law, but it is not always justifiable. The government has
          often pointed to national security, foreign affairs, or terrorism to justify exclusion, particularly so in
          the current administration. While these justifications can sometimes survive the opinion of the courts,
          exclusion is morally problematic when it targets certain nationalities or religions, makes it difficult for
          newcomers to fill critical needs in the United States, and separates families. There is perhaps no better
          example than the global pandemic to underscore the overwhelming benefits of immigration to the United States
          and the time-sensitive demands being placed on Congress and agencies to ease channels for frontline workers.
        

      

      
        E. Conclusion


        
          The American dream is an idea, but for many immigrants and their families this dream is tangible, emotional,
          and nostalgic. I chose to focus this essay on immigration and health care and family immigration because of
          my own family’s American dream story, and to tie their story to the critical role immigrants play in the wake
          of a global pandemic. Congress’s own design recognizes the importance of immigration and the benefits that
          immigrants offer our nation. Introducing exclusion to this essay is also important because it underscores a
          tension between the American dream and those policies that shut immigrants out in the current era. Moving
          forward, easing this tension demands that the United States circle back to the American dream as an ideal,
          examine the rules and policies that undermine it, and create pathways for those seeking to come to our shores
          to contribute, reunite with family, and prosper.
        

      

      
        Notes


        
          1 Throughout this essay, I use “foreign medical graduate,” “foreign physician,” “immigrant doctor,”
          and “J-1 doctors” interchangeably.
        


        
          2 As demonstrated later in this essay, and despite the elimination of national-origin quotas, the
          federal government has issued immigration policies that exclude people based on their place of birth.
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        Introduction


        
          In his Seeking the American Dream (2016, 113), sociologist Robert Hauhart describes the American dream
          as a “free-floating rhetorical device that speakers and writers can put to almost any purpose they wish.”
          This characterization captures the chameleon-like quality of a concept that has become part of American
          conventional wisdom. As such, it can refer to, for example, aspirations and respect (Noonan 2017), freedom
          (Rank, Hirschl, and Foster 2014), Americans’ “entrepreneurial spirit” (Samuel 2012), and the belief that
          merit will lead to material success (Johnson 2015). This last trope, in particular, frequently reduces the
          concept to economic mobility and home ownership. For instance, in an analysis of 102 Wall Street
          Journal and Washington Post headlines, spanning 1987 to 2018, which used the term “American
          Dream,” the author found that 32 percent of stories focused on general economic mobility, 25 percent
          discussed the mobility of immigrants, and 24 percent identified the dream with home ownership.1 This bias in stories about the American dream implies that though usage of the term
          can verge on the whimsical, in fact its proponents often associate it with something more precise: the
          optimistic wish for yet to be realized economic well-being (Brandt 1981; Merton 1938). The American dream
          idea touts American society’s potential for facilitating such well-being for all who believe in the concept
          and work at apprehending it.
        


        
          Pursuit of material well-being simultaneously betrays and upholds James Truslow Adams’s original use of the
          term. In The Epic of America (1932), Adams’s broad view of the American dream envisioned a “land in
          which life should be better and richer and fuller for every man, with opportunity for each according to his
          ability or achievement” (404).2 In this, he emphasized the growth of
          community and spiritual values (410–11).3 But he also meant material
          betterment and suffused his book with optimism that the United States provided broad scope for the
          realization of this enriched multidimensional life. This optimism is a common theme in discussions of the
          American dream, but it may well be overstated. A more realistic framing of the concept, to the extent it
          exists, locates it within the pervasive social inequality characterizing American society (Hauhart 2015).
          Viewed from this perspective, the dream mutates from a bundle of free-floating aspirations into hopes and
          wishes struggling for fulfillment against entrenched class and racial hierarchies. In fact, the dream helps
          justify these hierarchies (Hauhart 2011). This essay examines the concept of the American dream in the
          post-1960s United States, arguing that it is ideological in nature. However, for immigrants and African
          Americans, two groups that are helping drive ever-expanding racial and ethnic diversity, the dream is a mixed
          bag. In some respects, they support classic descriptions of the concept, giving credence to its existence.
          But the situation of African Americans, in particular, illustrates the limits and questions the validity of
          the American dream concept.
        

      

      
        Beliefs About the American Dream


        
          Overall, opinion polls point to widespread belief in the existence of the American dream, likely, as Cullen
          (2003, 6) notes, because it is intrinsic to American national identity. Although some Americans emphasize the
          dream’s ethereal aspects (Hanson and Zogby 2010), many define it in material terms. For example, a January
          2019 Harvard/Harris poll (N = 1,540) (Polling the Nations) asked the following question:
        


        
          For you, which of the following are necessary to achieving the American Dream? Please check all that apply.
          Feeling safe in your community, comfortable retirement, getting a good education, owning a home, having a
          successful career, living free from government regulation, making more money than your parents, volunteering
          or serving in your community.
        


        
          Respondents privileged the materialistic and educational aspects of the dream, while downplaying its
          ideological and communitarian ramifications. Thus, “feeling safe in your community” and “comfortable
          retirement” scored highest, with 67 percent indicating agreement. Other responses were as follows: “getting a
          good education” (64 percent), “owning a home” (63 percent), and “having a successful career” (59 percent). In
          contrast, “volunteering in your community,” at 29 percent of respondents, scored dead last.
        


        
          Unsurprisingly, faith in the dream varies positively with income, but even a majority of lower-income
          Americans hold to it. According to a 2019 NPR/Robert Wood Johnson Foundation/Harvard University poll (2019,
          14) (N = 1,885), 97 percent of Americans earning $500,000 or more believed that they had either
          attained, or would attain, the American dream. But this was also true of 56 percent of respondents earning
          less than $35,000 per year. Americans are even more optimistic about the fate of their children. In the same
          poll, 70 percent of lower-income respondents, 78 percent of the middle class, and 80 percent of the top 1
          percent of adults believed that future generations will attain the American dream. These findings jibe with
          Hanson and Zogby’s (2010) analysis of decades-long polling data, where, in 1996, Americans believed that the
          dream was alive for immigrants (70 percent), family (69 percent), neighbors (66 percent), and “the country in
          general” (57 percent) (577).
        


        
          Despite occasional bouts of pessimism regarding the dream (Hanson and Zogby 2010), it could be said that
          optimism is Americans’ default mode where it is concerned. Equating it with upward mobility, they harbor the
          eternal hope that relentless hard work will lead to self-betterment. In this, belief in the dream bundles
          together notions of individualism, merit, higher education, and a laissez-faire attitude (Brandt 1981;
          Hauhart 2015; Hochschild 1995; Lipset 1996; Merton 1938). The corollary is that Americans may incur a burden
          of guilt for failing to attain the materialistic success and consequent high status that the society values
          (Abrahamson, Mizruchi, and Hornung 1976; Adams 1932; Hanson and Zogby 2010; Johnson 2015; Merton 1938).
        


        
          Juxtaposing Americans’ beliefs about upward mobility against mobility in other countries and actual mobility
          in this country illustrates the extent of their overoptimism regarding attainment of a materialistically
          defined American dream (Beller and Hout 2006; Jäntti 2009; Solon 2002; Torche 2015). For instance, Isaacs and
          Sawhill (2008), after surveying mobility in twenty countries, concluded that Americans believe in the
          uplifting power of personal effort but downplay the efficacy of such external factors as family wealth and
          government assistance. The reverse is true in other countries. To cite two examples: in the study, 70 percent
          of Americans, but only 40 percent of foreigners, agreed that “people get rewarded for intelligence and
          skill.” Conversely, 70 percent of foreigners but only 30 percent of Americans agreed that “it is the
          responsibility of the government to reduce differences in income” (20).
        


        
          Similarly, a 2018 survey (Alesina, Stantcheva, and Teso 2018) comparing Britain, France, Italy, Sweden, and
          the US on the likelihood of rising from the bottom to the top quartile in each country found the widest gap
          between perception and reality in the US. Americans estimated their chances at 11.7 percent against the
          actual probability of 7.8 percent. In contrast, all Europeans underestimated their chances of upward
          mobility, although this was more likely to occur than in America. On average, Europeans rated their chances
          at 9.6 percent compared to the actual probability of 11.0 percent (532).
        


        
          Research on intergenerational mobility in the United States gives further pause to overoptimism in regards to
          its possibility, pointing, overall, to decreasing chances for children since the early decades of the
          twentieth century (Aaronson and Mazumder 2008; Beller and Hout 2006; Song et al. 2020). Defining upward
          mobility as the crucial feature of the American dream, Chetty et al. (2016), in their noteworthy research,
          estimate the likelihood that children who were born during a particular decade have moved up (or not)
          compared to their parents at the same age.4 They found that children of every
          generation since the 1940s have faced increasingly lower odds of exceeding their parents’ social status.
          Whereas ′92 percent of the 1940s birth cohort could expect a mobility boost, the 1950s birth cohort enjoyed
          only a 79 percent chance. Only 62 percent of those born in the 1960s exceeded their parents, and this
          declined slightly to 61 percent for those who were born during the following decade. However, the 1980s
          generation saw a precipitous drop in their odds of mobility; at 50 percent, being equally likely to
          experience it as not.
        

      

      
        Situating the American Dream in Theory


        
          Recognizing its wide girth and following up on the work of Adams, analysts of the American dream often paint
          the concept with broad strokes. To cite only a few of many such statements: Samuel (2012), after holding that
          the concept is “a product of our collective imagination … [that] could mean whatever we want or need it to
          mean,” goes on to list at least seven subcomponents of the dream: optimism for the future as seen in
          constantly rising expectations, a fascination with hope and change, entrepreneurialism, home ownership, the
          quest for wealth, the pressure to succeed, and a belief that anything is possible (4–5). The epitome of this
          optimism, he argues, was the triumphalism surrounding America’s victory in the space race, which implied that
          “earth [was] no longer big enough to contain the American Dream” (56).
        


        
          Cullen (2003), likewise, but relying on scholarly instead of popular sources, argues for the existence of
          several dreams. Analytically, these include the Puritans’ “dream of a good life” in settling America; the
          Founding Fathers’ Declaration of Independence, which was their “dream charter”; modern-day Americans’ “dream
          of a good life” through upward mobility; African Americans’ “dream of equality”; Americans’ “dream of home
          ownership”; and, in a third iteration of the “good life,” Americans’ intensifying dream of attaining success
          through unearned fame and fortune. Anchoring these specific dreams in the experiences of early American
          settlers allows Cullen to historicize his analysis. Hauhart (2016) does something similar and pursues a
          fine-grained sociological examination of the American dream, which involves a detailed look at relevant
          literature.
        


        
          Rank, Hirschl, and Foster (2014) spend less time scrutinizing the concept’s origins but closely examine the
          probability of its fulfilment within the context of an unequal society. Strikingly, they also emphasize the
          role luck plays in attaining the American dream. Their focus on blockages to this outcome leads to a
          discussion of African Americans, whose situation, researchers commonly acknowledge, illustrates the dream’s
          limits (Armstrong et al. 2019; Fulwood 1996; Hanson and Zogby 2010; Musick and Wilson 1998). As Richard Alba
          (2009) argues in Blurring the Color Line, his optimistic take on American society’s ultimate verdict
          on its burgeoning racial and ethnic diversity, African Americans are the “hard case” because society
          disproportionately rejects them as not being the “moral equals”5 of white
          Americans. Critical American dream scholars tend to agree with this assessment. Jennifer Hochschild’s
          Facing Up to the American Dream (1995) is a good example of this. In it, she argues that, at core, the
          dream affords Americans the ability to “achieve success as they define it … through their own efforts, and to
          attain virtue and fulfillment through success” (xi). But society treats African Americans differently,
          stunting their ability to attain the American dream. Post–civil rights upward mobility has increased the odds
          for the black middle class but, ironically, they are succeeding more while enjoying it less (8).
          Paradoxically, lower-income African Americans, who experience relatively higher levels of deprivation, tend
          to express more faith in the American dream. However, they could also turn against it if, over the long run,
          the gap between their aspirations and their material circumstances does not close. This disillusionment might
          sour all Americans on the concept and lead to social fragmentation (259).
        


        
          Hochschild’s fears speak to the seriousness of social inequality and the American dream’s relationship to it.
          By social inequality is meant the disproportionate and systematic hoarding of resources by society’s upper
          echelons, with the much larger numbers of people below them routinely receiving a much smaller share of these
          resources (Kerbo 2012, 9–10; Reeves 2018; Safi 2020, 35; Schwalbe 2015). The term “resources” is
          comprehensive in nature, including wealth, income, educational opportunity, jobs, health care, residence,
          power, social esteem, and happiness.6 For instance, in 2012 the average
          wealth of the top 1 percent of Americans stood at $14,000,000, which represented 42 percent of total wealth
          in the United States. In contrast, the bottom 90 percent of the population exhibited an average wealth of
          roughly $80,000, and this accounted for only 23 percent of total wealth. Moreover, the wealth of the top 1
          percent increased by almost 500 percent between 1946 and 2012, whereas that of the bottom 90 percent had only
          doubled. In reality, inequality is even more concentrated than these figures reveal, since the top 0.1
          percent of the population (160,000 households in 2012) controls just over 20 percent of all wealth in the
          United States and enjoys an average income of $20,000,000 per year (Saez and Zucman 2016).
        


        
          The distribution of income tells much the same story. In 1970, at $126,100, the median income of upper-income
          families was six times that of the lower-income family median.7 By 2018, the
          former had increased by 64 percent, and these families earned more than seven times as much as did
          lower-income families. Meanwhile, their share of aggregate income had increased from 29 percent to 48
          percent. But lower-income families’ aggregate share, already very low at 10 percent, had declined to 9
          percent by 2018. Moreover, middle-class families saw their aggregate share of income decline even more
          precipitously from 62 percent in 1970 to 43 percent in 2018 (Pew Research Center 2020). At the very bottom of
          the income distribution, 12 percent of the population (38 million people) fell into poverty in 2018, meaning
          that they earned below anywhere from $12,784 for individuals to $48,546 for a family of nine or more (U.S.
          Department of Commerce 2019).
        


        
          The American dream, especially conceived of in materialistic terms, interacts with this inequality in at
          least two ways. First, as noted previously, inequality undermines the ability of many Americans to acquire a
          comfortable style of life. Arguably, this is an important component of happiness (Hauhart 2016; Twenge and
          Cooper 2020), and threats to material attainment explain much of the angst surrounding discourse on the
          American dream.
        


        
          Serious as this is, the concept interacts with social inequality in a more important way. The fundamental
          problem facing systems of inequality is how to maintain stability over time, considering the tensions
          generated by gross differences in access to resources within the social hierarchy. An important solution to
          this problem is the generation of belief systems justifying inequality. These legitimating ideologies “arrest
          the imagination” (Schwalbe 2015) such that the maldistribution of resources comes to seem natural and
          commonsensical, thereby quieting the have-nots. The American dream, specifically the claim that all can
          attain it, and its open-ended nature, is such an ideology (Hauhart 2011). As such, it argues that the wealthy
          and powerful deserve their position atop American society because they are more meritorious (that is, more
          hard working and intelligent,8 as opposed to, say, having also inherited
          those positions or having had more luck) than others. But since the society is “open,” all have-nots enjoy
          the same opportunity to reach the top if they too work hard. Thus, as revealed in polls, the dream ideology
          shifts the focus away from an unequally structured society onto individuals who may then view themselves as
          social failures (Johnson 2015; Rank, Hirschl, and Foster 2014).
        


        
          Of course, well-known sociological theories—notably Marxism—have developed to analyze the creation of system
          upholding beliefs but, on a more general level, legitimation involves certain basic principles. Importantly,
          these include microlevel processes that socialize individuals to correlate feelings of self-worth with social
          status. In this way, high-status individuals evince high self-worth and feelings of deservedness, while the
          opposite is true of low-status individuals (Alves and Rossi 1978; Della Fave 1980, 1986; Kerbo 2012; Rytina,
          Form, and Pease 1970). Though subtle, micro-processes lead to a general acceptance of the principle of social
          inequality. In this, they are aided by some macro-processes of legitimation that inculcate acceptance of
          specific political economies through their ability to shape reality. These include such institutions as the
          educational system, the mass media, and opinion organizations (Kerbo 2012).
        


        
          Sociologist Dennis Wrong (1980) has systematized the workings of macro-processes of legitimation in his
          analysis of power. He argues that all power is a form of intended influence in which power holders attain
          their objectives against the wishes of other social actors. However, these outcomes may be attained more
          efficiently, or not, depending on the form taken by power. Coercion is an inefficient form of power because,
          though effective in the short run, in the long run it is costly when measured in terms of resistance,
          manpower, money, and time. More efficient forms of power attain desired outcomes without attracting attention
          to themselves. These include persuasion, where power holders attain their goals by convincing others of the
          rightness of the power holder’s point of view or actions; manipulation, where power holders hide their true
          intentions from subordinated social actors; and authority, where these actors invest in power holders the
          right to subordinate them. The subordinated tend not to question this right as long as authority-wielders
          remain within legally constituted boundaries.
        


        
          The American dream primarily inhabits the realm of persuasion and authority. On one level, the generalized
          acceptance of inequality resulting from microlevel processes of legitimation might seem enough to erase
          social conflict deriving from the maldistribution of resources. From this perspective, Americans should
          simply accept their lot in life; notions of an American dream should not exist. But the lived reality of
          inequality, with its constant reminders of relative deprivation amidst great affluence and claims to equality
          of opportunity, challenges such glib acceptance. Consequently, inequality remains a potent source of
          conflict. Other mechanisms of pacification become necessary, and this is where macro-processes of
          legitimation enter the picture.
        


        
          To argue in this manner is not to deny the existence of the American dream conceived of as material
          betterment. Upward mobility exists, and Americans are justified in seeking it if it improves the quality of
          their lives. The specific problem lies in the claim that every American can attain the dream and in its
          open-ended nature. The first claim is illogical because only so many places exist at the top, and making
          space for all strivers would seem to mean the displacement of Americans who already reside there. Second,
          positing a completely open dream means that Americans, like hamsters on a wheel, are expected to perpetually
          search for a mythical reality, never knowing if they have attained it. Meanwhile, the status quo remains
          intact.
        


        
          These two features of the American dream move it from the realm of concrete upward mobility into legitimating
          ideology. Persuasion, as Wrong argues, becomes useful for diverting Americans from the real problems they are
          facing because of an unequally structured society towards a “dream” that lies somewhere in the future.
          Sometimes, this is blatant. For instance, alarmed at the widespread social turmoil resulting from persistent
          police killings of African Americans, Wall Street Journal opinion writer Kimberley Strassel (2020) has
          argued that the solution is “MAGA for all.” She posits that,
        


        
          
            the coronavirus and George Floyd’s death have shined a spotlight on glaring disparities in the country. The
            white-collar elite work safely from home in shut-down cities, while hands-on workers and small-business
            owners become economic statistics. The focus on rare cases of police abuse has resurfaced the
            all-too-common reality of so many African-American communities—crime, high unemployment, poor health care,
            failing schools.
          


          
            In those bleak headlines is an opening for Mr. Trump to embrace a second-term “opportunity” agenda, a
            promise that free-market policies won’t only revive the struggling economy but throw it open to those
            forgotten Americans … Those points will certainly energize the Republican base. But making inroads with
            independents, minority voters and suburban housewives will require something more concrete and
            aspirational. Why not an “American Dream” theme? … Promoters also note that an American Dream theme is
            optimistic and inclusive—a needed contrast to perpetual Democratic anger, partisan and racial animus, the
            fear and gloom of the virus … The 2016 slogan was “Make America Great Again.” It would be no lift for Mr.
            Trump to add a couple of words and sell what he has done, and what he could with four more years. “Make
            America Great Again—for All.”
          

        


        


        
          The essence of persuasion is the ability to convince audiences of the veracity of particular stances through
          argumentation, and the media is able to do this by framing stories in particular ways and distributing them
          widely (Entmann 1993; Scheufele 1999). By definition, opinion pieces such as Strassel’s do this openly, but
          apparently objective news stories also convey embedded messages. For instance, the articles from 1987 to 2018
          that were examined by the present author assumed the existence of the American dream, rather than questioning
          the veracity of the concept. Instead, the stories varied around the degree to which the dream is still
          possible through mobility, whether immigrants illustrate its existence, and problems in home ownership.
        


        
          Notions of authority, and authority structures, tend to amplify persuasion’s power. This occurs because
          audiences come to trust particular individuals and organizations based on their inherent characteristics
          (e.g., professional credentials) or embeddedness in legal structures. Consequently, audiences are willing to
          act on information or orders emanating from these authorities (Wrong 1980). For example, even though the
          American media has become fragmented, overtly ideological, and its veracity is under attack, it still wields
          a great deal of influence. A case in point is that conservative media has increased skepticism about the
          COVID-19 virus’ lethality among conservative audiences (Bursztyn et al. 2020; Simonov et al. 2020). But,
          being a basic component of American identity, the American dream tends to find agreement among most
          Americans, regardless of their specific political beliefs (Polling the Nations). Thus, both conservative and
          liberal media disseminate the American dream ideology.9 Perhaps more
          importantly, fundamentally important agents of socialization such as the educational system do this as well,
          which justifies the status quo even while they reinforce notions of American openness and the efficacy of
          individual effort (Calarco 2014; Gansen 2017).
        

      

      
        Immigrants and the American Dream


        
          Discussions of the American dream frequently invoke immigrants because immigration is laden with the language
          of opportunity and, consequently, they serve as a natural complement to American optimism about the dream.
          This language derives from immigrants’ motivations in moving to other countries, which primarily revolve
          around economic uplift. However, in the real world, these motivations are complex, intertwining economic
          betterment, reuniting with family, the desire for safety, and educational aspirations (Hagelskamp,
          Suárez-Orozco, and Hughes 2010). Thus, immigrant motivations align with Adams’s (1932) broad original
          definition of the American dream. Despite this, immigrants pose as many problems for the concept as do
          Americans and the stumbling block is the same: social inequality. Once in the United States, immigrants must
          somehow integrate into a highly racialized socioeconomic hierarchy. But what this integration—usually
          referred to as assimilation—means is subject to much debate. It appears that post-1965 immigration benefits
          immigrants and American society, as a whole, but it also contributes to social inequality (Waters and Esbach
          1995).
        


        
          In American immigration history, 1965’s Hart-Celler Act marked a turning point, shifting the nation’s focus
          away from the national origins of immigrants towards the reunification of families. This liberal turn in
          American immigration policy also prioritized skills, capped immigration from the Eastern Hemisphere at
          170,000, and, for the first time, limited immigration from the Western Hemisphere (Keely 1971). The
          Hart-Celler Act redirected the flow of immigrants away from Europe towards Asia, the Caribbean, Latin
          America, and, since the 1980s, Africa. Moreover, the Refugee Act of 1980 led to an influx of Southeast Asian
          refugees. Data from the U.S. Department of Home-land Security (2017) show that 80 percent of all immigrants
          between 1900 and 1959, but only 14 percent between 1970 and 1999, originated in Europe. In contrast, Latinx
          immigration tripled from 10 percent of all immigrants in the first six decades of the twentieth century to 29
          percent by 2017. During the same period, immigration from Asia increased from 5 to 37 percent. The
          percentages from Africa and the Caribbean, though somewhat lower, have followed apace, indicating a rapid
          rise in America’s nonwhite population.
        


        
          This “browning of America” (also because of higher birth rates among immigrant women), unexpected by the
          architects of the 1965 act, will result in a majority-minority society by the middle of the twenty-first
          century (Bobo 2011; Gjelten 2015; Martin et al. 2018).10 The pressing
          question is how a historically white-dominant society will organize itself to accommodate this new reality.
          It is unclear, going forward, whether all nonwhite immigrants can, or even should, assimilate (Ber-brier
          2004). Perhaps new models for how people of color relate to white Americans will be needed (Bean, Lee, and
          Bachmeier 2013; Bonilla-Silva 2004). This issue of assimilation, and the creation of alternate models of the
          nonwhite/white relationship, could be lumped under the question of how immigrants go about becoming American
          (i.e., absorbed into the society on equal terms with the native-born) and has clear implications for the
          American dream concept. But the burgeoning non-white population also raises a second question with important
          implications for the American dream: how will they impact the society? One question is inward looking, while
          the other asks about the larger implications of the changing racial landscape.
        


        
          Focusing on the first question, we find that scholars of assimilation do not usually invoke the American
          dream trope, and scholars of the American dream do not usually discuss it in terms of assimilation, but
          actually, both groups are discussing the same phenomenon. The American dream is a meta-narrative; an end
          point describing a particular stage when strivers have achieved success. But since the dream is
          open-ended, and strivers can never be completely certain that they have reached this apex, the American dream
          may also be viewed in terms of ongoing efforts to attain success. For instance, immigrants, especially
          refugees and asylees,11 may regard being in the United States as a “dream,”
          inasmuch as this country may facilitate relative safety, stability, and the ability to strive for upward
          mobility (Kaplan 2020). The dream is then as much about capacity and process as it is an end point. But the
          assimilation concept has also been criticized for its fuzziness, since the term is used both to describe an
          end point and the process of getting to that end point (Marrow 2013). In short, immigrants may assimilate, as
          process, to reach an end point where they are embraced as “American” (i.e., accepted intrinsically as part of
          the society). They may also enjoy material affluence. At this juncture they are “assimilated” (as outcome)
          and may define this as “success” and the “American Dream.” Of course, as noted, the openness of the dream
          renders this success indistinct.
        


        
          Assimilation’s blurriness extends to other facets of the concept, since it is also multidimensional and
          partially objective and partially subjective. Moreover, it is ethnocentric and sometimes racist (Archdeacon
          1983; Berbrier 2004; Marrow 2013). Historically, assimilation theory has reflected its uncertain meaning.
          Anglo-conformity, or complete absorption of immigrants into the white population, has held sway. But early in
          the twentieth century, some Eastern European immigrants rejected Anglo-conformity and proposed their own more
          liberal theories of assimilation, which emphasized various forms of immigrant/white Anglo-Saxon Protestant
          hybridity (King 2000). Ultimately, these immigrants, rejected at first, managed to become “white” (Alba
          2009), but then the post-1960s browning of America raised the question of whether nonwhites could replicate
          this process. In response, some scholars (notably Alba and Nee 2003) have promoted neo-assimilationism, which
          retains the concept but attempts to remove its racist implications. But most adhere to segmented assimilation
          theory, which proposes both positive and negative outcomes for immigrants as they seek assimilation as end
          point (Waters and Jimenez 2005).
        


        
          This theory, in particular, illustrates the complexities and problems that are embedded within the immigrant
          assimilation/American dream narrative. On the one hand, it proposes that some immigrants, based on a
          combination of their context of reception (i.e., circumstances surrounding their entrance into American
          society), endowments (e.g., education), second-generation acculturation, and parental resources will attain
          outright upward mobility into the white population. Others may achieve the same end by embracing a hybrid
          culture that is equally at home within the immigrant group and dominant white culture (Portes and Zhou 1993).
          In a third trajectory, the theory proposes downward mobility for some immigrants into the black inner city.
        


        
          Although not conceptualized as such by the theory, the first two groups will have attained the American
          dream, if such a dream is defined in terms of positive socioeconomic indicators. Controversially, Asians are
          an example of the first situation since they outperform all other groups in the United States. Although the
          bulk of this population entered the United States only after passage of the Hart-Celler Act in 1965, they
          have achieved rapid upward mobility. For instance, in 2019 32 percent of all Americans and 34 percent of
          whites held a BA degree or higher, but this was true of 54 percent of Asians (U.S. Department of Commerce
          2020a). Similarly, the median nationwide household income in 2018 stood at $63,179, but Asian households
          registered $87,194 (U.S. Department of Commerce 2020b). Portes and Stepick (1993) have proposed that Cubans
          typify the hybrid approach to assimilation (and, in our terms, attaining the American dream).
        


        
          Despite their notable socioeconomic success, Asians also demonstrate the need for caution in equating
          immigrant optimism with automatic attainment of the American dream. Decomposing the statistics belies their
          model minority image because not all Asians—e.g., Laotians and Cambodians—perform well. Also, immigration
          policy, a factor not controlled by Asians, fundamentally shapes their potential for upward mobility by
          inserting them, upon entry into the United States, at specific locations along the socioeconomic hierarchy.
          Laotians struggle to attain the American dream because, as refugees, they start out at the bottom of American
          society, but Indians, entering under the H-1B visa for highly educated immigrants, start out much higher on
          the hierarchy. Not surprisingly, Indians surpass all other groups in socioeconomic attainment (Budiman,
          Cilluffo, and Ruiz 2019). The proposed downward mobility of some immigrants represents the starkest departure
          from the American dream. In fact, if true, it is the anti-dream, referred to by some writers as the “American
          nightmare” (Samuel 2012). But this hypothesis is loaded with racial baggage inasmuch as it defines low-income
          African Americans in static terms as failures when, despite its problems, the inner city is also culturally
          vibrant. Counterintuitively, the inner city exercises an outsized influence on American culture through music
          and fashion and serves as a channel for attainment of the materialistic American dream for some African
          Americans (Charnas 2010; Kasinitz, Mollenkopf, and Waters 2002). Some immigrants, relying on the same
          channels, may be able to do the same. Indeed, research (e.g., Waters 2011) has shown that, rather than
          declining, second-generation immigrants tend to outstrip their parents.
        


        
          All this begs the question of how immigrants impact American society and possibly shape the American dream
          concept (as opposed to merging into it). Research shows that this impact is differential and mostly positive.
          In particular, they tend to expand the potential for attaining the American dream of prosperity by expanding
          the economy (OECD 2014). But since immigrants reinforce the existing system of inequality rather than
          fundamentally altering it, they may also retard upward mobility for some segments of the society.
        


        
          Economic expansion derives from such sources as providing needed labor in segments of the economy—such as
          harvesting crops—that do not attract Americans (complementarity); increasing corporate profits by providing
          low-cost labor; expanding demand and the tax base; and disproportionately driving the high technology sector
          through the creation of new inventions and firms (Card 2009; Hirschman 2013; The National Academies of
          Engineering, Science, and Medicine 2017). For instance, it is well known that several iconic, dominant, and
          globe-spanning high technology and entertainment firms—e.g., eBay, Intel, Google, Paramount, and Warner
          Brothers—were created by immigrants. The movie industry, as “the Hollywood dream factory,” is particularly
          noteworthy because it plays a disproportionately important role in manufacturing and disseminating notions of
          the American dream nationwide and globally (Hirschman 2013; Powdermaker 1950). This helps explain why
          immigrants embrace the notion and recalls our earlier discussion about the media’s crucial role in the
          production of knowledge.
        


        
          The more problematic side of immigrants’ differential impact on American society revolves around their
          interaction with the country’s racialized social hierarchy. Safi (2020, 54) conceptualizes this impact as
          flowing through three channels: economic, legal, and ethno-racial. The first involves inequality between
          workers, such as the distinction between migrant and native-born labor; the second encompasses the
          distinction between citizens and noncitizens; and the third invokes notions of moral worth and respect. As
          noted, the second channel is particularly important because it involves the state’s power to grant or deny
          immigrants admission to the United States and to classify them upon entry (Massey 2015). The first power
          definitively awards, or not, access to the American dream (Waldinger 2011). Categorization, on the other
          hand, shapes the hierarchy by awarding immigrants visas carrying different rights of access to the economy,
          social benefits, and the political system. For instance, until recently, with the exception of not being able
          to vote, green card holders have been allowed to operate as if they were American citizens. Conversely, under
          the H-2A visa program, temporary agricultural workers are admitted into the United States to perform seasonal
          agricultural work and must leave after a maximum period of stay (U.S. Department of Homeland Security).
        


        
          In a real sense, an immigrant’s visa type defines access to the possibility of upward mobility, consequent
          attainment of the American dream, and the manner in which they may possibly shape this dream (Waters 2011).
          In reality, most attention has been paid to undocumented immigrants who, by definition, enter American
          society outside formal channels. Nevertheless, they impact the society in a major way. As noted, these
          immigrants mostly complement American workers by performing jobs the latter seem reluctant to take, but the
          question is whether undocumented immigrants also substitute for American workers in some instances. The
          literature concurs that these immigrants have a real but small impact on previously admitted peers and on
          working-class Americans (The National Academies of Engineering, Science, and Medicine 2017; Peri and
          Wiltshire 2017). However, qualitative research tends to magnify this small quantitative impact because
          employers sometimes admit to substituting Americans with foreign labor. For instance, employers in the
          service industry express a preference for low-skilled Latinx immigrants because of the immigrants’ perceived
          more desirable job traits (e.g., reliability) (Moss and Tilly 2001; Waldinger 1997). Left unsaid is that
          employers may also view undocumented immigrants as being easier to control because of their weak bargaining
          power (Shih 2002). As one employer remarked to the author during his study12
          of hiring patterns among businesses in a small college town:
        


        
          In recent years, we’ve had better retention with the Hispanic people than we have with blacks … I think it
          seems to be sort of a cultural work ethnic and cultural expectations of what you’ll be doing to support
          yourself, I guess. That’s my theory. I don’t know if it’s factual or not but it just seems like … these
          Hispanic guys … started working when they were ten years old in the fields or something … They are not afraid
          of work and if you give them something to do, they expect to do it; and … not to say specifically that other
          groups don’t, but they just generally are more accepting and comfortable with hard physical labor, which is
          the nature of what we do.
        


        


        
          Sentiments such as these imply that undocumented immigrants can sometimes complicate the lives of
          working-class Americans in circumstances where they find themselves competing for the same jobs. However, the
          relationship between these workers is complex, conditioned by their similar location in a capitalist system
          of production (Merseth 2019). For instance, Marrow (2011) found in her study of Latinx migrants moving into
          eastern North Carolina, an area marked by a centuries-long black/white divide, that white employers tended to
          favor Latinxs for certain kinds of jobs. However, some African Americans, recognizing similarities between
          the two groups, sought out ways to help the immigrants fit in. Along the same lines, but more broadly, it has
          been found that Latinxs strongly support the Black Lives Matter movement which, though overtly organized
          around calls for the reform of police practices, is ultimately about the removal of racial discrimination in
          the attainment of the American dream (Medina 2020).
        

      

      
        African Americans and the American Dream


        
          Racial discrimination has shaped and confined African Americans’ American dream, and they have often seemed
          an exception to the rule of upward mobility for Americans. Researchers trace this back to slavery and the
          links between slavery and the modern period, but all acknowledge that the 1960s witnessed a fundamental shift
          in the nation’s legal relationship with African Americans. The Civil Rights Act (1964), the Voting Rights Act
          (1965), and the Fair Housing Act (1968), together, promised to end racial discrimination and facilitate
          realization of the American dream of prosperity for African Americans. The question, on which this essay
          focuses, is whether this realization has been met since passage of this 1960s’ civil rights legislation. The
          scholarly consensus is that the situation is complex. Despite relative improvements in some aspects of the
          post-1960s’ racial landscape, in other ways it displays disturbing continuities with pre–civil rights era
          America. African Americans now enjoy greater access to the American dream, but this observation requires
          caveats because of persistent and systematic obstacles to prosperity. Take, for instance, black median net
          worth which, at $11,000, is dwarfed by the $141,000 white median (Kochkar and Fry 2014); or median black
          income, which stands at $31,082 versus $47,958 for whites (Kochkar and Cilluffo 2018). Overall, African
          Americans have not attained the American dream, whether this is defined tightly to mean economic prosperity
          or more broadly to mean a “land in which life should be better and richer and fuller for every man” (Adams
          1932, 404).
        


        
          The difference between de jure and de facto racism is the fundamental fact marking the distinction between
          the pre- and post-1960s’ periods of American racial history. The former was characterized by normatively
          unremarkable legally enforced racial discrimination. Civil rights legislation of the 1960s eliminated legal
          discrimination, but the extent to which it rooted out racist practices continues to be debated. Some writers,
          painting an optimistic picture, argue that the legislation definitively ended racism (Murray and Herrenstein
          1994). Others place faith in well-worn assimila-tory mechanisms that transformed formerly stigmatized Eastern
          European immigrants into insiders. For instance, Kristol (1972), in his famous “The Negro Today Is Like the
          Immigrant of Yesterday,” drew a parallel between these immigrants and African Americans residing in northern
          cities. He argued that despite some unique social problems, adopting the appropriate social policies would
          allow African Americans to assimilate as Eastern Europeans had. However, Americans could “legitimately worry
          about the Negro’s capacity to achieve full inclusion in American society only after … society [had] seriously
          tried to include him.” But, he continued, “we have consistently shirked this task” (207).
        


        
          This view was prescient because the normalized racism of Jim Crow America intruded into the post–civil rights
          era, even as de jure racism ebbed. De facto racism took its place alongside increasing opportunities for
          African Americans. This schizophrenia continues in modern-day racism, which is characterized by complexity:
          signs of racial comity and “colorblindness” under a “cosmopolitan canopy” (Anderson 2011; Bonilla-Silva
          2006), existing side-by-side with growing white resentment (Edsall 2020); and in the “private
          sphere”13 of American life (e.g., the internet), unabashed racism when people
          are allowed to freely express their thoughts (Doleac and Stein 2013). Overshadowing all this is
          institutionalized racism, wherein laws and policies systematically disadvantage minority groups, even if
          racial animus is hard to detect (Jaret 1995, 234). The crack/cocaine debate where, until 2010, 5 grams of
          crack cocaine but 500 grams of powder cocaine generated a mandatory minimum of five years in prison, is a
          good example of institutional racism. Displaying a clear racial outcome, the law has systematically
          incarcerated thousands of black men, but its framers have denied racial motives (ACLU).
        


        
          Two features of the contemporary United States, in particular, directly affect notions of the American dream
          and African Americans: residential segregation and the growing divide between upwardly mobile African
          Americans and those still resident in inner cities. Arguably, residential segregation anchors other forms of
          racial inequality and is, therefore, the most important contemporary manifestation of institutional racism
          (Massey 2016). This policy, codified between the 1930s and the 1950s, systematically shunted African
          Americans into inner cities, while creating homogeneous white suburbs (Cashin 2004; Rothstein 2017).
          Subsequently, civil rights legislation has facilitated the mobility of affluent blacks into some of these
          suburbs, implying that they are appropriating a semblance of the American dream. Meanwhile, inner-city
          African Americans continue to grapple with a plethora of problems, ranging from poorly endowed schools to
          high crime rates, which belie the possibility of upward mobility and material prosperity (Sharkey 2013;
          Wilson 1987).
        


        
          A closer analysis of the situation will show, however, that as blacks, upwardly mobile African Americans do
          not overcome racism as they rise, which helps account for Hochschild’s (1995) claim that they are having more
          success but enjoying it less (8). Many other writers have echoed this theme. These include Barrett (1999),
          Cose (1993), Feagin (1991), and Feagin and Sikes (1994). Encountering such racism often results in a sense of
          disillusionment. For instance, Anderson (2011), in his analysis of black executives in Philadelphia, relates
          how white colleagues often use racial slurs against black co-workers, resulting in feelings of bitterness and
          isolation. Safdar and Hagey (2020) have shown that this problem is nationwide; and Fulwood III (1996) speaks
          to the broader implications of these experiences when he likens racial disillusionment in corporate America
          to “waking from the dream” of being accepted as equals, despite material success. These interpersonal
          experiences are occurring in a society that remains deeply segregated by race. By definition, this siloes
          racial and ethnic groups spatially, socially, financially, and culturally (Oliver and Shapiro 2006; Rothstein
          2017).
        

      

      
        Conclusion


        
          In the final analysis, the American dream is a slippery concept. It can be said for certain that it evokes
          positive images in the mind, but the concept’s breadth means that these could be anything from simple
          feelings of contentment to winning the Nobel Prize for some lucrative innovation. The dream is both objective
          and subjective, but Americans usually define it as the attainment of material comfort, associating this with
          happiness (Twenge and Cooper 2020). But a materialistically defined American dream inevitably becomes subject
          to the overwhelming reality of socioeconomic inequality. This inequality simultaneously diminishes the
          socially disadvantaged’s chances of attaining the dream and transmutes the concept into a persuasive ideology
          justifying unequal outcomes. The fact that foreigners, immigrants, and even African Americans believe in the
          dream shows the concept’s pervasiveness (Hauhart 2011). But the reality of unequal outcomes, especially as
          represented by racial discrimination, can puncture this faith. This was Hochschild’s justifiable worry in
          Facing Up to the American Dream. The fact is that, to a large extent, African Americans, even those
          who are upwardly mobile, have not attained this mythical outcome. It could be, when all is said and done,
          that racism is more powerful than the American dream.
        

      

      
        Notes


        
          1 This analysis was conducted using Factiva to search for historical editions of The Wall Street
          Journal and The Washington Post, two of the premier national papers in the United States. The
          search period covered 1987 to 2018 and looked for occurrences of the phrase “American Dream” in headlines.
          The Washington Post accounted for sixty-eight headlines and The Wall Street Journal for
          thirty-four.
        


        
          2 See also James Truslow Adams, “America Faces 1933’s Realities,” New York Times (January 1,
          1933).
        


        
          3 See also Hanson and Zogby (2010), who argue that Americans emphasize spiritual fulfillment more than
          any other factor in defining the meaning of the American Dream.
        


        
          4 At age 30.
        


        
          5 By this, Alba is describing a situation where white Americans accept African Americans implicitly as
          belonging in their community. They are able to say, without flinching, that “African Americans are just like
          us” and interact with them freely as insiders because they are perceived by whites as sharing the same
          values, goals, and behaviors, as well as the obligations and benefits that go with belonging to a community.
        


        
          6 See Twenge and Cooper (2020) who argue that income and happiness are positively correlated,
          particularly for African Americans.
        


        
          7 Using constant 2018 dollars and income ranges, the Pew report defined lower-income families as those
          earning less than $40,100 per year; middle-income families ranged between $40,100 and $120,400, and
          upper-income families earned more than $120,400 (2020, 48).
        


        
          8 Genetic determinism, as posited in The Bell Curve (1994), is the hard version of this
          argument.
        


        
          9 Although, in my brief survey of media, twice as many headlines invoking the American Dream occurred
          in The Washington Post compared to The Wall Street Journal, the tenor of the stories about the
          dream in these papers was the same: affirming but worried about whether it is ebbing.
        


        
          10 This demographic transition has already occurred in several large cities across the country.
        


        
          11 By definition, refugees and asylees gain admission to the United States based on a well-founded
          fear of persecution based on race, religion, nationality, political opinion, or membership of a particular
          social group. The difference is that where refugees make their claims outside of countries of intended
          destination, asylees make those claims while physically present within those countries (USA for UNHCR).
        


        
          12 The study consisted of interviews with twenty-five hiring managers in restaurants, the construction
          industry, and the landscape industry.
        


        
          13 This distinction between the public and private spheres in matters pertaining to race was inspired
          by Orlando Patterson’s (2006) use of similar terms in “The Last Race Problem.”
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      Crime and the American Dream in a Nation of Immigrants


      
        Steven F. Messner and Richard Rosenfeld
      


      
        I. Introduction


        
          Near the end of the twentieth century, we published the monograph Crime and the American Dream
          (Messner and Rosenfeld 1994). The early 1990s was a time of particularly high crime rates in the US,
          especially rates of serious violent crime, including homicide. The US thus had the dubious distinction at the
          time of being a clear outlier with respect to criminal violence when considered in comparison with other
          advanced societies—an unfortunate feature of “American exceptionalism.” We set out to formulate an
          explanation of the observed levels of crime in the US that would be distinctively sociological in the sense
          that it would be cast in terms of the basic features of the social organization of any society, namely, the
          interconnections between the society’s fundamental cultural orientations and its institutional structure.
        


        
          In this chapter, we consider the complex relationship between the American dream and immigration, and the
          implications of that relationship for crime in the United States. We elaborate on a distinction made at the
          end of Crime and the American Dream between the “dark side” and the “bright side” of the American
          dream. We argue that immigration, by replenishing the Dream’s bright side, limits the criminogenic
          consequences of the dark side. At the same time, however, immigration activates a nativist response by
          Americans, sometimes second- or third-generation immigrants themselves, who believe that the new arrivals
          threaten their own pursuit of the American dream. The nativist backlash, in turn, jeopardizes the bright side
          of the Dream, strengthens the dark side, and generates crime.
        


        
          The dialectical relationship between immigration and nativism has deep historical roots and will not be
          easily ended. Promising steps forward, we propose, are continuing shifts towards a more welcoming mood
          towards immigration among the general public and the implementation of social welfare policies that broaden
          access to the American dream for natives and immigrants alike.
        

      

      
        II. Anomie, Social Institutions, and the American Dream


        
          Our point of departure in Crime and the American Dream was the anomie perspective in sociology and,
          more specifically, the criminological variant of the anomie perspective based on Robert K. Merton’s (1968)
          classic work on “social structure and anomie.” Merton directed attention to a particular form of normlessness
          or “anomie” that he maintained characterized American culture. He argued that the success goals associated
          with the American dream, especially the goal of monetary success, received strong support in the cultural
          realm, whereas the importance of using the legitimate means to pursue such goals was relatively
          de-emphasized. Moreover, the cultural ethos of the American dream was not aligned with access to the
          legitimate opportunities for pursuing these goals, putting pressures on large segments of the population to
          adapt in deviant ways, including resorting to technically efficient but illegal means to realize the success
          goals. As Merton (1968, 200) put it, “In this setting, a cardinal American virtue, ‘ambition,’ promotes a
          cardinal American vice, ‘deviant behavior.’”
        


        
          We built upon Merton’s insights by proposing that the type of anomie that he had described was likely to be
          accompanied by a distinctive configuration of institutions, one in which the market economy tends to take
          precedence over, or dominate, the noneconomic social institutions. Anomie and economic dominance in the
          institutional structure, we further proposed, weaken both the internal, cultural restraints and the
          institutional controls that inhibit crime. Our explanation of the high crime rates in the US put forth in
          Crime and the American Dream subsequently evolved into a macro-social theory of crime commonly
          referred to as institutional anomie theory (Messner and Rosenfeld 2006, 127).
        


        
          Given its origins in Merton’s work, it is not surprising that we focused on the “dark side” of the American
          dream while developing institutional anomie theory. We nevertheless concluded Crime and the American
          Dream with a brief allusion to what might be regarded as part of the “bright side” of the American
          Dream—“the cultural encouragement for all persons to develop their full range of talents and capacities on
          the basis of mutual support and collective obligations” (Messner and Rosen-feld 1994, 111). In the sections
          that follow, we revisit our earlier characterization of the American dream and its relationship to crime,
          explicating more fully its bright side and juxtaposing it with the criminogenic tendencies of the dark side.
        

      

      
        III. Reconsidering the Criminogenic Properties of the American
        Dream


        
          The American dream is inherently elusive. As Clark (2003, 2) aptly observed, dreams are “intangible,” and the
          American dream is no less so. Moreover, cultural histories have documented how the meanings associated with
          selected elements of the theme of “success,” which is integral to the American dream, have shifted over time
          (Hearn 1977; Long 1985). Nevertheless, the American dream clearly continues to occupy a prominent place in
          the nation’s cultural firmament. It is thus useful to map out this Dream, recognizing that it can be
          formulated and understood in multifaceted ways. Indeed, as Hochschild (1995, 250) cautioned, “Perhaps like
          all dreams, the American dream is open to more interpretations than there are interpreters.”
        


        
          In Crime and the American Dream, we initially characterized the American dream as “a broad cultural
          ethos that entails a commitment to the goal of material success, to be pursued by everyone in society, under
          conditions of open, individual competition” (Messner and Rosenfeld 2013, 6). We then argued that the value
          commitments underlying this ethos are conducive to anomie for the following reasons. The American dream rests
          upon a strong achievement orientation, which potentially unleashes pressures to achieve at any cost. These
          pressures are further exacerbated by the universalistic character of the American dream. At least as an
          ideal, everyone is subject to the pressures to succeed; no one is exempt from evaluation based on
          achievements. The Dream also tends to promote and reinforce an extreme version of individualism—in
          Hochschild’s (1995, 35) words, an “atomistic individualism.” Others are viewed as competitors in the race for
          success, which inhibits the cultivation of collective sentiments and respect for collective obligations.
          Finally, drawing upon Merton, we emphasized the extent to which success in American culture is signified by
          monetary rewards. As such, success has something of a limitless quality because it is always possible to have
          more. We concluded that the dominant value patterns of America culture, when harnessed to the preeminent goal
          of monetary success, crystallize into the American dream. The American dream formulated in this way
          encourages people to pursue success goals “by any means necessary.”
        


        
          Our characterization of the American dream and the associated criminogenic processes faithfully captured what
          is undoubtedly a central element of this cultural ethos—materialistic aspirations to acquire things such as
          “a house, a car, and abundant consumer goods” (Clark 2003, 4). This characterization is incomplete, however,
          because it neglects alternative ways in which the Dream can be understood. It leaves out the crucial
          nonmaterialistic component that we alluded to in our concluding comment about the American dream in our book:
          the cultural encouragement for all persons to develop their full range of talents and capabilities. While the
          American dream unambiguously encourages the pursuit of “success,” success need not be interpreted in purely
          material terms. Rather, it is often understood in much broader terms of personal fulfillment (see especially
          Clark 2003; Hochschild 1995). Moreover, personal fulfillment need not be understood in purely individualistic
          terms. A fulfilling life can entail fostering the well-being and future prospects of others, such as family
          members and those in a shared community. Thus, while the American dream is susceptible to the “narrowing” of
          the more open-ended understanding of success as the realization of human potential (Hochschild 1995, 35),
          alternative formulations of the Dream are possible, formulations that are more slanted to its bright side
          than its dark side.
        


        
          A second limitation of our earlier characterization of the core components of the American dream is that it
          does not incorporate an important prescription pertaining to the anticipated path for its realization. The
          culturally approved path to success is through dedicated effort and hard work. Interestingly, despite
          widespread recognition of inequalities of opportunity in society, public opinion polls over recent decades
          reveal that the majority of respondents do indeed consistently cite “hard work,” rather than luck or help
          from others, as mattering most for getting ahead in American society (Hanson and Zogby 2010). This component
          of the American dream obviously runs directly counter to the kind of anomic orientation conducive to crime
          that Merton warned about. The cultural imperative in this formulation is not to pursue success “by any means
          necessary.” Rather, there is a culturally affirmed connection between goals and means, even if complete
          success cannot be guaranteed through the use of these means.
        


        
          In short, the tensions and ambiguities inherent in the American dream render its relationship to crime highly
          complex and rather paradoxical. The bright side of the American dream embodies cultural themes that are
          potentially integrative by inspiring hope and a belief in human agency. It conveys the message that “no
          matter who they are, people can make a real difference, as they define it, in their own lives and the
          lives of those they love” (Hochschild 1995, 259; emphasis original).1
          Moreover, insofar as people believe that there is a reasonable, albeit imperfect, correspondence between
          talents and outcomes in the allocation of occupational roles through processes of social mobility, the
          resulting division of labor can serve to unite people. The sense that “we’re all in this together, each doing
          their part” can serve to unify people, as captured by Durkheim’s classic notion of “organic solidarity”
          (Durkheim [1893] 1964).
        


        
          The American dream becomes criminogenic, we now propose, only insofar as it is formulated and understood in a
          particular manner: when its dark side comes to the fore. Institutional anomie theory postulates that this
          devolution of the Dream is likely to occur to the extent that market values begin to “crowd out” nonmarket
          values (Sandel 2012, 9) and engagement in noneconomic institutional roles atrophies, narrowing the meaning of
          success to the accumulation of money. This fosters competitive, atomistic, “by any means necessary”
          individualism and undermines the commitment to sustained effort and hard work as the normatively approved
          means for pursuing success. Such anomie in the culture, along with the concomitant economic dominance in the
          institutional structure, is likely to be conducive to high levels of crime.
        

      

      
        IV. Immigration and the Bright Side of the American Dream


        
          The American dream is not restricted to Americans. It has been a beacon of hope for millions around the
          world, especially those suffering from oppressive economic or political conditions in their home countries
          (e.g., the Irish and Southern and Eastern Europeans in the nineteenth century, Mexicans and Central Americans
          today). Nothing in the American dream, as a cultural ideal, excludes “outsiders.” On the contrary, the
          Dream’s universalism opens it to everyone, regardless of class, race, ethnicity, or national
          origin.2 An important reason the United States is aptly termed “a nation of
          immigrants” is the widespread appeal of the American dream.
        


        
          If most American newcomers are committed to the tenets of the American dream, should we not expect, from the
          perspective of institutional anomie theory, that they would be culturally inclined to pursue economic success
          by engaging in crime? Some support exists for the idea of the crime-prone immigrant.3 O’Kane (2017) tied the immigrant experience with crime directly to the American dream,
          arguing that immigrant groups historically have used crime, including organized criminal enterprises, as a
          means of social mobility. Yet, recent studies provide substantial evidence that immigration and crime are
          either unrelated or that crime rates are lower in the neighborhoods and cities where immigrants have settled
          (e.g., Martinez and Lee 2000; Ousey and Kubrin 2000, 2018; Reid, Weiss, Adelman, and Jaret 2005). The
          research literature also shows that immigration significantly contributed to the storied crime drop in the
          United States (Stowell, Messner, McGeever, and Raffalovich 2009; Wadsworth 2010).
        


        
          If our argument in Crime and the American Dream is correct, how can we reconcile the commitment of
          immigrants to the American dream with the evidence indicating no greater crime or even less crime among
          immigrants than the nonimmigrant population? The answer, we propose, is found in the distinction between the
          bright and dark sides of the Dream. The cultural themes of the American dream as interpreted by many
          immigrants are typically circumscribed by their engagement in noneconomic social institutions, especially the
          family, religion, and community ties in ethnic enclaves (Martinez and Valenzuela 2006). This institutional
          engagement serves as guardrails that hold in check the darker side of the American dream and its criminogenic
          pressures. A comment by a migrant from Guatemala illustrates how immigrants tend to view the Dream as a means
          of personal fulfillment and collective uplift and not as encouragement to pursue individual economic success
          by any means necessary:
        


        
          
            I not only speak for myself but also for all the other immigrants who come here to this country for
            economic reasons: We … see the dollar not as a god but as a source of energy to support our communities,
            our people, and our families more than anything, and also for our personal ends.
          


          
            (Massey and Sánchez 2010, 41)
          

        


        
          Similarly, Flores-González’s (2017) ethnographic research on Latinx children of immigrants illustrates how
          the promise of greater opportunities for family members served as a primary motive in their parents’ decision
          to come to the US.
        


        
          In summary, immigrants commonly import a version of the American dream that promotes social mobility through
          the legitimate means of education and hard work and that discourages the use of illegitimate means to achieve
          success. The irony is that these cultural “outsiders” are not only committed to the Dream, they replenish the
          very qualities of this prototypically American success ethos that motivate personal fulfillment and mutual
          obligation and restrain its darker tendencies toward anomie and crime.
        

      

      
        V. Nativism and the Dark Side of the American Dream


        
          
            The history of American attitudes about immigration and immigration policy has long been a spiral of
            ambivalence and inconsistency, a sort of double helix, with the strands of welcome and rejection wound
            tightly around one another.
          


          
            (Schrag 2010, 194)
          

        


        
          If immigration strengthens the bright side of the American dream, the Dream also spurs a nativist response
          that contributes to and in fundamental respects derives from the dark side. Nativism, as we use the concept,
          refers to a complex of fearful and often hostile attitudes and behaviors directed toward immigrants,
          particularly those who, in the nativist lens, are unassimilable owing to differences in language, appearance,
          customs, and beliefs.4 The nativist reaction to immigration is as deeply
          rooted in American history as immigration itself, and it springs from diverse cultural and social sources.
        


        
          The American dream, particularly in its narrow interpretation stressing competitive individualism and
          monetary success, is far from the only cause of the nativist response to immigration. Religious bigotry,
          ethnic and political conflict, and a general fear of social and cultural change have all played a major role
          in sparking antipathy toward immigrants.5 Nor does the desire to protect a
          nation’s borders necessarily spring from or qualify as nativism. All societies have a legitimate interest in
          regulating the size and composition of their population. Nativism arises from the darker corners of a
          nation’s collective consciousness, one of which is the conviction that the pathways to economic and social
          advancement should be exclusively reserved for the existing population and off limits to
          outsiders.6
        


        
          Nativism and the Demand for Labor


          
            A persistent nativist theme in the history of immigration in the United States is that immigrants threaten
            the existing population’s pursuit of the American dream. They take jobs that rightfully belong to others,
            the argument goes; they reduce wages and impose unwarranted tax burdens on nonimmigrants. The threat to the
            livelihood of native workers was a prominent appeal of the anti-immigrant Know-Nothing movement of the
            1840s and 1850s: “Among working men and women, many of whom were themselves badly exploited, there was a
            genuine fear that foreign immigration would jeopardize their jobs and welfare, and would be used to further
            undermine their rights and wages” (Schrag 2010, 30). Later in the century, long after the Know-Nothings
            disappeared, Henry Cabot Lodge voiced a concern shared by many prominent citizens that “the steady inflow
            of immigration” brought down the wages of working people throughout the country (Schrag 2010, 56).
          


          
            American nativists have always promoted a dual image of the immigrant: as a “pauper” who would work for any
            wage under deplorable conditions and as a schemer whose economic advancement is undeserved. Chinese miners
            suffered from the latter caricature during the California gold rush in the mid-1800s. Calls for keeping out
            the Chinese grew as their mining claims became more successful. Jewish immigrants, when they were not being
            accused of harboring alien political and religious ideas, were saddled with the stereotype of getting ahead
            by manipulating the rules in their favor. Immigrants seemingly cannot win in this nativist double vision:
            if they are poor, they undermine the welfare and advancement of native workers. If they are successful,
            their gains are ill gotten. Given how widespread and persistent such attitudes have been, the question is
            how the United States was ever able to attract and admit so many immigrants.
          


          
            A large part of the answer is the demand for cheap labor. The ebb and flow of immigration closely tracks US
            labor-market conditions. Immigration slows during periods of economic retraction, such as during the Great
            Depression of the 1930s, as a consequence of restrictionist policies and deteriorating economic
            opportunities. When labor markets are tight, business leaders are likely to call for pro-immigration
            policies. A good example is the period of rapid industrialization after the Civil War: “Never had the
            nation’s governmental policies been so energetic in trying to draw immigrants” (Schrag 2010, 46). A century
            later, during another period of economic expansion and low unemployment, Congress passed the Immigration
            and Nationality Act of 1965, which abolished national-origins quotas and produced long-term changes in the
            size and demographic makeup of the immigrant population (Orchowsky 2015). The pro-immigration policies
            enacted during periods of economic expansion are rarely justified based on the demand for immigrant labor.
            Rather, they are cloaked in hopeful appeals to the bright side of the American dream that, according to
            Schrag (2010, 46), can be traced to the American Revolution: “America was a place to get ahead, to make
            money, and in the process to remake oneself. Open borders were an integral element sustaining that hope.”
          


          
            The “double helix” history of immigration and nativism in the United State, in short, can be read as a
            struggle between the dark and bright sides of the American dream. Nativist opposition to immigration is
            stoked by fears that immigrants threaten native-born Americans’ privileged access to the Dream.
            Pro-immigration forces emphasize the universalism and generalized achievement ethos of the bright side.
            Sometimes the dark side is in ascendance, such as during the 1920s when Congress passed legislation that
            prohibited immigration from Asia, assigned quotas to immigrants from outside the Western Hemisphere, and
            effectively created the concept of the “illegal immigrant” (US Citizenship and Immigration Services 2019).
            At other times, such as during the 1960s, proponents of the bright side are triumphant. But the struggle
            over immigration persists, both because it is undergirded by ever-shifting demands for labor and because it
            is a battle between the two sides of the same cultural coin.
          

        

        
          The Current Mood


          
            We might expect that the immigration struggle has turned toward the dark side in the current period. The
            Trump Administration’s position on immigration was decidedly nativist in both tone and substance. While
            ostensibly directed at illegal immigration, the administration’s policies reduced legal immigration to the
            United States, especially by family members of former immigrants (Anderson 2020). But immigration was a
            contentious political issue well before the Trump presidency, which should come as little surprise in light
            of the huge growth in the US foreign-born population over the past several decades. In 1960, just under 10
            million immigrants lived in the United States, accounting for 5.4 percent of the total population. By 2017,
            the foreign-born population had grown to over 44 million, and immigrants constituted 13.6 percent of the US
            population (Radford and Noe-Bustamante 2019).
          


          
            The immigrant population not only increased in size, it underwent a significant demographic makeover. With
            the repeal of the national-origins quotas that had been in place since the 1920s, the immigration reforms
            of the 1960s tilted the immigrant population away from Europe and toward Mexico, Latin America, and Asia.
            In 1960, 84 percent of US immigrants were born in Europe or Canada, 6 percent were from Mexico, 3.5 percent
            were from Latin America, and 3.8 percent came from South or East Asia. By 2017, Mexicans made up 25.3
            percent, Latin Americans constituted 25.1 percent, and Asians totaled 27.4 percent of the immigrant
            population (Radford and Noe-Bustamante 2019). The contemporary nativist response to immigration results as
            much or more from these demographic shifts as from the sheer growth in the foreign-born population (see
            Sanchez 1997).
          


          
            Yet, in spite of the increase in the size and ethnic diversity of the immigrant population during the past
            half century and the election of an avowedly nativist president, American attitudes toward immigrants do
            not appear to be hardening. In fact, they have become less hostile and more welcoming. According to
            national surveys conducted by the Pew Research Center, in 1994 63 percent of respondents agreed with the
            statement that immigrants are a burden on American society by taking jobs, housing, and health care; by
            2019 that percentage had fallen by more than half to 28 percent. The percentage agreeing that immigrants
            strengthen the country because they are talented and work hard rose from 31 percent to 62 percent over the
            same period (Jones 2019). Survey data also reveal surprisingly sympathetic public attitudes toward
            immigrants who are in the country illegally (Pew Research Center 2018). Americans remain divided over the
            impact of immigration—legal and illegal—on the country, especially along partisan lines, but “bright side”
            sentiments are clearly on the rise and “dark side” fears are in decline. For now at least, the public mood
            does not appear to be drifting toward the xenophobia of the 1920s (see Young 2017).
          

        

        
          Nativism and Crime


          
            We have argued that immigration replenishes the bright side of the American dream. By doing so, the
            American dream does not increase crime but may actually reduce crime. The nativist response to immigration
            derives, in part, from the Dream’s dark side. Does nativism therefore increase crime? We are not aware of
            evidence that nativism directly increases the kinds of street crimes that are the primary focus of
            institutional anomie theory. But it can result in other forms of crime, particularly hate crimes against
            immigrants and those who resemble them in appearance, speech, and demeanor (e.g., Stacey, Carbone-López,
            and Rosenfeld 2011). Moreover, by restricting newcomers and promoting the discriminatory treatment of
            immigrants, nativism impedes the integration of immigrants into the mainstream of society, and thereby
            compromises the potential of immigration to fortify the bright side of the Dream.
          


          
            A prominent theme in the current immigration debate, however, is that a permissive response to illegal
            immigration actually increases crime by giving undocumented immigrants, and their supporters, a sense of
            immunity against legal action. If that were true, we should expect that so-called sanctuary cities that
            limit cooperation with federal immigration authorities would have higher crime rates than other cities.
            That turns out not to be the case (Gonzalez O’Brien, Collingwood, and El-Khatib 2019; Martí nez, Martí
            nez-Schuldt, and Cantor 2017). Images of the “criminal alien” notwithstanding, then, there is little
            evidence that immigration itself or a more tolerant approach to illegal immigration leads to more crime.
          

        
      

      
        VI. Toward a Brighter Future


        
          Our arguments about immigration, nativism, and the contrasting bright and dark sides of the American dream
          have implications for the possibilities of moving towards a safer society with lower levels of crime. We have
          maintained that immigrants are commonly drawn to the country with cultural orientations and institutional
          engagements that promote the pursuit of personal fulfillment circumscribed within the constraints of mutual
          obligations and social ties. As such, immigration holds the potential to continually replenish the bright
          side of the American dream while inhibiting the ascendency of its dark side. However, for immigration to
          exert such an influence, immigrants need to be incorporated into the mainstream of society to a meaningful
          degree. This in turn presupposes that the historical pattern of a nativist response to immigration is held in
          check.
        


        
          Massey and Sánchez (2010) described the formidable challenges of integrating immigrants under nativist
          conditions in their analyses of the creation of an immigrant identity among Latin American immigrants. In
          particular, they directed attention to the ways in which the reactions of the members of the host society can
          either facilitate or inhibit the incorporation of immigrants into the mainstream. Their analyses suggest that
          the type of nativist reaction that we discussed earlier can be counterproductive, “yielding a reactive
          rejection of American identity by immigrants who otherwise would be disposed to believe and follow the
          American Dream” (Massey and Sánchez 2010, 251). We would qualify their view by adding “the ‘bright side’ of
          the American Dream.” Massey and Sánchez (2010, 252) concluded,
        


        
          Ironically, the greatest threat to the creation of a strong, vibrant, forward-looking American identity among
          immigrants comes not from immigrants but from American citizens themselves, who by embracing nativist ideas
          and promoting anti-immigrant policies harden the categorical boundaries that define immigrants and make
          integration more difficult and assimilation less likely.
        


        
          In our view, minimizing this “threat” to a forward-looking American identity among immigrants is likely to
          facilitate the “replenishing” potential of immigration, thereby potentially contributing to lower levels of
          crime. The survey data reported earlier indicating that the public mood does not appear to be drifting toward
          the xenophobia of earlier periods but rather exhibits a more welcoming tone towards immigrants are thus cause
          for some optimism.
        


        
          In addition to promoting the bright side of the American dream in our conclusion to Crime and the American
          Dream, we called for a rebalancing of the institutional structure of society, that is, reducing the
          institutional dominance of the free-market economy by strengthening the social controls and social supports
          of noneconomic institutions. In the case of the political system, such institutional change would entail
          enhancing governmental protections against market forces in the form of more expansive and generous social
          welfare policies—what Esping-Andersen (1990) referred to as “decommodification.” Our own research and other
          studies have found that nations with stronger social welfare systems tend to have lower homicide rates than
          those where the social safety net affords less protection against economic downturns and inequality (Messner
          and Rosenfeld 1997; Savolainen 2000). We now ask, would more robust social welfare policies (e.g., a higher
          minimum wage, paid family leave, child allowances, and better unemployment, healthcare, and retirement
          benefits) moderate the nativist response to immigration in the United States?
        


        
          From the perspective of institutional anomie theory, the case can be made that greater social welfare
          protections for all workers, native and immigrant alike, would soften the nativist response to immigration,
          specifically fears that immigrant labor threatens the rights and well-being of native-born workers. By
          guaranteeing employment rights, supporting wages, expanding benefits, and improving work conditions, a
          sturdier social safety net would prevent business owners from using immigrant labor as a kind of
          lumpenproletariat to undercut the bargaining power of workers. At the cultural level, by promoting collective
          solidarity—the sense that “we’re all in this together”—an expansive social welfare system would nurture the
          universalistic bright side of the American dream against the competitive individualism of the dark side.
        


        
          This rather optimistic scenario of subduing nativism by altering the institutional balance of power, however,
          must contend with a stubborn historical fact: the most significant advances in US social welfare policy have
          come during periods of low immigration. Social Security, collective bargaining rights for workers, and other
          New Deal policies were enacted when immigration was at a standstill during the 1930s. Medicare and the
          antipoverty programs of the 1960s preceded the upswing in immigration that, although largely unanticipated,
          also stemmed from the Johnson Administration’s Great Society legislation. Moreover, the US labor movement’s
          historical stance toward immigration has been ambivalent at best, veering from outright hostility in the
          nineteenth and early twentieth century to halting acceptance more recently (Briggs 2001).
        


        
          Immigration analysts have argued that the passage of progressive social welfare legislation during periods of
          low immigration is not a historical accident. In this view, rather than restraining nativism, the creation of
          the US welfare state was made possible by accommodating to it. Schrag (2010) maintains, for example, that
          “the sharp reduction in immigration almost certainly made it easier for the New Deal to institute its liberal
          economic measures … and appease its labor constituencies without fear of a backlash” (151). The reason, he
          contends, is that
        


        
          
            voters are always more likely to support social programs when the beneficiaries could be people like
            themselves or their families. In that respect, at least, the politics of the liberal agenda on immigration
            conflicts squarely with the liberal agenda for generous social programs.
          


          
            (213)
          

        


        


        
          These are cogent arguments, but they overstate the antagonism between progressive social welfare and
          immigration policy, especially during periods like the present when nativist attitudes appear to be on the
          decline. We should take advantage of such promising historical moments with policies that transform the
          institutional balance of power by shoring up the welfare state and, in so doing, foster the social conditions
          under which immigration is most likely to replenish the bright side of the American dream.
        

      

      
        Notes


        
          1 Hochschild (1995, 25) maintained that the “insistence on hope and agency” is “both the glory as well
          as the shame of the American Dream.” Her treatise on race, class, and the American Dream provides rich
          analyses of the myriad aspects of the dark side of the American Dream.
        


        
          2 The role of gender in the American Dream is more complicated (see Applin and Messner 2015).
        


        
          3 Researchers in the classical Chicago School documented empirical associations between the relative
          size of the immigrant population and levels of crime and delinquency, but these associations were not
          attributed to distinctive cultural orientations of immigrants. Rather, the associations were attributed to
          the conditions of the neighborhoods within which immigrant resided, i.e., conditions of social
          disorganization. See especially Shaw and McKay (1942).
        


        
          4 Our conception is close to Higham’s (1955) classic definition of nativism as a variant of
          nationalism targeting internal minorities with foreign ties.
        


        
          5 This section draws heavily from Peter Schrag’s excellent Not Fit for Our Society: Immigration and
          Nativism in America (Schrag 2010).
        


        
          6 Similar restrictions, of course, have been applied to some longtime residents, such as Native and
          African Americans in the United States.
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        Introduction


        
          Upward mobility is an essential element of the American dream. The “dream” is aspirational in nature: it
          represents hope and a departure from one’s existing conditions. It is something to be achieved rather than a
          starting place. It follows that the American dream speaks perhaps above all to questions of class and, more
          specifically, to the possibility that those belonging to the lowest economic segments of society can, with
          hard work and perseverance, move toward more desirable economic conditions (Merton 1938). Starting with
          little, the poor manage to lift themselves up and secure a house with a two-car garage, a yard with a picket
          fence to delineate their private space, and some degree of financial security (Miller-Adams 2002, 23).
        


        
          This chapter turns to poor Americans’ beliefs about the American dream. Increasing inequality, income
          stagnation, decreased prospects of intergenerational mobility, and dwindling support for education, health,
          and other programs have made the American dream precisely that for those with few economic resources: a dream
          (Graham 2017: Chetty et al. 2017; Duina 2018; Putnam 2015; Hacker 2019). Given this, it seems reasonable to
          expect that many poor Americans reject that dream as a false promise. This would be consistent with the
          findings of a recent study showing that, in the aggregate, Americans have since the 1970s tended to believe
          less in the dream during periods of increasing inequality or lower social mobility (Wolak and Peterson 2020).
        


        
          This chapter considers first the substantial existing research documenting this sense of disillusionment
          among poor Americans. Although sophisticated and rich in details, that work is often limited in one respect:
          after showing with macrolevel data that poor Americans face bleak prospects, scholars typically investigate
          through relatively small sets of interviews how those Americans feel about their future. Missing in their
          analyses are therefore large-scale data sets documenting that poor Americans have, in fact, given up on the
          American dream. The widespread disillusionment is assumed rather than demonstrated.
        


        
          The chapter thus considers an alternative perspective. Some scholars argue that poor Americans are still very
          committed to the American dream. Analysis of large-scale data from the General Social Survey (GSS) supports
          that view, and even points to stronger levels of commitment in comparison to wealthier Americans. Data from
          the World Values Survey show, in parallel, that poor Americans are more likely to believe in the rewards of
          hard work—an essential element of the American dream—than are their counterparts in other economically
          advanced countries. All this suggests that poor Americans are actually still clinging to their country’s
          promise.
        


        
          If so, we need to understand the nature of that attachment. Research in sociology, social psychology, and
          other disciplines offers potential explanations. Two seem especially relevant: the notion that poor Americans
          blame themselves for their economic difficulties, and the idea that those at the bottom of any social
          hierarchy are inclined to believe in the legitimacy and desirability of the established order as a way to
          cope with their situation.
        


        
          Yet, these are only hypotheses. The third section of this chapter briefly considers these works and then
          turns to data from direct interviews, conducted by this author, with poor Americans. Evidence comes from
          sixty such interviews in rural and urban settings in Alabama and Montana. Four themes emerged—largely in line
          with the two hypotheses but also evocative of a view of the promise of America as centered on the fulfillment
          of each person’s human (and not just economic) potential (Adams 2017 [1931], xx, 404). The themes centered on
          self-responsibility, optimism about the future, an assessment of worth that is not monetary, and the
          admission of limited comparative knowledge.
        


        
          The chapter concludes by reflecting on the tension between the respondents’ stances, on the one hand, and the
          possibility of delusion and continued failure on the other. By accepting their fate without asking for change
          from their country, poor Americans may be hurting their odds of actually achieving their goals. At the same
          time, continued belief in the American dream may also have positive practical and existential implications
          worth considering.
        

      

      
        Poor and Disillusioned


        
          Important scholarly works document the disillusionment of America’s economically worst-off in their country
          and its promises. After presenting significant data on the difficulties that poor Americans face, these
          scholars normally proceed with interview-centered investigations of that sentiment. The spotlight turns to
          the exact articulation of that disappointment as it manifests itself across occupation, racial, and other
          lines.
        


        
          Robert Hauhart (2016) reports, for instance, on interviews with forty homeless persons in Washington State in
          2015. The key finding in his book, Seeking the American Dream, concerns their nearly uniform negative
          views of the American dream. With considerable disillusionment and at times outright bitterness, some of the
          respondents voiced the suspicion that the dream might actually be designed to exploit people. One
          interviewee, a white woman, for instance felt that “the American Dream was never a thing. We are all just
          indentured servants. It’s just an idea put in place to reinforce the structure in place … the American Dream
          is victim-blaming” (231). A second respondent, a 28-year-old olive-skinned male, affirmed that the American
          dream is “a lie to convince people to work harder! A carrot dangling in front of a [expletive] horse!” (232).
        


        
          Other homeless persons stressed instead the constraining qualities of the American dream. The dream is
          confining, uninspiring, and boring. Life should be lived, not spent sheepishly in conformity. As Damian, a
          Caucasian 24-year-old male, put it, “the society we live in keeps [my experience] from being [rated] a ten …
          Don’t try to be a piece of modern society. Your individuality isn’t subject to everybody else’s” (235).
          Daisy, a young woman, in turn felt that “I don’t want to be like my parents. I don’t want to be locked in.
          They don’t seem to care about anything … They go to work, watch TV, go to bed. It’s practically just going to
          sleep.” Rather than excitement and hope, for some of the country’s homeless the American dream represents
          dullness and resignation.
        


        
          Hauhart’s descriptions of skepticism among the homeless echo Jennifer Hochschild’s (1995) earlier accounts in
          Facing Up to the American Dream. Hochschild examined the perspectives of black Americans and found
          that by the 1990s poor African Americans were unsure of whether the dream applied to them. Interestingly,
          their middle-class counterparts were even more hesitant to believe in it, but certainly the poor were moving
          in the same direction. For them, rampant crime, underfunded schools, and widespread discrimination made any
          commitment to a better future “fragile” and a possible recipe for further disillusionment (87–88). Their
          lived experiences negated any reason to believe in anything else.
        


        
          This is the same finding that Jennifer Silva reports in Coming Up Short. The reflections of one of her
          interviewees, Brendan, are representative. A 30-year-old black man, he naively believed that attending
          college could be his ticket out of the very modest economic conditions of his parents—both maintenance
          workers in the South. After a few setbacks, Brendan settled for a low-paying job and struggled to pay back
          his $80,000 college loan. He reflected on his personal trajectory:
        


        
          
            I feel like I was sold fake goods. I did everything I was told to do and I stayed out of trouble and went
            to college. Where is the land of milk and honey? I feel like they lied. I thought I would have choices.
            That sheet of paper [his degree] cost so much and does me no good. Sure, schools can’t guarantee
            success, but come on; they could do better to help kids out. You have to give Uncle Sam your first born to
            get a degree and it doesn’t pan out!
          


          
            (2013, 4)
          

        


        


        
          Fragility of hope may also describe the feelings of those who have recently joined the ranks of the poor.
          Their numbers are growing. Those who experience the downward transition are bound to have particular views.
          They were the focus of Katherine Newman’s (1999) classic book Falling From Grace. Newman conducted
          more than 150 in-depth interviews with people from various racial, geographical, gender, and educational
          backgrounds. They described in no equivocal terms what she calls their “American Nightmares” (1).
        


        
          Success, for them, is never secure. This, in turn, comes with serious psychological pain: in a culture that
          puts a premium on achievement as a mark of personal ability and worth (Duina 2011), the failure to attain the
          American dream can be devastating. Newman recounts, for instance, the story of David, who, after losing his
          job at IBM after his entire division was closed, struggled to find employment. “After months of insecurity,
          depression, and shaking fear,” Newman writes, “the economic causes of his personal problems began to fade
          from view.” It was then that “all that David could think about was: What is wrong with me?” (6). “Downward
          mobility,” Newman stresses, “means a great deal to people who live in a society that so closely connects
          occupation with self-worth. It might take on a different shape in cultures where kinship or descent from
          blood confers rank and a sense of self” (18–19).
        


        
          That feeling, Newman observes, also affects the “downwardly mobile children,” whom she describes as “internal
          refugees.” Early on, they learn that “they cannot trust the appearance of success, since they suspect that
          they harbor a slow virus for downward mobility.” Should they be able to improve their lot, “the more urgently
          they sense that they are about to fall” (142). A sense of insecurity will haunt them for the rest of their
          lives. On this point, it seems appropriate to note a study of adolescent Americans in 2011—that is, after the
          financial crisis of 2007–2008. Its authors reported adolescents expressing a lower level of belief in the
          American dream than their counterparts did in 1996, partly because of their knowledge of the unique
          difficulties afflicting poor Americans (Hostetter et al. 2015).
        


        
          Downward trajectories can also translate into anger and resentment. Victor Chen (2015) documents this
          possibility in Cut Loose and what he heard when talking with laid-off automobile and parts workers in
          the United States. They were angry, depressed, and hopeless—feelings made worse by the absence of healthcare
          security. “I am scared,” confided 54-year-old Hannah, after experiencing a fruitless and extended job search:
          “I’ll be ending up in the hospital somewhere in the garbage heap because I’ll be indigent.” She recalled how
          she “lived in a $200,000 home, I had everything that I needed and wanted. I was secure … I want out of here
          so bad” (97). Events beyond their control pushed these former industrial workers into new realities. For
          them, too, the American dream became a mirage.
        


        
          Chen’s work parallels closely Robert Putnam’s various “portraits” across America of lives in declining
          neighborhoods and towns. In Our Kids, Putnam argues that advancement prospects were much better in the
          1950s. He opens with a nostalgic—and perhaps one could argue too romanticized—description of his hometown of
          Port Clinton, Ohio. “Though small and not very diverse racially,” he notes (2015, 2),
        


        
          Port Clinton in the 1950s was in all other respects a remarkably representative microcosm of America,
          demographically, economically, educationally, socially, and even politically … The life stories of my high
          school classmates show that the opportunities open to Don and Libby, two poor white kids, and even to Jesse
          and Cheryl, two poor black kids, to rise on the basis of their own talents and energy were not so different
          from the opportunities open to Frank, the only real scion of privilege in our class.
        


        
          But all that has changed. Putnam describes the desperation not only in Port Clinton but across the country.
          Conversations with over one hundred people in Minnesota, Pennsylvania, Texas, Georgia, California, and
          Massachusetts (2015, 264) help us see how families facing challenging prospects no longer believe that they,
          or their children, will ever be able to improve their lot.
        


        
          These and other studies—such as Jacob Hacker’s (2019) The Great Risk Shift—thus shed important light
          on the many ways in which poor Americans cannot and do not believe in the American dream. All depict a
          widespread sense of disillusionment. The dream no longer inspires. Hope, ambition, and a sense of something
          bigger than oneself have vanished. There is certainly validity to these findings. Yet, this may not be the
          full story.
        

      

      
        An Alternative Perspective


        
          The previous works paint moving and convincing pictures of doubt, dejection, and alienation. Many financially
          struggling Americans no longer subscribe, instinctively or through reflection, to the American dream. Yet,
          these studies tend to start by presenting macrolevel data on the declining conditions experienced by
          America’s lower class and then, on this basis, proceed to gather data on how select groups of Americans feel
          about the American dream. Typically missing in these accounts is data on whether, in the aggregate,
          poor Americans have in fact rejected that dream. Putnam’s description of his investigative methods for
          Our Kids is representative of this approach:
        


        
          
            Much of this book consists of rigorous quantitative evidence of a robust and growing opportunity gap among
            American kids. But while the quantitative data can tell us what is happening to America’s children
            and why we should be concerned, such data can’t tell us much about the experiences of growing up in
            a world where fostering opportunity for kids is increasingly a private responsibility … quantitative data
            can’t show us the hows of everyday life: how a single mother like Stephanie, raising children along
            on modest wages, interacts with her kids when she’s worried about keeping a roof over their heads and
            defending them from the danger of the streets.
          


          
            (2015, 263, emphases in original)
          

        


        
          Thus, it appears, only interviews can document the personal loss of hope. It is therefore assumed that
          objectively difficult personal situations translate into loss of faith in the future and the American
          promise. What is needed, according to Putnam and others, is an investigation of personal accounts of that
          loss.
        


        
          But this approach raises questions about its underlying assumption: have poor Americans really given up on
          the American dream? A number of studies suggest otherwise. As early as the 1970s, scholars were discovering
          that adverse circumstances do not seem to shake Americans’ views of the country’s promise. Schlozman and
          Verba (1979) found, for instance, that even during a period of economic decline and stagflation, those
          without a job retained a strong belief in the American dream. More recent studies confirm that view. Salamon
          and MacTavish (2017), in their investigation of families in trailer parks around 2000, found that even when
          living in stereotypically derided housing conditions, many poor Americans view their current dwellings as a
          stepping-stone toward a better future (and away from a more troubled past)—even if their odds of success are
          low. Indeed, returning for a moment to the story of Brendan, Silva herself observed that, despite his
          desperation and disappointment, “he still holds tight to the American dream of buying his ‘own piece of land’
          and landing a ‘nine-to-five with a salary,’ insisting that opportunities do exist for the taking” (2013, 4).
          This is the same sentiment that Katz (2019, 8) describes as prevalent among welfare mothers as they struggle
          to improve their own and their children’s life chances, and that Bryerton (2016) documents in the case of
          young residents of Houston’s struggling Fifth Ward.
        


        
          Such observations offer valuable counter-narratives. They too, however, tend to rely on limited empirical
          evidence and are thus not necessarily representative. They should be complemented by large-scale analyses of
          data from national surveys. Though direct questions about the American dream are not generally asked in those
          surveys, other closely related questions that operate as effective proxies are asked. Here, Carol Graham’s
          research on what she argues is large-scale disillusionment in America among the poor offers—likely
          unintentionally given her project—indicative evidence. At first, Graham opens her book Happiness for
          All? by stating,
        


        
          
            the available data show that public confidence in the American Dream/U.S. exceptionalism is not what it is
            reputed to be. My research highlights clear markers between low-income cohorts living at the moment with
            little faith in or ability to invest in the future and wealthy cohorts who believe in and make major
            investments in their own and their children’s futures.
          


          
            (2017, 9–10)
          

        


        


        
          Yet, as she continues, the key evidence she reports for the years under consideration (mostly 2006–2013) as
          calculated from Gallup World Poll data actually shows that well above 80 percent of the country’s poor
          believe that “hard work gets you ahead” (2017, 65). Graham also notes that that far more poor Americans
          believe in the rewards of hard work than poor Eurozone citizens (though the same cannot be said when the poor
          of Latin America are the comparison group) (2017, 69). The percentages may be lower than for wealthier
          Americans—one of her main points—but in absolute terms they are high. In the aggregate, Graham’s work at the
          very least suggests that the vast majority of poor Americans are still holding on to the dream.
        


        
          For more data, we can turn to one of the most authoritative surveys of attitudes and social trends in the
          United States (run by the National Opinion Research Center at the University of Chicago): the GSS. Simple
          tabulations across economic classes and over time help us assess the sentiments of the United States’
          economically worst-off. As with Graham, it seems correct to view the notion that in the United States hard
          work is rewarded as central to the American dream. This is the mechanism by which, in principle, one’s future
          can change for the better in America. In other countries, the logic goes, arbitrariness, repression, war, and
          other forces deprive people of their abilities to achieve. On this front, the GSS asked in 2000 whether “in
          America people get rewarded for their effort.” The results are clear. Across all classes, the majority of
          respondents either “strongly agreed” or “agreed” that the system provides “just rewards.” Among those in the
          lower class (the lowest class possible, below working class), 39 percent “agreed” and 13 percent “strongly
          agreed.” Only 8 percent, in turn, “disagreed,” and another 8 percent “strongly disagreed” (around a third
          “neither agreed nor disagreed”).1 Clearly, at least as of 2000, few poor
          Americans felt that working hard would not lead to an improvement in one’s conditions.
        


        
          The question of work and advancement was not asked by the GSS in later years. A similar question, however,
          was included in the World Values Survey for its sixth wave (2010–2014). Respondents were asked to rate their
          agreement with the statement “in the long run, hard work usually brings a better life.” Tabulation of this
          across “social class identification”2 yields the following results:
        


        
          	24 percent of Americans who identified as lower class (the lowest possible choice) fully agreed (i.e.,
          score of 1 out of 10) that hard work usually brings a better life.


          	That percentage was higher than the percentage of American working-class (22%), lower-middle-class
          (17%), upper-middle-class (22%), and upper-class (21%) respondents fully agreeing.


          	That percentage was higher than the percentage of lower-class respondents fully agreeing with that
          statement in advanced economies such as Germany (9%), Japan (9%), Netherlands (7%), and Spain (12%).

        


        


        
          To this, we can add that nearly 50 percent of lower-class Americans responded with a 1, 2, or 3 to that
          prompt. It seems quite clear, then, that this segment of the American population is quite inclined to believe
          that hard work yields results, and that this appears to be the case more so than with wealthier Americans or
          the poor in other advanced countries.
        


        
          We can turn to the GSS too for additional proxy measures of the American dream. Analysis of GSS data for 2014
          indicates, of instance, that a total of 93 percent of lower-class Americans would rather be citizens of the
          United States than any other country, with over 65 percent “strongly agreeing” with the idea. Importantly,
          these figures are higher than those of Americans in the other economic classes (working, middle, and
          upper).3 Moreover, it appears that this commitment to living in America
          actually increased after the financial crisis of 2007–2008 while that of working and middle-class Americans
          decreased (that of upper-class Americans did increase, but by a smaller margin than that of lower-class
          Americans).4
        


        
          Similarly, if we consider the GSS question on whether America “is a better country than most,” similar
          patterns emerge. The percentage (over 30%) of lower-class Americans “strongly agreeing” to this exceeded
          those of Americans in all the other classes, while nearly 80 percent of lower-class respondents either
          “agreed” or “strongly agreed”—a total higher than those for working-class and middle-class respondents, and
          slightly lower than that for upper-class Americans.5 And again, although
          those percentages decreased slightly after the financial crisis of 2007–2008, the resilience was strongest
          among lower-class Americans: they reported the smallest negative change.6
        


        
          Such large-scale numbers suggest that America’s poor have not given up on America and its promise: believing
          that hard work will be rewarded in the United States, they prefer to live there than anywhere else and think
          it a better country than most. Their stances seem to have even withstood the hardships of the 2007–2008
          financial crisis. Indeed, poor Americans appear more committed to their country than their wealthier
          counterparts. If this is correct, and if in many ways their actual prospects for improvement are slim, a
          question emerges: what can explain such continued commitment?
        

      

      
        Reconciliation Work


        
          If indeed poor Americans continue to believe in the promise of America, how do they square their very
          difficult lives, worries, pains, and lack of satisfaction (Graham 2017, 80) with their continued commitment
          to a better future? We can look to existing research to identify two potential explanations.
        


        
          First, Americans, steeped in a culture of individualism and meritocracy, tend to blame themselves for their
          mistakes and life trajectories over others, God, chance, or anything else (Chen 2015, 205–11; Hochschild
          1995, 19–22; Hauhart 2016, 228). If we return to GSS data for a moment, we can observe that, in 1998 at
          least, 70 percent of lower-class Americans felt that “we each make our own fate.” Tellingly, the number was
          higher than those for the working class, middle class, and upper class.7
          Hacker (2019) suggests that the tendency to self-blame appears to have intensified in recent decades as a
          result of policies and rhetoric promoted by right-wing politicians—such as George W. Bush and Paul Ryan—and
          conservative commentators in the media. He argues that these public figures have glorified ideas of freedom
          and self-determination while, in tandem, promoting a redistribution of economic risk toward those who have
          the least. The argument echoes other work on the topic (Brewer and Stonecash 2015).
        


        
          A hypothesis emerges from this. If the poor blame themselves for their fate, this might explain their
          continuing belief in the American dream. Yet, this is an imputed logical connection. While seemingly
          reasonable it needs further direct empirical confirmation from those who supposedly think in this manner.
        


        
          Other research points to a second possible logic. Graham reports that belief in hard work is stronger among
          those who are least happy, and that happiness does depend on income (with the poor reporting low levels of
          happiness). From this she reasons that believing in hard work gives those with the least some hope, even if
          unrealistic, for happier futures (2017, 72). Optimism thus functions as a coping mechanism. This is a
          common perspective that connects in part to the paradigm of “system justification” in social psychology (van
          de Toorn and Jost 2014). That paradigm suggests that in any given group those at the bottom of the social
          hierarchy are most inclined to believe that “existing social arrangements are fair, legitimate, justifiable,
          and necessary.” This is because that conviction makes acceptance of their own current situation easier: that
          situation is not the result of arbitrary or unjust dynamics. Put differently, those at the bottom have “the
          greatest psychological need to reduce ideological dissonance” (Jost et al. 2003, 13). Believing in the
          American dream, then, may simply be a way of coping with one’s conditions.
        


        
          This, too, amounts to a reasonable hypothesis that nonetheless requires further empirical validation. Such
          validation can only come from direct conversations with poor Americans aimed at resolving the apparent puzzle
          that their economic conditions and commitment to the American dream present. In a research project undertaken
          in 2015 and 2016, the present author set out to interview selected poor Americans about their views of the
          country (Duina 2018). Specifically, given that the vast majority of poor Americans are patriotic, the
          objective was to gain a better understanding of why this segment of the population feels so committed to
          America. In the process, considerable insights directly relatable to their views on the American dream
          emerged.
        


        
          This section reports on the findings. A total of sixty in-depth, semi-structured interviews lasting an
          average of 45 minutes were conducted. This ensured that “saturation” in key themes was achieved (Kane 2012,
          219): as the interviews progressed, very few new perspectives emerged. The logic of “purposive maximum
          variation sampling” drove the selection of sites and interviewees. This meant, first, leveraging GSS data to
          identify areas of the country with especially high concentrations of poor Americans who are patriotic. Within
          those areas, specific sites and interviewees were then selected to maximize as much diversity in patriotic
          narratives as possible.
        


        
          This meant traveling to Alabama and Montana. In both states, in keeping with the idea that rural and urban
          residents would hold different logics for their patriotic feelings, interviews were conducted in two cities
          with populations over 100,000 (Birmingham and Billings respectively) and rural towns (Vernon and Harlowton,
          selected randomly within a reasonable distance from the cities for travel purposes, and then on the basis of
          their high concentrations of poor residents, per US Census data). In Birmingham and Billings, ZIP Code
          Tabulation Areas with low income were picked.
        


        
          Potential interviewees were identified by spending time in laundromats, bus stations, used clothing stores,
          fast food restaurants, homeless shelters, senior citizen centers, and other public places likely to have on
          their premises high numbers of low-income people. After an initial approach and screening (based on levels of
          patriotism and then, to maximize the chances of variation, race, gender, political and religious
          orientations, and military service histories), respondents were formally asked for an interview. The
          interviews generated 900 pages of single-spaced transcribed conversation text. The text was coded for key
          themes with NVivo software by the author and in parallel a research assistant to ensure cross-coder
          reliability (Campbell et al. 2013).
        


        
          Four themes emerged. The first confirms directly the hypothesis on self-responsibility, while all four
          provide some evidence in support of the second hypothesis on coping strategies. Taken together, the four also
          remind us of James Truslow Adams’s classic depiction of the American dream as involving more than economic
          aspirations: the dream is more fundamentally about the fulfillment of the human potential. As Adams put it,
          America’s “unique gift to mankind” is not
        


        
          
            a dream of motors cars and high wages merely, but a dream of a social order in which each man and each
            woman shall be able to attain to the fullest stature of which they are innately capable, and be recognized
            by others for what they are, regardless of the fortuitous circumstances of birth or position.
          


          
            (2017 [1931], 404)
          

        


        
          It is the “dream of a better, richer and happier life for all our citizens of every rank” (xx). We consider
          each theme in turn.8
        


        
          Good Choices, Bad Choices


          
            First, nearly all interviewees expressed their belief that they—and not God, society, or someone else—were
            responsible for their life stories. If one fails to make it in America, it is that person’s fault. This is
            especially consistent with the first hypothesis emphasizing the propensity of Americans to believe, for
            better or worse, in their own agency.
          


          
            Consider in this regard Cole, a young white homeless person, as he shared his view with the author in the
            streets of Billings:
          


          
            The biggest part about being homeless is, is not letting yourself go down, because if you appear to be
            homeless, people are gonna treat you like you’re homeless because they’re always willing to throw a label
            on’ya and they’re willing to judge’ya even though they sit up and say, oh no, I hope you’re safe, and
            they’re in their nice warm bed and you’re sleeping in the park … however, it is not their fault that I made
            the choices, I made the decisions. Everyday I have a choice, I have a decision I can do right or wrong and
            when you do wrong you have to pay the piper. I’ve dug a hole, I’m homeless, I’m a convicted felon, I’m, I’m
            fighting drug addiction, alcoholism; however I am almost 3 years sober and, and I love my sobriety.
          


          
            Hence, as Kysha, a middle-age African American in a Birmingham homeless shelter for women, reasoned,
            failure … “it’s on you … it’s on you … you got a chance like anyone else.” Those who fail do so because
            they “get discouraged like I did. Perfect example is my portrait and my artwork … everybody got a chance.
            Some people don’t wanna do right. You gotta realize that.”
          


          
            Even the legacy of segregation and slavery in the South seemed to matter little in the minds of those very
            interviewees who certainly suffered from its consequences. The conversation with Harley, a black man in the
            South, was representative. When asked whether those who fail in America should “be resentful towards the
            country,” his reply was that “it’s their fault, it’s their fault.” He then added,
          


          
            Gotta be bad choices. They didn’t get denied, so gotta be bad choices. I would say back in the 60s or
            something like they, they got denied. I resent the country for that, you know. Because the president didn’t
            have to let that happen what happened in the South, you know. He could’ve stopped that a long time ago …
            but right now, I wouldn’t say that right now. I still say it’s a good place, I love it. I’d suit up right
            now [and serve in the military].
          


          
            In line with this, Doug, another black man in the South, reasoned that “if you fail like I failed, it’s my
            own fault. I failed, more than one time.”
          


          
            Indeed, the same logic was articulated by people like Fast Eagle in Montana, a young, Native American
            woman, despite all the injustices Native Americans to this day have experienced. As she put it,
          


          
            I believe that a lot of people have the same … we may not come from the same backgrounds [but] … we all go
            to school, we all, you know … we’re all given the same opportunities to be able to do that, you know. So
            some people come from hard backgrounds and are very, they succeed in life … you know, and the choices that
            they make go to that; so some people come from very fortunate backgrounds growing up as kids and they make
            bad decisions and end up in a different position, you know, so to me it’s about the choices that you make.
          


          
            Rainbow, also a Native American in Montana, felt exactly the same way: “No, I think that everybody is
            responsible for their own, for their own.”
          


          
            To them, therefore, the integrity of the American promise was not in question. There is no contradiction
            between their commitment to that promise and their experiences. Indeed, when asked directly about that
            possible contradiction, the answer was straightforward. Sam, a 60-year-old black veteran at Birmingham’s
            bus station, put it as follows: “right,” he said, “no contradiction there. It makes sense.” Shouldn’t they
            be more upset with their country? “No,” he replied, “they can do more for themselves, they could do more
            for themselves, you know?” Or, as Alex, a young white male on disability, put it in the same station a bit
            more crudely:
          


          
            Get up and get your ass up and go get a job and man up and go get, go do you and get right you know. That’s
            your fault, not the government’s fault … and don’t blame it on the president, that’s your fault you ain’t
            got money. Everywhere is hiring every day. Anybody can get a job anywhere.
          


          
            Reflecting on his own life, one marked by parental abuse among other problems, he then added,
          


          
            I’ve been in pain and I’ve been, been down in the dumps, you know … but it’s my fault ’cause I chose that
            life. The government didn’t choose it for me, the government didn’t say, hey, look you’re gonna be on dope
            for this many years and you’re gonna, you ain’t gonna have nothing.
          


          


          
            Thus, ultimately, America is a place where everyone can succeed. The door is open. All that one has to do
            is have the willingness to walk through it.
          

        

        
          Forget the Past! The Future Is Looking
          Bright


          
            “Americans,” Erica, a homeless middle-aged white female in Alabama stated, “are much more optimistic than
            Europeans, they’re much more positive than them. There is a sort of hopefulness, yeah.” Like Erica, despite
            evidence suggesting the contrary, many of the respondents appeared convinced that promising opportunities
            were just about to materialize. They expressed a sense of having turned a corner or of being poised to do
            so. The interview process itself, where the respondents received a small amount of money for their time,
            was even seen by some as “proof” that good things were suddenly coming their way.
          


          
            Sentiments of this nature made any questions about disappointment and disillusionment with America almost
            irrelevant. If things were about to improve, why doubt the promise of America? Such thinking is largely in
            line with the second hypothesis and the idea of coping, but also with Adams’s sense of America as a place
            where the opportunity of a “better” life is available to everyone, regardless of current circumstances or
            position.
          


          
            Some thus felt that their current initiatives would soon yield results. For instance, Marshall, a young
            white man, described his homelessness in Montana as a “sabbatical” from things that gave him a great amount
            of freedom. That meant, “right now I’m working on developing a mobile video game for kinda smart phones,
            tablets … that kind of thing. I’m actually developing it on my smart phone so I carry it with me and work
            on it when I want.” Back in Alabama, Kysha, in turn, held on to her hope that her artwork would one day
            attract attention, despite some real setbacks:
          


          
            But as you can see, I wait ’til I get this age to start writing poetry and drawing. I haven’t been drawing
            about a month, but I was told that when I sent a picture in I have no talent, so that discouraged me. Other
            … other than that, I … I feel greatly about all … I already know a lot of people want me to succeed, they
            want me to, they want me to be … they want me to publish my things and do right … I’m not even worried
            right now ’cuz I’m single, I recorded a Christmas CD last year … I got a lot going for me. God blesses all
            of us with talent.
          


          


          
            Others simply claimed that they were about to start a new job. Will, a 56-year-old black man in Alabama,
            for instance, explained how he was about to start a landscaping job the following day. “So,” he noted,
            “I’ve been using the temporary [job placement service] which is not really a consistent job but it’s
            something and, uh, so that’s, today actually I walked out from one of these shelters here I was stopping by
            to grab something to eat and, uh, walked right into a job.” When asked for more details, he replied:
          


          
            Well, a guy was standing right around the corner, happened to be a veteran and he has a landscaping … so
            I’m going to start that in the morning … just happened … well, I had called him but I couldn’t find out
            what the guy … I was looking and he was looking for me, so we kinda walked into each other. Well, fate.
          


          


          
            Several interviewees, in parallel pointed to God’s intervention in their lives as transforming. Five years
            prior, for instance, Denzel, an unemployed African American in Birmingham, was doing “everything. Drinking,
            clubbing, staying out a lot of the night, not wanting to go to work.” Then, following a disabling
            motorcycle accident, he embraced God and his life began, slowly, to get better. The process, however, had
            been slow, because God works at its own pace:
          


          
            And I couldn’t walk for a year and a half, so, during that year and a half process, God said I’m going to
            sit you down so that you gonna learn to listen to what I tell you. And I went from there. So I picked up
            the Bible, started reading the Bible, started walking with God, praying about certain things that get
            better in my life … it has. I mean I see it, but it has, it’s gotten better. It’s getting better now, but
            it’s getting better in His time, not my time.
          


          
            So, when one struggles, turning to God can mean the beginning of something new and rewarding. Cole’s words
            in Billings, Montana, were especially powerful in this regard:
          


          
            I’m 44 years old and I work fast food at KFC and I quit Denny’s washing dishes … I was sleeping outside
            covered in snow, the next day I got some dry clothes, I prayed, me personally I prayed to God, I said
            either give me the power to just sit here and take whatever life has to offer or give me the strength to
            get up and do something about it. Soon after, I’m … I’m getting enrolled in my GED, I’m back … I get into
            college and I got about a fourth grade education and I go from simple arithmetic to college algebra in one
            year … however, I wasn’t working, school is the only thing that I did and I did literally study 7, 8, 10,
            12 hours a day and I made that my job, but he [Timmy next to him] is absolutely 100% right and that’s what
            makes this country so great. Anybody can do anything.
          


          


          
            With God’s help and one’s determination, the opportunities in America are indeed for the taking. Such logic
            was reflective of the broader tendency, shown by many of the interviewees, to hold on to positive outlooks
            for the future despite any concrete evidence of a long-term turnaround in sight.
          

        

        
          Worth Is Not About Money


          
            The American dream is certainly about material success. Yet, it also has more abstract dimensions. In fact,
            a key precondition for the attainment of material success is the indisputable recognition of the rights and
            dignity of every single human being. Generations of immigrants have come to the United States to run away
            from arbitrary power, persecutions, and discrimination. This is because America recognizes the inherent
            worth of each person regardless of her or his particular race, gender, age, and economic circumstances. To
            the extent that the country lives up to this tenet, one is already a participant in the great American
            experiment and, thus, dream.
          


          
            Such, at least, was the logic that several interviewees expressed. In so doing, they effectively dismissed
            the very notion that there might be, in the first place, a disconnect between their economic status and
            their continued belief in the promise of America. Why should their financial struggles be any indication of
            whether America is worth believing in? Rather, to the extent that a poor man in the streets is worth, in a
            fundamental sense, as much as the president of the United States, the country is delivering on its promise.
            Again, echoes of the second hypothesis on coping can be heard: the negative is dismissed as attention turns
            to what is good and uplifting about the system. More directly, this resonated with Adams’s understanding of
            the American dream as recognition of the value of every human being.
          


          
            It was Eddie, a black man in his late 50s originally from New York City and now in Birmingham, who perhaps
            articulated this view most eloquently. A once excellent student and spelling bee champion and still a
            passionate reader, he had struggled for a long time with addictions and other personal problems. But he was
            keen on differentiating between material success in the United States and more fundamental sorts of
            achievement. As he put it,
          


          
            First of all I think America is the last best hope of man on earth, that’s why it’s a man-run country. Um,
            we try to uphold the principles of liberty and freedom to the best of our ability, and many countries even
            today do not have the rights and freedoms and it was bought dearly, in this country … my people and
            patriots of this country who believed in the principles of America … well, of course we know that the human
            race isn’t perfect, but I think the ideals that the forefathers had envisioned were to liberate and raise
            man to its highest level that it can achieve, and not keep our, to keep us in bestiality basically.
          


          


          
            America frees each person’s spirit from external oppression. Considering life in a dictatorship, Eddie thus
            felt that human fulfillment is “not impossible [there], but it’s unlikely because it [fulfillment] starts
            with the human spirit … I think, uh, in a free society man is able to achieve much more than he might think
            possible.” And the possibility of this sort of almost spiritual realization is what America has to offer,
            along, of course, with the economic potential the same freedom brings. As Eddie explained,
          


          
            Look at the achievements America has … I need to rephrase that, look at the achievements that the people of
            America have built upon during its existence, I would say probably half of the population of the world, if
            they could, would attend American universities and schools … There’s high achievement in art, literature,
            science, and me even as an African American, unfortunately Africa has a lot … has a ways to go, but because
            of places like America, African Americans have been able to achieve a lot more educationally and
            economically than most other people who came to those countries the way we did in chains and shackles and
            managed to work our way out of these situations. And part of the key to that has been education. To free a
            person’s mind is to free, is to free them from a chain and to become the best they can be, and we fall in
            that category also as African Americans … It’s an exceptional country because nobody does what we do.
          


          


          
            The promise of the United States, then, extends to all human beings: “there’s a place for everyone in
            society and I think that we try to live up to those principles for the most part.” This, Eddie continued,
            is unlike other countries, especially those with religions that are in need of “reformation” or are
            struggling to meet more basic human needs. “America,” he therefore concluded, “is the last best hope of
            countries on earth” since it recognizes
          


          
            the human capacity to improve itself and, and, and they try to allow the human spirit to flourish. Whereas
            in these second and third world countries, that’s not the case.
          


          


          
            Such considerations made any questions that could be raised about the American dream far less relevant. If
            the country continues to deliver on the most profound of things, why should anyone doubt the promise of
            America?
          


          
            Eddie’s reflections were echoed by other interviewees. For instance, Becky, an elderly white woman in rural
            Montana, stressed, “I think everybody is equal on their own space and … nobody’s life is worth any more
            than anyone else’s. And that’s part of what our country is based on.” Similarly, Sean, a middle-aged white
            veteran who was deployed in Iraq, elaborated on the same idea in a laundromat in Billings. In his case,
            though, he weaved religious considerations into the country’s founding document:
          


          
            Nobody’s life is worth any more than anybody else’s. It’s just like you know it’s … sorry but … you know …
            Barack Obama’s life is not worth any more than the homeless veteran sleeping on the streets … [and this is
            based on] on God, ’cause honestly the Constitution to a part is based … on the Ten Commandments, to an
            extent. I mean I wouldn’t say it’s verbatim, but it is, it’s … it’s that all men are created equal in the,
            in, in … inalienably … everybody is the same. Nobody is better than anybody else.
          


          


          
            America, therefore, recognizes the dignity of each and every person. As Paula, a 53-year-old white woman in
            Birmingham on disability with a history of drug abuse, put it, “yeah we are people. We’re people! I don’t
            care if you’re the president or somebody poor down here … We’re all people.” Herein lies one key to the
            resilient commitment of economically struggling people to the American promise.
          

        

        
          This Is All I Know


          
            A fourth response involved admissions of limited knowledge. When pressed to reconcile their life
            trajectories with their vision of America as full of opportunities, many interviewees simply stated that
            they had little sense of what other countries had to offer. They were often quick to add, however, that
            even so their positive assessment seemed correct. Here, too, is material that supports the second
            hypothesis on coping as well as Adams’s sense that America offers, in any case, something unique and
            special: how can something be rejected when it constitutes the only reality one knows, and when that
            reality seems exceptional in the first place?
          


          
            In this respect, Marshall in Montana captured well the logic at work. As he put it, “I don’t know any
            different, personal … first-hand experiences of anything better, ’cause I haven’t been out of the country
            because I haven’t had any reason to leave … and that’s, that’s something that speaks for itself right
            there!” Marshall hence viewed having never left the country as an indication of its merits. Jeannie, a
            young white woman in a used clothing store in Vernon, Alabama, exhibited a similar conceptual pattern of
            admission of limited knowledge of other countries, such as Mexico, followed by an affirmation of
            appreciation for the United States:
          


          
            Yes, like I said I mean I wouldn’t know, I don’t know nothing about the other countries. Would I want to
            explore? Well, sure, you know. And just see how different, you know the government or the people are down
            there you … I really just, I shouldn’t have said that maybe because, you know, I don’t know, but I think
            the United States, like I said I don’t know nothing about it, but, hum, I mean I love America.
          


          


          
            When presented with information about other countries, such as universal health care or better unemployment
            benefits, the pattern continued. Carlos, a young Hispanic in Billings, who proudly sported an American
            eagle tattoo, had this to say about nearby Canada:
          


          
            I don’t really know honestly, to tell you the truth. You know … I haven’t read a whole lot of studies on
            Canada … I believe that they are, just from what I’ve heard … I know a lot of people say that they’re going
            to move to Canada if Trump gets elected [laughs], but I don’t know … I believe that, you know, Canada is an
            open country too so … but like I said I haven’t done much of that … and I’ll be honest with you, I don’t
            know about all the freedoms in all the other countries … but, you know, I was born and raised here and I
            know, I know the freedom that this country was built on, so that’s one of the things that I do love about
            it.
          


          


          
            What about what European countries have to offer? As Lynn, a retired Montana farmer, told me, “the ones you
            hear about the most are the ones where the huge, the huge issues are.” The observation applied even more
            clearly to the Middle East and many Muslim countries. Did Roger, a white-Native American in Billings, not
            feel that America could do more for him? The answer was straightforward:
          


          
            It’s ’cause I don’t have to, I don’t have to worry about walking out, walking out of my door and … worrying
            about a bomb dropping on me … Yeah, you know and Saudi Arabia … not Saudi Arabia, but Iran, Iraq all that.
            I don’t have to worry about whether or not I’ll make it across the street without getting shot … not like
            ISIS going on and all that, you know … being worried to walk one block to visit your uncle or something.
            You might not make it.
          


          


          
            So, absence of firsthand information did not necessarily translate into a lack of knowledge that affected
            the respondents’ beliefs about the United States. Rather, they were satisfied to rely on information from
            other sources, such as the media, to strengthen what they thought about America.
          

        
      

      
        Conclusion


        
          Analysis of large-scale data suggests that poor Americans continue to believe in their country and the
          possibilities it offers for a brighter future. This is so despite their struggles and, in objective terms,
          their deteriorating prospects. The analysis challenges the existing research on poverty in America that
          documents, on the basis of small data sets, the disillusionment among the poor with the American dream. On
          the whole, America’s economically worst-off appear to be clinging on to that dream steadfastly—and, indeed,
          with even more widespread conviction than their wealthier counterparts or the poor in other advanced
          countries that are actually more supportive of their vulnerable citizens (Prasad 2012; Kenworthy 2014).
        


        
          Given this general tendency, this chapter sought to understand why poor Americans remain so committed to the
          country’s promise. It reported on the findings gathered from in-depth interviews of a diverse set of
          impoverished respondents conducted in Alabama and Montana. Four themes emerged: self-responsibility, optimism
          about the future, America’s recognition of their worthiness as human beings, and a nearly instinctive
          disinterest in whether other countries might be better. The themes by and large supported existing research
          on American values related to self-responsibility and on coping, while also reiterating the noneconomic
          dimensions of the American dream—ones more concerned with the fulfillment of each person’s human (and not
          only economic) potential (Adams 2017 [1931]).
        


        
          These findings invite reflection. Above all, we must ask whether holding on to such positive sentiments
          toward America—“doubling down” on those convictions, to use Bryerton’s words (2016, 116)—may prevent those in
          society who need help from asking more from their government and leaders. Are such beliefs a recipe for
          continued failure and even submission to a system that is ultimately undermining their and their children’s
          well-being? It could surely be so. Many scholars and prominent commentators have asked why the country’s
          worst-off are not rising up or rebelling (Economist 2014; Edsall 2015; Reich 2014). Their continued
          belief in the American social contract certainly is part of the answer, even when this hurts them. The point
          echoes Thomas Frank’s (2004) classic book What’s the Matter With Kansas and his investigation of why
          disadvantaged Americans seem to consistently vote for political leaders that do not serve their interests.
          The commitment to the American dream may, indeed, be a mechanism for the reproduction of inequality.
        


        
          Yet, while this is plausible, the same mindset may also have positive aspects. Two can be briefly mentioned.
          The first is that hope can indeed, at times at least, lead one to take actions that can bring actual
          success—even when the odds are low. Upward mobility still exists in America, and some of it can undoubtedly
          be attributed to personal beliefs in the opportunities the country offers. An alternative scenario, after
          all, could be destitution coupled with complete hopelessness. Second, and more importantly perhaps, believing
          in the American dream comes with an intangible and almost existential dimension, as noted by some of the
          interviewees themselves. This is something that Bryerton (2016) also observed in Houston’s Fifth Ward when
          talking with young residents. There is truth to the claim that the American social contract, in its purest
          rendition, lends to each individual an unprecedented sense of dignity (Greenfeld 2019, Chapter 3). If this is the case, poor Americans may have legitimate reasons for holding on
          to their dreams.
        

      

      
        Notes


        
          1 Variables: Effort Rewarded in America and Subjective Class Identification (year 2000).
        


        
          2 Questions V100 and V238.
        


        
          3 Variables: Agree I Would Rather Be a Citizen of America and Subjective Class
          Identification (year 2014).
        


        
          4 Variables: Agree I Would Rather Be a Citizen of America and Subjective Class
          Identification (years 1996, 2004, and 2014).
        


        
          5 Variables: Agree America Is a Better Country and Subjective Class Identification (year
          2014).
        


        
          6 Variables: Agree America Is a Better Country and Subjective Class Identification
          (years 1996 and 2014).
        


        
          7 Variables: We Each Make Our Own Fate and Subjective Class Identification (year 1998).
        


        
          8 The names of respondents were changed to protect confidentiality. For readability purposes,
          interjections such as ‘uh’ and ‘you know’ were removed from quotes unless substantively important.
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        The American Dream


        
          The American dream can be defined in many ways. For example, the online Oxford dictionary defines “the
          American Dream” as “The ideal by which equality of opportunity is available to any American, allowing the
          highest aspirations and goals to be achieved” (www.lexico.com/en/definition/american). Implicit in this formal definition is
          that “the American Dream” can be, and perhaps has always been, pursued by people of all races, creeds, and
          backgrounds. James Truslow Adams (1933), a popular historian writing during the Great Depression in the US,
          suggests this inclusive view. In describing the American dream, he writes that it is
        


        
          
            that dream of a land in which life should be better and richer and fuller for every man, with opportunity
            for each according to his ability or achievement … It is not a dream of motor cars and high wages merely,
            but a dream of social order in which each man and each woman shall be able to attain to the fullest stature
            of which they are innately capable, and be recognized by others for what they are, regardless of the
            fortuitous circumstances of birth or position.
          


          
            (317)
          

        


        
          He also stresses that the American dream is not just about (certain) individuals “making it” economically,
          but rather, “If we are to make the dream come true we must all work together, no longer to build bigger, but
          to build better” (1933, 326). Hochschild (1996) also highlights that part of the American dream is achieving
          upward economic mobility across generations.
        


        
          But, for some groups, for example Native Americans, African Americans, Asian Americans, and Latinx Americans,
          the American dream has fallen short of reality because of exclusion and discrimination (Jillson, 2004). In
          short, the American dream has not always been achieved, and it has been achieved differently by many. For
          Americans of Latin American and Puerto Rican heritage, a core animating value has been a desire for equality
          in what they have long perceived as the land of opportunity. Thus, Latinx Americans (like other Americans)
          want equal opportunity—to work, to raise families, to own homes, to build communities, to serve the country,
          to live and be prosperous, and to share in the bounty and dignity that many have defined as the essence of
          the United States. In essence, to contribute, as all other groups have, to the engines that have made America
          great. This is what has made credible a claim for American exceptionalism, for American success. In addition,
          the Latinx community (like all others) wants to be acknowledged for their contributions, for good or ill.
          Yet, is this how “the media” tends to treat Latinx Americans?
        

      

      
        Mass Media’s Role


        
          Latinx Americans, like other groups, have often faced barriers to full acceptance and inclusion in American
          life and have faced discrimination in employment, housing, and treatment. While Latinx communities in the US
          have made progress in each of these arenas, there are still barriers that influence their full inclusion in,
          and their pursuit of, the American dream. One of these barriers has to do with perceptions.
        


        
          The mass media has played, and continues to play, an important role in how Latinx individuals are perceived
          by others (Martins, Weaver, and Lynch, 2018). This was brought home to me when a newly hired Latinx assistant
          professor shared with me that when she went to her university’s childcare center to enroll her child, someone
          assumed that she was one of the childcare workers.
        


        
          Examining how Latinxs have been and continue to be portrayed in US mass media, we see either a lack of
          representation or a persistent display of narrow conceptions and stereotypes of Latinx Americans in both
          entertainment and news outlets. This is problematic because, as Merskin (2007) notes, the longer and more
          regularly the same information is presented, in the same way, to the same audience, the more the stereotypes
          become normalized in the American popular imagination. Studies of mass media have shown and continue to
          indicate that there are persistent portrayals of Latinxs as second-class citizens whose aspirations and
          concerns are often viewed, like those of Black Americans, as less validly “American” than White Americans.
          Perhaps just as pernicious is how seldom Latinx Americans actually appear in mass media programming. This is
          especially striking in shows or films that are set in cities that have large proportions of Latinx Americans
          living and working there.
        


        
          But then, if truth be told, historically, the American dream has generally been depicted in the media, and to
          a large degree in literature, as something pursued mainly by Whites. The 1966 film An American Dream,
          which was based on Norman Mailer’s book of the same name, vividly illustrates this view. A more recent TV
          show called American Dreams, which aired from 2002 to 2005, also featured a predominantly non-Hispanic
          White cast. An exception to this general pattern on TV was Edward James Olmos’s American Family, which
          aired on PBS (i.e., the Public Broadcasting Service) during a similar time period (2002–2004) and featured a
          Mexican American family of multiple generations pursuing its American dream in California.
        

      

      
        The Data Picture in the 21st Century


        


        
          In order to better understand the dynamic relationships between the Latinx community, the American dream, and
          the US mass media in the twenty-first century, it is important to first understand the demographic context of
          the American dream and the Latinx community’s position within the United States. For example, it is not
          generally acknowledged, and seldom mentioned in US English-language mainstream media, that according to the
          US Census the “Hispanic or Latino” population has been for the last two decades—or since the beginning of the
          twenty-first century—the largest racial-ethnic group in the US. Population figures for the 2020
          decennial census figures are not yet available (US Census Bureau, 2020), but recent figures estimate the
          “Hispanic or Latino” population to be 18.7 percent of the US population in 2020; this percentage is projected
          to grow to 19.9 percent by 20251 (US Census Bureau, Population Division,
          2018b). In approximate terms, Latinx Americans will then constitute about one-fifth of the US population. In
          whole numbers, this equals 62,313 million people in 2020 and 68,484 million by 2025 (US Census Bureau,
          Population Division, 2018a).2 These figures continue to surpass the
          populations of Spain and of each of the Spanish-speaking countries in Latin America, except for Mexico. Thus,
          with the exception of Mexico, there are more Latinxs in the US than in any other Spanish-speaking country in
          the world.
        


        
          Moreover, this is the case even though the population of Puerto Rico is not included in these figures,
          despite the fact that Puerto Ricans have been citizens of the US for over one hundred years, serve in its
          armed forces, and have migrated in large numbers to the US mainland. Puerto Ricans in the states also
          constitute the second largest Latinx group in the US, after Mexicans (Ennis and Ríos-Vargas, 2011). Indeed,
          West Side Story, now considered a classic “American” drama, one that has been performed in high
          schools all across the country for decades, was based on the notable migration of Puerto Ricans to the US.
          The play continues to have new cinematic and theatrical versions currently in production. Migration from
          Puerto Rico to the mainland is not merely a historical trend; it has recently intensified as one consequence
          of the impact of Hurricane Maria and subsequent earthquakes.3
        


        
          Within this larger demographic picture, we see that the non-Hispanic “Black or African American” population
          was also estimated to be 13.6 percent of the total US population in 2020 and that it was expected to rise to
          13.9 percent in 2025 (US Census Bureau, 2018b; Vespa, Medina, and Armstrong, 2020, 7). The Asian population
          has also increased, estimated to be 5.8 percent of the total US population in 2020 and expected to rise to
          6.3 percent by 2025 (US Census Bureau, 2018b). In contrast, the share of the NHW (“Non-Hispanic White”) or
          “Not-Hispanic or Non-Latino” group of Whites has been declining and is projected to continue to decline
          because of the aging of the NHW population and its lower fertility rate. In 2020, the census estimated this
          group to be 59.7 percent of the total; it is expected to decline to 57.7 percent in 2025 and to less than 50
          percent in subsequent years (US Census Bureau, 2018b). More importantly, in terms of future scenarios, the
          census announced, “By 2020, fewer than one half of children in the United States are projected to be
          non-Hispanic White” (Vespa, Medina, and Armstrong, 2020, 4). Although these trends may reverse, depending on
          future fertility, mortality, and international migration, this is the current picture: non-Hispanic Whites
          composing barely 60 percent of the total and declining, and the minorities’ share increasing.
        


        
          Along with this growth in the Hispanic/Latinx population, there has been a growth in purchasing power and
          strong consumption of media by the Latinx population (Morse, 2019). As a Price Waterhouse Coopers study
          concluded, US-based Hispanic consumers dominate mobile, entertainment, and much of popular media viewing and
          they “represent a growing market of media hungry, social influencers with spending power that continues to
          multiply” (PricewaterhouseCoopers (2016, 2). In essence, Latinxs are “super fans,” and this Consumer
          Intelligence Series report recommends that they be treated as such.
        


        
          Given these demographic shifts, which highlight the growth of the Latinx population, one would expect more
          Latinxs to appear in the popular media programming. But do they? If so, how have they been included, that is,
          in what kinds of roles? How are Latinxs’ place within society portrayed in US media, especially in TV, film,
          and news reporting? How well are the issues that many Latinxs confront when pursuing the American dream
          portrayed? How often do we find the perspectives or stories of Latinxs in our normal, daily viewing of US
          news, scripted programming, or films? In essence, is the current demographic reality reflected in our media
          and, if yes, how is it portrayed? This chapter addresses these questions by reviewing the relevant literature
          and then focusing on the recent media coverage of “Puerto Rico and Puerto Ricans” in US English language mass
          media.
        

      

      
        Latinx Diversity: A Mexican Is Not a Puerto Rican Is Not a Cuban Is
        Not a Salvadoran Is Not a Honduran, and So Forth


        
          In examining the treatment of ethnic communities, it is important to bear in mind that just as Asian
          Americans and other racialized groups in the US are not monolithic, so too the Latinx community is hugely
          diverse. Latinxs herald from over twenty Spanish-speaking countries. They are further crosscut by race,
          class, gender, geographic concentration, and history in the US. In fact, some Latinx subgroups predate the
          formation of the US. In addition, the histories of their respective countries of origin with regard to the US
          also distinguish some groups (Gonzalez, 2011). Latinx scholars have long been aware of these interethnic
          differences. For example, Pedraza-Bailey (1985) early on focused on the refugee status of post-Castro Cubans
          versus the labor migrant status of Mexicans. Also, there is—as one Latinx comedian recently put it—the “no
          papers needed” status of Puerto Ricans.
        


        
          In the past, little attention was paid to the number of people who crossed the southern border to visit
          family or to pursue a new life in the US. It is only fairly recently that these border crossings became an
          issue. Indeed, the well-known Academy Award–winning actor of fifties and sixties fame, Anthony Quinn, got
          into the acting business because his father crossed the border and found work behind the cameras in early
          Hollywood. Quinn was born Manuel Antonio Rodolfo Quinn Oaxaca and his father was undocumented. It was only
          during the Obama administration that deportations increased and that the term “Dreamers” was applied to the
          “children of immigrants” who came to the US without papers. This is when the DACA legislation (the Deferred
          Action for Childhood Arrivals) was passed in 2012 as a first step toward adopting broader immigration reform.
          The Trump administration attempted to “wind down” the DACA program, but in 2018 the US 9th Circuit Court of
          Appeals ruled against the Trump administration. In June 2020, the Supreme Court ruled that DACA could not
          immediately be shut down, as the justification the government gave was insufficient or, in legal terms,
          “arbitrary and capricious.” However, Chief Justice Roberts said that the administration might try again to
          provide adequate reasons (see Savage, 2020 and Liptak and Shear, 2020) Since those crossing the southern US
          border come from many Central American and South American nations, diversity within the Latinx American
          community has grown.
        


        
          Intermarriage rates also contribute to this diversity. Within both the Asian American and the Latinx
          communities, intermarriage rates with other groups are high. According to Livingston and Brown (2017), since
          the 1967 Loving decision, when intermarriage restrictions were declared unconstitutional, the rates of
          intermarriage have increased for all groups, but the rate is particularly high for Latinxs, who make up a
          substantial share of intermarried couples in the US.
        


        
          As one consequence of these trends, Latinxs are hugely diverse. But, there are strong cultural, linguistic,
          and intermarriage ties, as well as other intersectionalities of class, gender, and race that exist within the
          US Latinx community. Moreover, there is the tendency of others (non-Latinx and Latinx) to lump all persons
          identified or profiled as Hispanic or Latinx into the same generic category and to treat them accordingly.
          This is illustrated in the story I cited earlier of the young, newly hired Latina assistant professor who was
          assumed to be a childcare worker, and not a faculty member, when she went to register her child at the
          university’s childcare center. It should be added that her university was and is still generally considered
          to be a well-regarded, progressive institution. I wonder now how this experience influenced her views of the
          American dream and how often countless stories like hers—all too common for Latinxs—make it into our mass
          media? How does the inclusion or exclusion of such stories influence how we, as Americans, think about the
          American dream?
        

      

      
        Early Studies of Race/Ethnicity and the Mass Media


        
          Studies have shown that many American dreams are formed by the illusions that TV manufactures. Do US media
          images and narratives support, or distort, Latinxs’ pursuit of the American dream? How do these mass media
          portrayals influence young Latinxs, given that the US’s future will be greatly influenced by the makeup of
          its youngest cohort? In this regard, the National Center for Educational Statistics recently indicated that
          between fall 2000 and fall 2017, the percentage of public school students who were Hispanic increased from 16
          to 27 percent. Meanwhile, the percentage of public school students who were White decreased from 61 to 48
          percent and the percentage of students who were Black decreased from 17 to 15 percent (National Center for
          Educational Statistics, 2020). Given these demographic changes, how do media images of Latinxs influence not
          just Latinx children, but all children, the majority of whom attend public school?
        


        
          There has been a growing awareness of how all children’s views or desires are influenced by mass media,
          whether through commercial advertising or by programming with strong themes of violence. Research has shown
          that children’s views on race and ethnicity are also influenced by the media images that they see on TV.
          Children Now’s (1998) early study of 1,200 children ages 10–17 clearly showed that positive characteristics
          were often associated with White characters and negative characteristics were associated with minority
          characters. To be more specific, White characters were identified as having lots of money, being well
          educated, being a teacher, doing well in school, and being intelligent. Minority characters, to the contrary,
          were depicted breaking the law, having a hard time financially, being lazy, and acting poorly. As the study
          notes, “Children think that the roles of boss, secretary, police officer and doctor in television programs
          are usually played by White people while the roles of criminal and maid/janitor on television are usually
          played by African-Americans.” This was true across each of the groups of 300 children, whether African
          Americans, Asian Americans, Latinx Americans, and White Americans, who were questioned via focus groups and
          surveys. In short, race and social class were tightly connected in children’s minds, as a result of viewing
          TV, which is still for many the most economical and available media source.
        


        
          Moreover, all the groups in the Children Now (1998) study agreed that the news media tended to portray
          African American and Latinx people—especially young people—more negatively. Yet, in this study conducted over
          twenty years ago, all of the groups agreed that it was important for children to see people of their own race
          on TV, and over 80 percent believed that the media could teach children that people of their race were
          important. Their responses suggested that children wanted to see more people of all races interacting, and
          they wanted TV programming to reflect the reality of their lives. A more recent study by
          (PricewaterhouseCoopers (2016, 21) that focused on Hispanics of all ages from different generations also
          found clear majorities of each generation saying, “I like seeing people like me on TV, on YouTube” and on all
          media.
        

      

      
        Mass Media and the Latinx Community Today


        
          We live in an era where media has hugely expanded, in part because of technology and greater access to that
          technology by more people and, in part, due to corporate expansion. As The Economist (2019) recently
          noted, although there have been changes in how viewers receive and access their media, the media giants
          continue to expand and to vie for viewers’ eyeballs. Media has become enormously important. This has
          especially been the case during the recent COVID-19 pandemic, when electronic media became the main means of
          communication for social, familial, and business purposes as well as for entertainment. The election of a
          media-shrewd president has also contributed to its significance vis-à-vis political events. A number of
          articles have focused on this. For example, Keefe (2019) details (via interviews with those responsible for
          producing the show) how Trump’s time on The Apprentice contributed to his media orientation,
          especially with regard to network television, which still reaches millions of viewers on a daily basis.
        


        
          As Hauhart (2018, p. 51) has noted,
        


        
          The expansion of media’s reach and influence over the twentieth century has only been exponentially increased
          in the twenty-first century by the proliferation of cable channels on television, the explosion of
          alternative talk radio, and the apparently limitless tendency of the internet to generate new venues for
          distributing personal expression, political opinion, information and disinformation. In essence, mass media
          (also known as “popular media” for a reason) is defined by its wide reach—nearly everyone in US society can
          access it.
        


        


        
          Indeed the impact of US media on what constitutes the American dream is so extensive that it extends beyond
          United States borders to other countries. Interestingly, it is only when those from other countries come to
          the United States that they realize how much the reality of life here differs from what is projected by the
          mass media. In particular, visitors and immigrants discover how much of the everyday reality of diversity in
          the United States is absent from media coverage. When I asked my fairly recently arrived, foreign-born sample
          of seventy-one young, avid US TV watchers from thirty-seven different countries whether US TV provided them
          an accurate reflection of race-ethnic relations before coming to the United States, over 74 percent responded
          unequivocally “No” (Rodríguez, 2018). I quote some of their responses next. (Because the interview
          respondents I quote came from different countries and were not native English speakers, I have placed words
          or phrases in brackets after awkward phrases for the reader’s benefit. I do not use my respondents’ real
          names.)
        


        
          Alicia, an undergrad from Brazil, said that on TV, “Everybody is white except for one; or everybody is
          black.” Speaking to the issue of “tokenism,” she added that she hadn’t “found a show that reflects what she
          now sees—a variety of colors.” Yang, a grad student from China, said, “The main characters are always white
          and in the US there are a lot more people here—not just white.” Indira, a graduate student from India, said,
          “I just saw white people…. Another surprise when I came were [was] seeing many Asians here. I saw America as
          just white people [on TV].” Nanette, from the Yukon in Canada, said, “They don’t really show all of the
          dynamics of society, all the different races and ethnic backgrounds.”
        


        
          Only a minority of my respondents (13%) felt that race/ethnic relations were worse than had been shown on US
          TV. Interestingly, others felt that the actual “positive sides of diversity” that they observed in the US
          were not shown, for example learning about neighbors’ food and cultural customs. Moreover, they noted that
          other types of diversity, which they also observed now that they were in the US, were not shown, for example
          religious or intraethnic diversity. Nevertheless, a majority (54%) acknowledged that watching US TV had
          influenced their views of race, and a near majority (45%) admitted that their views on culture and ethnicity
          were also influenced (Rodríguez, 2018, 120 and Chapter 7). In addition, they
          acknowledged that watching US TV in their home countries influenced their lifestyles, views, and consumption
          patterns (Rodríguez, 2018, Chapter 4 and Chapter 8), a
          measure of just how influential mass media can be.
        


        
          Latinx Americans are avid users of all mass media: they are not only TV owners and watchers but also radio
          listeners, moviegoers, social media participants, periodical readers, and paperback book buyers. As such,
          they are exposed to the culture content as well as the advertising content accompanying commercial mass
          media. Both ads and content sell a particular version of the American dream, which influences the way in
          which viewers see themselves. Those who immigrate to the United States want to be fully included in American
          life. They wish to receive equal opportunity not only to consume culture but also to define themselves and
          define American life as one that respects their Latinx heritage. Latinx Americans want to see and hear what
          they bring to the equation, for example their culture, the Spanish language, and their past and present
          contributions to the United States. To a substantial degree, mass media is behind schedule on acknowledging
          some of these contributions. To cite a pedestrian, perhaps amusing example, we knew by 2013, although the
          mass media did not widely announce it, that salsa had surpassed ketchup as America’s preferred condiment
          (Associated Press, 2013).
        


        
          Research Studies Focusing on Diversity in the
          Media


          
            Numerous studies have detailed the historical and continuing lack of diversity in US media, in particular
            the relative absence and misrepresentation of Latinxs. Negrón-Muntaner et al. (2014) analyzed the top ten
            movies, as measured by domestic gross revenue, as well as the top ten highest rated, scripted TV shows on
            network, PBS, and select YouTube sites through March 31, 2014. They also conducted twenty-seven interviews
            between 2009 and 2014 with media advocates, executives, and innovators. They found that while the Latinx
            population had increased, and the number of Latinx supporting actors had increased, the number of Latinx
            leads had actually decreased.
          


          
            In addition, the proportion of Latinx directors was a paltry 2.3 percent. Similarly, Latinx producers
            constituted only 2.8 percent and Latinx writers 6 percent of those employed on these projects. They also
            noted that the majority of the Latinxs in these positions were from Latin America and not from the United
            States. Mochkofsky (2019) similarly found that most Latinx news journalists were Latin American immigrants
            as opposed to US-born Latinxs who came from the communities the Latin American journalists were hired to
            cover. Negrón-Muntaner et al. (2014) concluded that the rate of change was slow and that the range of
            characters was narrow. Furthermore, they found that news coverage was worse than the fictional world they
            analyzed, for they found that only 1.8 percent of TV news producers were Latinx, and that the proportion of
            Latinx guests on news/talk shows accounted for only 2.7 percent of all guests. Not surprisingly, the
            proportion of Emmys awarded to Latinxs from 2002 to 2013 was only 1.9 percent.
          


          
            Smith, Choueiti, and Pieper (2013, 2016) have conducted similar, but broader, analyses and arrived at
            similar conclusions. In 2013, they reviewed the top one hundred grossing films from 2007 to 2012 and found
            that only 10 percent of the characters in these most popular films were Black, 4.2 percent Hispanic, 5
            percent Asian, and 3.6 other or mixed. Seventy-five percent of the speaking characters were White, and
            females were underrepresented in every group, with Hispanic females “more likely to be depicted in sexy
            attire and partially naked than Black or White females,” while Asian females were less likely to be
            sexualized. Over the five-year period they studied, they found little deviation from these patterns. They
            expanded their analysis in 2016 and included ten major media companies, prime time first-run scripted
            series, and digital offerings that had aired between September 2014 and August 2015. They found that
            Hollywood continued to have “a diversity problem.” It was soon after this study that the powerful hashtag
            #HollywoodSoWhite made its appearance.
          


          
            The diversity problem is not limited to Latinxs. Hunt and Ramón (2020) examined the top 200 theatrical film
            releases in 2018 and 2019 to determine the extent to which people of color and women were present in front
            of and behind the camera. They found that in 2019, despite gains made, people of color remained
            underrepresented among film leads, film directors, film writers, total actors, and studio heads. Women,
            likewise, made progress in these areas, but also remained under-represented on every front—“though they
            approached proportionate representation among acting roles” (3). And yet, when Hunt and Ramón (2020)
            surveyed which films were the most successful at the global box office, they found that those films with
            the most diverse casts enjoyed the highest median global box office receipts, and those with the least
            diverse casts were the poorest performers. People of color also accounted for the majority of domestic
            ticket sales for eight of the top ten films in 2019. Despite these findings, the award structure did not
            change very much. At the 2018 Oscars, nineteen of the twenty acting nominees were White, and not a single
            film directed by a woman was nominated in the best director category. In 2019, actors of color fared
            better: three of the four winners in the major acting categories were nonwhite actors. However, in 2020,
            the nominations and awards were less diverse overall.
          


          
            The studies on Latinxs are not particularly surprising to those who follow the scholarly literature. They
            do raise doubts about whether the media has sufficiently incorporated this large and fast-growing group
            into its view of “what” or “who” America is today. While some quality programs have featured Latinx
            Americans prominently, they have tended to be short-lived. One of the better-known examples is Ugly
            Betty, a comedy-drama on ABC (American Broadcasting Corporation) that aired from 2006 to 2010. Jane,
            the Virgin fared a bit better, running from 2014 to 2019. The show also won the first Golden Globe
            award for the CW network and was very popular within the Latinx and other communities. More recently, a
            revived One Day at a Time (2017–?), which was premised on the earlier (1975–1984) non-Hispanic
            comedy series by Norman Lear, has had a fitful on-and-off experience with various carriers. It is unclear,
            as of this writing, when and what its future will be. The Baker and the Beauty, hugely successful in
            Israel and adapted to the American screen with a Latinx family, debuted in 2020 but was cancelled after
            only 2-1/2 months. Low viewership was cited for the cancellation, but questions remain about whether the
            show was treated in the same way as other shows with similar numbers of viewers. Was the show cut off
            sooner than other shows with predominantly White casts and story lines? Did they receive similar and
            effective advertising? Only Dora, the Explorer, a cartoon on Nickelodeon Jr. with a lead Latina
            character, had what is considered a long run, that is, 2000–2019.
          


          
            In addition, many of the Latinx characters that appeared in some series disappeared or were killed off
            early in some series. For example, in the long-running Lost series (9/2004–5/2010)—still viewable
            via Netflix—a number of Latinx characters were written out of the series early on; or, in other series, the
            Latinx ethnicity of the character was not transparent. Moreover, the Latinx characters were often marginal,
            and many fit the stereotypes of vixens, victims, or victimizers (Rodríguez, 1997). The Latinx community is
            hardly unaware of this continuing lack of representation and misrepresentation. Segura and Pedraza (2018)
            polled a sample of 423 Latinx adults in the US in 2018 and found that despite being enthusiastic consumers
            of various media (e.g., TV, cable, streaming, downloads, DVDs, and films), significant majorities thought
            there were not enough Latina/o actors, directors, or story lines in the media they consumed. Moreover, the
            majority saw stereotypical portrayals of Latinxs in film as harmful, and they wanted to see more films with
            “relevant stories and co-ethnic talent” (3). Young moviegoers (18–20) were even more likely than were older
            patrons to want to see Latinx-themed films or Latinx talent.
          


          
            There is a long history here. As Félix Gutiérrez (2016), Professor Emeritus of Journalism and Communication
            in the Annenberg School at the University of Southern California and a veteran chronicler of Latinx images,
            notes,
          


          
            Greasy bandidos, fat mamacitas, romantic Latin lovers, lazy peons sleeping under sombreros, short-tempered
            Mexican spitfires, violent revolutionaries, faithful servants, gang members, and sexy señoritas with
            low-cut blouses and loose morals have long been staples of Latin images in fiction, films, and television.
          


          
            With regard to the news media, he also observes, “When Latinos were covered in Anglo news media during much
            of the 20th century, the editors, news directors, and reporters often used shorthand word symbols to
            trigger stereotypes of Latinxs as posing a threat, i.e., “Zoot Suiters” in the 1940s, “Wet-backs” in the
            1950s, “Chicano Militants” in the 1960s, and “Illegal Aliens” in the 1970s and 1980s.”
          


          
            Early Films


            
              However, an even longer historical view shows that it was not always exactly this way, as early on in
              film history there were periods when “Latins” were “in” (see Rodríguez, 2004, 2008). Although the term
              “Latin” often included those who spoke a language derived from Latin, for example Italians and the
              French, it did not exclude Latins from “south of the border.” Indeed, there were major male and female
              Mexican movie stars acting in and headlining early Hollywood films, as well as playing non-Latinx roles
              and Latina/o characters in all class positions. Some names that will be familiar to history film buffs
              include Myrtle Gonzalez, who was born in Los Angeles, a native Mexican Californian who had her first
              starring role in 1912. She was one of Universal’s best-known leading ladies at the time. According to
              popular fan magazines of the time, there were also other prominent and celebrated Latinx actors, for
              example Dolores Del Rio, Lupe Velez, and Ramon Novarro from Mexico; Antonio Moreno from Spain, and Maria
              Montez from the Dominican Republic. Even non-Latinxs took on Latinx names due to their popularity. For
              example, Jacob Krantz, a Hungarian immigrant, took on the name Ricardo Cortez; Krantz achieved major
              marquis status and starred in over ninety movies with that name (Rodríguez, 2008)
            


            
              The inclusion of Latina/o actors in early films was facilitated by a number of factors. For example, as a
              new industry that had evolved from the penny arcades and the burlesque halls, acting in films was not yet
              accepted as a fully respectable profession. The films were also Black-and-White, blurring shades of skin
              color, and white makeup was used extensively to accentuate features. The films were also silent, thus
              obliterating accent differences. Finally, many of the studio heads and directors were immigrants
              themselves who had not yet fully incorporated American subtleties of discrimination and exclusion. For
              some, a dark-haired Mexican beauty was reminiscent of the Eastern and Southern European beauties they had
              grown up with and admired. For many of the same reasons, the hugely popular silent screen actor, Rudolf
              Valentino (from Italy), was cast as and personified the original Latin Lover. The early movie-going
              public also likely included many of the immigrants and children of immigrants who had come to the US in
              the late nineteenth century from Southern and Eastern Europe.
            

          

          
            The Questions Today


            
              This quick overview of the history of media and film treatment of Latinxs raises important questions. How
              successfully can Latinxs and others pursue the “American Dream” if US diversity and Latinxs’ own positive
              and historical contributions to this diversity are not conveyed within the entertainment media? Equally
              to the point, how fruitfully can Latinxs pursue the American dream if the news media and even the
              academics producing the research literature and training the future journalists are not covering Latinx
              culture? As Graciela Mochkofsky, Tow Professor and Director of the Spanish-language Journalism Program at
              the Craig Newmark Graduate School of Journalism at the City University of New York, noted, “most
              mainstream media studies and criticism regularly ignore Latino journalism—as well as pretty much all
              media serving US communities of color” (Mochkofsky, 2019).
            


            
              What are Latinxs to do? How do they pursue the American dream, despite their absence from these media
              narratives? One approach is reflected in the following: Maria Teresa Kumar is an activist, television
              co-host, and founder and CEO of Voto Latinx, “a grassroots political organization focused on educating
              and empowering a new generation of Latinx voters, as well as creating a more robust and inclusive
              democracy” (www.votolatino.org). When asked, “What’s your
              favorite object in your office?” she responded,
            


            
              
                A statue of Cesar Chavez next to the American flag. It speaks to why I do what I do. I deeply believe
                in America and her possibility, and it’s a constant reminder that her possibility can’t be realized
                until we provide real equity and opportunity for the most marginalized among us.
              


              
                (Fast Company, 2020, 38)
              

            


            
              This approach speaks strongly to how important it is for Latinxs to become familiar with their own
              histories of struggles and successes and see them portrayed.
            

          
        
      

      
        Media Coverage in Puerto Rico


        
          Why the focus here on media coverage on Puerto Rico and Puerto Ricans? Given the historical significance of
          Puerto Rico vis-à-vis the US, and especially given what has occurred in Puerto Rico in the last three years,
          it is significant how little media coverage has been given to the extraordinary events that have occurred
          there. To note just a few:
        


        
          	In September 2017, Hurricane Maria struck. Maria was a deadly Category 5 hurricane that left over 4,000
          people dead (Hernandez and McGinley, 2018)4 and left the island without power
          for months. According to the National Hurricane Center, it was the tenth-most intense Atlantic hurricane on
          record and the most intense tropical cyclone worldwide that year. It also devastated Dominica and St
          Croix.


          	There was also the citizen-led, peaceful, forced resignation of the elected governor, Ricardo Rosello, in
          which thousands of Puerto Ricans participated. Although a precedent-setting political event, media coverage
          was limited. Where else has that happened within the US or its territories? Indeed, how often had this
          occurred anywhere in the world in recent times?


          	As of this writing, Puerto Rico has suffered continuing earthquakes and mudslides.


          	Lastly, while all Americans have been affected by COVID-19, the situation in Puerto Rico has garnered
          little attention. To quote Miguel A. Soto-Class, president and founder of the Center for a New Economy in
          Puerto Rico, “What is a gut-punch to New York or California is a knock-out blow for us” (Soto-Class,
          2020).

        


        


        
          
            “This Ain’t No American Dream We’re Livin’ In”


            
              In essence, the previous listing of events conveys the sentiment that is echoed in the phrase, “this
              ain’t no American dream we’re livin’ in.” This idea may be found in many songs and literary sources, but
              my source here is the film Pow Wow Highway (1989). It is spoken by Buddy Red Bow (played by A.
              Martinez), a character who is a member of the Cheyenne nation and a former Viet Nam vet. Buddy describes
              his reservation in this way to a corporate entity that is interested in continuing its profitable
              strip-mining operations on the reservation. The quote is relevant to the media coverage on Puerto Rico
              because areas such as Native American Indian reservations or unincorporated territories are often viewed
              only from the perspective of how they can be used to increase corporate profit. Marginalized Americans,
              whether on Native American reservations or island territories, are less often taken into account when the
              question is one that concerns their welfare, health, safety, and betterment.
            

          
        

        
          The Coverage


          
            It is true that some mainstream journalists, like David Begnaud from CBS News, have consistently followed
            events in Puerto Rico after Maria and have attempted to portray both the views from within as well as the
            views from without. Occasional articles, such as one by Rosa and Robles (2020), have also highlighted the
            impact of the pandemic in Puerto Rico. Still, it does not overstate the matter to say mass media coverage
            in English was—and has been since these events—occasional, minimal, and often superficial. A striking
            example is the initial announcement of only sixty or so deaths occasioned by Hurricane Maria. This low
            number continued to persist despite the fact that research studies, such as that at Harvard noted earlier,
            calculated the number of deaths after Hurricane Maria to be over 4,000. The Spanish-language media in the
            US had more coverage, but a 2017 study of Hispanic language preferences by media type for Latinxs ages 18
            and up found that substantial proportions preferred English-language content (Dunkin, 2019). This is not an
            insignificant matter.
          


          
            To some degree, it was the impact of the hurricane on the communications system in Puerto Rico that also
            contributed to the lack of coverage. As Modestti González (2018) notes, the day after the hurricane, 95.2
            percent of the cell towers in Puerto Rico were out of service. And analyses by the Federal Communications
            Commission continued to show major outages months after the hurricane. But even this fact received little
            media attention. Except infrequently, it was as though Puerto Rico fell off the map.
          


          
            Indeed, when Hurricane Maria took place I decided to join Facebook for the first time. That was practically
            the only place, I learned, to get any information on what had happened and how people and my extended
            family were doing. Hundreds, perhaps thousands, of families did not know whether their relatives were dead,
            ill, sheltered, hungry, or lost. The situation persisted for months. In essence, Facebook was where people
            went to find out who was alive, who was not, who was in need, where people were now living or had gone, and
            what human and property losses they had incurred. It was the people, using Facebook, who found the other
            people—not the media and not the government in Puerto Rico or in the US. Stories of how people in general
            were recovering from the hurricane were hard to locate since coverage was largely absent from my
            English-language mass media.
          


          
            Strengths and Resilience Generally Missed


            
              As noted earlier, part of this lack of coverage after Maria is explained by the major power and
              communications outages in Puerto Rico at the time. Another part of it is explained by the fact that
              Puerto Rico (like Hawaii) is an island far from the continental US. However, when camera crews or
              government relief organizations complained that they could not “get there” or could not deliver aid and
              supplies to Puerto Rico, many Puerto Ricans in the states (including myself) raised questions such as
              Where are the helicopters? They still exist, don’t they? When food, water, or supplies did arrive, they
              were often not distributed. Trucks or cars could not travel on roads severely damaged by the hurricane. I
              thought then, “are there no jeeps or tractors that could help?” Then I saw at least one photo (perhaps on
              Facebook) of a line of ordinary Puerto Rican residents who, standing next to one another, had figured out
              that they could pass from hand to hand the supplies, so that they could be brought up the mountain road
              that the convoys, cars, or trucks could not navigate. This was a story of impressive resourcefulness and
              ingenuity but one that was widely underreported. There were and have continued to be many, many such
              efforts to address the effects of the hurricane as well as the subsequent earthquakes. Yet these stories
              of resiliency, strength, and successes have received little US media attention—although they have much to
              teach others facing similar situations—and much to teach about Puerto Ricans.
            


            
              There have been exceptions to this pattern of omission. Chef José Andrés, displaying a similar “can do”
              attitude (but receiving more media attention, which was quite merited), was covered in news stories
              cooking and distributing food to all who were hungry. He did very well what other organizations charged
              with distributing food could not do. Additionally, a recent opinion piece by Nicholas Kristof (2020) does
              speak more generally to the resiliency that Hispanics in the US have demonstrated when faced with
              difficult situations. Kristof also suggests that Hispanics might offer a model for civil society during
              the current pandemic.
            


            
              Additionally, some academics have begun to study and describe these experiences (see, for example, the
              edited volume by Bonilla and LeBrón (2019). And, others have begun visually documenting some of these
              efforts—what has succeeded under these conditions, and what, therefore, might be applicable to other
              areas in the US or around the world. See, for example, Collins’s (2020) social documentary covering the
              history and environmental impact of the hurricane and earthquakes in Puerto Rico and Fritz’s (2019)
              documentary that reveals the strength and sustainability of the people of Puerto Rico and their sense of
              community. See also websites for the Center for Puerto Rican Studies at Hunter College (www.centropr.hunter.cuny.edu) and Casa Pueblo (www.casapueblo.org). Both have provided, and continue to provide,
              invaluable information on the efforts at recovery, as well as opportunities for vital exchange between
              those involved in the recovery efforts.
            


            
              However, little attention from the popular media has been given to these ongoing recovery efforts. For
              example, many efforts are now at work to utilize solar energy, community-driven alternative and
              affordable energy approaches, environmentally sustainable systems, hybrid approaches, and water
              collecting systems. Efforts have also continued to educate others to be more conscious of how to protect
              themselves and the environment so as to be prepared for future emergencies. Moreover, some groups have
              also begun to encourage greater use of indigenous materials and locally sourced and produced products and
              foods, so as to shift from an import-dependent economy to one that makes more and better use of Puerto
              Rico’s own natural resources.
            


            
              Sadly, however, the most prominent and memorable mass media coverage of the hurricane was the film
              footage of President Trump throwing paper towels into the crowd of onlookers in Puerto Rico, who had just
              experienced the worst hurricane to hit the island in over eighty years. In some ways, Professor Cecilio
              Ortiz’s statement, “Hurricane Maria and Puerto Rico foreshadowed how the U.S. would deal with the
              COVID-19 pandemic,” is both prescient and relevant (Collins, 2020).
            

          
        
      

      
        Black Lives Matter and COVID-19


        
          As I began to write this chapter, I was happy to see that the Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement had, to a
          large degree, influenced a reconceptualization of the US as a country where Black—and I would add—Brown and
          other nonwhite lives should matter as much as White lives. As our constitution requires, all people should be
          treated equally, especially within the criminal justice system. Still, white/not-white differential treatment
          tends to permeate many institutions and dimensions of life in the US. The pictures of recent citizen–police
          encounters have played an important role in illustrating the differential treatment that those who are “not
          white” often receive, especially within the criminal justice system. Those images have led many people of all
          races and ages in the US to reconsider whether all are treated equally and if all lives really
          do matter. Furthermore, as in the past, the call has been heard internationally (Blain, 2020). The impact of
          BLM has also been felt in other countries as well. As The Economist (2020) states,
        


        
          America is both a country and an idea. When the two do not match, non-Americans notice more than when an
          injustice is perpetrated in say, Mexico or Russia. And wrapped up in that idea of America is a conviction
          that progress is possible.
        


        
          The “idea” referenced here is the American dream, and also implicit is the idea that progress is associated
          with its successful achievement. African Americans/Blacks and their allies have opened, or reopened, the
          conversation about the roads we all walk in life. And, I am grateful to the historical and current roles that
          they have played in reminding us all that everyone should be allowed to walk on the same roads.
        


        
          The recent protests inspired by this summer’s events and the BLM movement have occurred within the
          devastating and historically unique COVID-19 health crisis. Here again I observed minimal media attention
          given to the impact on the Latinx community. It was no surprise to me, and it is now no secret, that COVID-19
          impacted communities of color in the United States disproportionately. As the epidemic continues, numbers
          will continue to change, but initial reports that included counts of Latinxs in New York City, the early
          epicenter, showed that in the city’s most infected zip code, 37 percent of the residents were Latinx; in the
          second-most infected zip code, 64 percent of the residents were Latinx (Despres, 2020; US Bureau of The
          Census, 2019). In the city as a whole, the age-adjusted death rate for COVID-19 was 22.8 (per 100,000) for
          Latinxs, 19.8 for African Americans, 10.2 for Whites, and 8.4 for Asian Americans (Mays and Newman, 2020).
        


        
          As Mays and Newman (2020) note, “Latinos represent 34 percent of the people who have died of the coronavirus
          but make up 29 percent of the city’s population, according to preliminary data from the city’s Health
          Department.” Further, these authors call attention to the fact that these figures do not include the “100 to
          200 people per day” who die at home and are presumed to be virus victims but were not tested. Of course,
          Latinxs are not the only group overrepresented in death rates from COVID-19. As Mays and Newman (2020) also
          note, Black people represent 28 percent of deaths but make up 22 percent of the area population. However,
          Latinxs are, at the point of this writing, still the most affected in New York City. On the national level,
          “the fullest look yet at the racial inequity of coronavirus found the number of corona virus cases per 10,000
          people” to be 23 for Whites, 62 for Blacks, and 73 for Latinxs (Oppel et al., 2020). This is particularly
          troubling. For as Kristof (2020, 9) notes, “despite poverty and discrimination, Hispanic Americans live
          significantly longer than white or black Americans” and they have enjoyed a longer life expectancy—81.8 years
          for Latinxs compared with 78.5 years for Whites and 74.9 years for Blacks (Kristof, 2020, 9).
        


        
          According to Sáenz (2020), Latinxs are also overrepresented among people infected with the COVID-19 virus
          relative to their share of the population in those states beyond New York’s borders that separately report
          Latinx cases. This is particularly concerning because Latinxs are relatively younger than other groups in
          those same states—and younger people have tended to have lower death rates overall. The higher incidences are
          due, in part, to the jobs that Latinxs tend to have, which are often in the “essential workers” category—jobs
          such as delivering food, operating public transit, and working in health care. As a recent study by the Pew
          Research Center found, Americans generally agree that immigrants—whether undocumented or living legally in
          the country—mostly do not work in jobs that US citizens want (see Krogstad, Lopez, and Passel, 2020). These
          are the workers who cannot telecommute; they fill jobs that often bring them into closer contact with others
          (often ill individuals).
        


        
          In part, the Latinx infection rate is also due to fewer healthcare options, lower incomes, living in
          high-density housing, and sometimes living in multigenerational households. Disparities in health care and
          underlying health conditions, such as higher incidences of heart disease, diabetes, asthma, and hypertension,
          may also make Latinx and other groups more susceptible. In addition, some Latinxs may be discouraged from
          seeking medical care because of the lack of information in Spanish or for fear of being deported. These
          inequities have received some modest attention in the media, but all of these factors, plus disparities in
          health care, may make some regrettably believe that these differentials account for a more “acceptable” level
          of death. Or, as some may put it, it stands to reason that given these conditions, death and contagion rates
          are higher. And, the upshot of this thinking can result in less serious media attention being paid to what
          undergirds or contributes to these conditions for both Black and Brown Americans.
        

      

      
        Conclusion


        
          Research has shown that media images and coverage tend not to be as inclusive or representative of Latinxs as
          their influence and proportion of the US population should reflect. Mass media coverage of Black Americans
          reflects a similar degree of neglect, and the BLM movement reminds us that the American dream is only a
          national dream if it is shared by all Americans. And so, I am buoyed by the success of the BLM
          movement—facilitated in part by social media and greater mass media attention—in raising greater
          consciousness about these issues and by the involvement of people of all races, ages, and classes in this
          movement. BLM affirms the intent of the American dream, as defined at the start of this chapter—that it
          should be open to all who wish to pursue it. Also, as stated at the start of this chapter and as the BLM
          movement continues to remind us, the American dream is a dream of a social order in which each person “shall
          be able to attain to the fullest stature of which they are innately capable, and be recognized by others for
          what they are, regardless of the fortuitous circumstances of birth or position” (Adams, 1931).
        

      

      
        Notes


        
          1 The US Census Bureau uses the terms, “Latino” or “Hispanic” to gather its counts, and I use the
          terms employed by the sources that I quote. But in writing this chapter, I have chosen to also use the term
          Latinx, as it is a fairly recently introduced generic term that seeks to be as inclusive as possible. For
          those interested in the debates surrounding the best term to use, see the following: Gimenez (1989), Hayes
          Bautista and Chapa (1987), Oboler (1995), Steinmetz (2018), and Treviño (1987).
        


        
          2 An accurate 2020 decennial census count may be marred by the presence of the pandemic, which has
          made door-to-door surveying difficult, and by fears on the part of some Latinxs/Hispanics of being counted
          because they are noncitizens or undocumented. Or, they may be reluctant to be counted because they are
          residing with and/or related to others who are in these categories. Also, they may fear that, within the
          current anti-immigrant political context, this might endanger these relatives, who could be grandmothers,
          cousins, or parents.
        


        
          3 Since this chapter will focus on Puerto Rico, I add the Puerto Rico population figures, making for a
          total of more than 65,117 million Latinx in the US in 2020. The population figure for Puerto Rico is based on
          the Worldometer elaboration of the latest United Nations data. According to this, the population of Puerto
          Rico was 2,864,170 as of Tuesday, June 9, 2020. www.worldometers.info/world-population/puerto-rico, accessed, 6/11/20.
        


        
          4 This figure comes from a Harvard study that was published in the New England Journal of
          Medicine that put the deaths figure at an average of 4,645 dead, but the study also indicated that deaths
          might have surpassed 8,000, as many died subsequent to the hurricane.
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      Queer Youth and the American Dream1


      
        Mary Robertson
      


      
        Although the American dream has been defined in many different ways (Hauhart 2016), it is often associated with
        a life experience that is fulfilling, and fulfilled by, treasured American values such as individual striving,
        freedom and freedom of expression, equality of opportunity, and equal treatment. These values have historically
        been apportioned unequally among Americans. Queer youth are among those who have had to struggle to be
        recognized as citizens deserving of the same rights as others in the US. Unlike queer adults, until recently
        queer youth remained nearly anonymous. Is it possible for queer youth to live the American dream in the United
        States today? The question requires, initially, an exploration of the generational shift where a previously
        nonexistent category of person—queer youth—became broadly recognizable in US society. Only then can we begin to
        examine the lives of the current generation of queer youth in an effort to evaluate their prospects for living
        the American dream in the twenty-first century.
      


      
        Finding LGBTQ2 Identity and the Gay Rights Movement
        in the United States


        
          To be young and queer in the US right now is significantly different from the experience of earlier
          generations. For people born in the 1990s and beyond, the experience of queerness is the result of a societal
          progression that, for my purposes, starts in the middle of the twentieth century. It was during this time
          that homosexuality came to be associated with an identity rather than simply a behavior in US society. The
          shift from sexuality as behavior to sexuality as identity was via a process of medicalization that first
          pathologized, and then later normalized, the homosexual subject. The history of homosexuality is complex and
          involves multilayered, shifting cultural norms and expectations, but it was during the late 1800s and early
          1900s, amidst the increasing authority of medical science, that psychologists and medical doctors first
          deemed same-sex sexuality a perverse or abnormal behavior. By 1968 homosexuality was listed in the American
          Psychiatric Association’s (APA) Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) as
          a mental disorder and was considered by many to be a sickness that required a cure (Conrad and Schneider
          1992). In the context of this pathologizing of homosexuality, what we would now consider “queer kids” were
          either abandoned by their families or institutionalized in attempts to cure them. Which scenario one might be
          subjected to was often a matter of one’s religion, location, and social and financial standing.
        


        
          Inspired by the civil rights movements of the time, the gay rights movement of the 1960s and 70s was a site
          of resistance against this pathologizing of homosexuality. Relative to the American dream, these early
          activists were invested in access to full personhood for gays and lesbians, personhood that had been denied
          them during this previous era. The early 1970s saw activists successfully petition the APA to remove
          homosexuality from the DSM as a mental disorder, which was among the early steps towards acceptance of
          homosexuals, and homosexuality, in US society.
        


        
          In 1966, the Compton’s Cafeteria riot in the Tenderloin area of San Francisco and, not long after in 1969,
          the Stonewall riots in Greenwich Village in New York City occurred (Duberman 1993; Stryker 2008). While the
          efforts to reframe homosexuality in the medical field were led by professionals operating within one of the
          dominant power structures of society, both the Compton’s Cafeteria and Stonewall riots were led in part by
          young, gender queer people of color who were resisting both mistreatment by police in neighborhoods that
          “functioned … as an involuntary containment zone[s], or ghetto[s], for transgender women” (Stryker, 89) and
          encroaching urban renewal and redevelopment projects. These historical moments were precursors to the
          competing narratives that play out to this day across a broad swath of LGBTQ activists. While homosexuality
          and gender queerness may well be more accepted in our society today than in previous generations, those whose
          lived experience with sexuality and gender is outside the range of the “new” norms of society often still
          find themselves socially and economically marginalized. Thus, the early sites of resistance against
          mainstream authority’s mistreatment of LGBTQ people were locations where poor, trans, and gender queer youth
          of color experienced police harassment and violence; intersectional analyses of our nation’s history shows
          that white, cisgender men with financial resources would be the ones to demand and attain the American dream
          ahead of all others, as in many instances they remain today.
        


        
          Following the Compton Cafeteria and Stonewall riots and the destigmatizing of homosexuality in medicine,
          access to power through politics, purchasing power, and personhood would mark LGBTQ progress in the 1980s.
          Although Harvey Milk (1930–78), a gay elected member of the San Francisco Board of Supervisors, is arguably
          the most well known, more and more openly gay Americans were becoming involved in politics. According to
          historian Vicki Eaklor (2011), “From 1980 through 1991, at least fifty-one lesbians or gay men were newly
          elected or appointed to government posts” (183). Another sign that LGBTQ people were accessing social power
          in the US was the increasing number of gay-friendly marketing campaigns selling products like vodka and
          credit cards (Gluckman and Reed 1997). Capitalism had tapped a new segment of the market. Equally important
          to access to political and purchasing power is access to belonging through personhood, and the 1980s also
          marked the beginning of the long fight for marriage equality. Sociologist Jodi O’Brien highlights the
          cultural importance of marriage as the moment one arrives as a full-fledged adult in society. She explains,
          “Anthropologically, marriage is one of the only uniformly recognized rites of passage and signs of cultural
          achievement and social inclusion in US society” (2004, 464). Arguably, the fight for the rights of poor,
          homeless kids of color living with police harassment was sidelined, and the segment of the LGBTQ rights
          movement that gained prominence were those activists striving to be recognized as “normal” members of
          society.
        


        
          Queer people’s lack of personhood became starkly clear during the beginning stages of the HIV/AIDS epidemic
          in the early 1980s. At first, HIV was understood to be something that only afflicted gay men. As a result of
          mismanagement and neglect on the part of public health officials and government leaders at every level,
          messaging prone to negative framing resulted in a steep increase in homophobia across the country. Efforts to
          address the spread of the disease were slow because of homophobia and a willful refusal to help gay men
          (Eaklor 2011). It wasn’t until high-profile cases of infection became known, including the actor Rock Hudson,
          who died from AIDS-related complications and was posthumously identified as homosexual, and the NBA star
          Magic Johnson, who contracted HIV as a straight man, that the US public started to acknowledge the broad
          swath of society subject to the ravages of this disease.
        


        
          The deplorable reaction from a significant part of US society to the HIV/AIDS epidemic mobilized the LGBTQ
          movement. Renewed efforts were consequently directed towards recognizing queer people’s rights as citizens.
          Threatened by political gains that the LGBTQ movement made in the 1980s, conservative religious organizations
          and the political right pushed back. The legacy of Anita Bryant, whose Save the Children campaign was
          notorious for spreading fear about gay and lesbian people “recruiting” children, gained renewed conservative
          support. According to sociologist Tina Fetner, in the mid-1990s, “Anti-gay religious right groups … ran a
          national campaign urging ‘No Special Rights’ for lesbian and gay people” (2015). The “No Special Rights”
          campaigns made the false argument that legislation intended to protect the equal rights of gay and lesbian
          people was actually extending them special rights that the “average American” did not have. For example, in
          Colorado, voters passed Amendment 2 in 1992 that “prohibited the state from enacting antidiscrimination
          protections for gays, lesbians, and bisexuals,” although the US Supreme Court eventually found the amendment
          unconstitutional based on its violation of the 14th Amendment. The case is credited with kickstarting a
          national movement for LGBTQ rights (Ramirez 2020).
        


        
          The 1990s were a turning point for LGBTQ politics as the hard-won efforts of the movement started to pay off.
          Generationally, more and more US citizens were accepting of homosexuality and LGBTQ-identified people and
          unsympathetic to the extremism of the religious and political right (Seidman 2015). Representations of
          “normal” gay people who shared (or appeared to share) many of the dominant values of conventional society
          were growing in the media, including the characters in the popular television show Will & Grace
          and Ellen DeGeneres, who famously came out as a lesbian on her show Ellen in 1997 (Avila-Saavedra
          2009). Perhaps most importantly—especially for all of those people who didn’t fit the white middle-class mold
          inspired by these characters—was the growing US household access to the internet.
        

      

      
        The Queer Youth Movement


        
          Young people who we now use the word “queer”—to describe kids who experience same-sex desire, engage in
          same-sex sexual conduct, express and identify their genders in ways that counter the dominant
          heteronormative, binary rules of society—are in no way a new or recent phenomenon. But prior to the gay
          rights movement described earlier, kids who embodied and experienced queerness were largely unnamed, except
          by epithets and slurs. As Kenneth Sherrill notes, LGBTQ people are “born into a diaspora” (1996, 472). One is
          not born into a gay family the way a black child would be a member of a black family, or in the way a girl
          would have mother, a grandmother, or a sister with whom to share in a subordinated status and related life
          chances. To realize as a young person—often as a child—that one’s desire or one’s gender does not fall in
          line with that of most of the people in one’s world is incredibly disorienting. The realization is often
          described by those who experience it as devastatingly lonely. Because one’s “different” sexuality or gender
          orientation is not something shared among a biological family group or among a large number of perceived
          others of like orientation, queer youth must “find” their true family. Equally important, in order for youth
          to organize as a collective, it requires coming together in a common “safe” place, whether in a city, a
          suburb, or a college campus. So, while queer youth existed prior to the 1990s, there was not a widespread
          queer youth movement per se, and there was most certainly not any appreciable effort on the part of adults to
          protect and care for queer youth in society.
        


        
          The nascent gay youth movement arose in large cities and college campuses in the 1970s alongside the adult
          gay rights movement. According to historian Susan Stryker, Vanguard, in San Francisco’s Tenderloin District,
          “an organization made up mostly of young gay hustlers and transgender people … is the earliest known queer
          youth organization in the United States” (Stryker 2008, 93). In New York City, the now well-known gay rights
          activists Marsha P. Johnson and Sylvia Rivera formed Street Transvestite Action Revolutionaries (STAR) to
          provide housing and support to queer, street-involved kids (Rivera n.d.). College campuses were another site
          of early organizing where there were growing networks of student cultural and identity centers for women,
          gay, black, Chicano, and Asian students. But stigma associated with ugly stereotypes linking homosexuality
          and pedophilia, therefore discouraging adults from organizing alongside youth, combined with the fact that
          many weren’t openly self-identifying as LGBTQ until their mid- to late twenties, means there wasn’t much of a
          mainstream youth LGBTQ movement during this period (Miceli 2005).
        


        
          Two of the earliest LGBTQ youth programs, the Hetrick-Martin Institute (HMI) in New York City and Project 10
          in Los Angeles, had their start in the late 70s and early 80s respectively, but it wasn’t until the early
          1990s that care organizations directed at LGBTQ youth really began to develop. One impetus for this expanded
          network was Paul Gibson, a California social worker whose clients were vulnerable kids, who published a
          “Report of the Secretary’s Task Force on Youth Suicide” for the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.
          Gibson’s report highlighted the fact that among the already concerning high rate of teenage suicides, 20–30
          percent were LGBTQ-identified (1989). Although much has been written about the validity of these numbers
          (Gibson himself never claimed to have conducted a rigorous scientific study), the report inspired a boom in
          resources for LGBTQ youth (Miceli 2005; Waidzunas 2012). Not coincidental to the increase in support services
          was the concurrent rise of the use of the internet. Starting with Netscape Navigator and internet relay chat
          (IRC) sites, where people with shared experiences across geographical distances could come together, emergent
          communities like queer youth could meet and share their uniqueness (Stryker 2008). The growing acceptance and
          recognition of LGBTQ people, in tandem with online community building, resulted in a sea change in society
          regarding kids, queer sexuality, and gender identity generally (Bryson 2004; Crowley 2010; Gray 2009).
        

      

      
        Spectrum Youth


        
          My interest—as a straight ciswoman—in queer youth and the American dream stems from fifteen years of
          sociological, feminist, and queer theoretical study of sexuality and gender. My book, Growing Up Queer:
          Kids and the Remaking of LGBTQ Identity (2019), is an account of a three-year-long ethnographic study at
          Spectrum, an LGBTQ youth drop-in center in a midsized metropolitan city in the Rocky Mountain West. The
          findings are based on about thirty-five life-history interviews with youth who frequented the site and
          hundreds of hours of participant observation as an adult volunteer and researcher there. Most of the examples
          I will draw on for the balance of this essay come from my time at Spectrum from 2010 to 2013. The kids that I
          spent time with at Spectrum from 2010 to 2013 were largely born in the late 1980s and 1990s, and their
          experience with and relationship to queerness is, in some ways, very similar to the adults that came before
          them, but it is also different in key ways. Namely, among this generation, kids are self-identifying as LGBTQ
          at much younger ages (D’Augelli, Grossman, and Starks 2008; Savin-Williams 2005); they tend to consider their
          gender to be as important an identity category as their sexual identity; they are drawing on an expanded set
          of terms to identify their sexuality and gender; and, in line with national trends, they are a more
          racially/ethnically diverse group. But perhaps most important to how the larger society understands queer
          youth is the narrative of precarity that came with the widespread dissemination of Paul Gibson’s report. His
          report, echoing and compounding the findings of other studies, helped shift society’s assessment of
          street-involved youth, similar to those with queer identities on whom Gibson based his findings. Formerly
          treated as social problems and perpetrators of antisocial behavior, the narrative for queer youth shifted
          from delinquency and deception to that of victimization and self-harm. In other words, sympathies shifted
          towards queer kids who, up until that time, were either neglected or stigmatized. People in many segments of
          our society were starting to recognize that queer kids weren’t just “delinquents”; rather, they were also
          someone’s child, grandchild, sibling, peer, or neighbor.
        


        
          Arguably, another unintentional, but transformative, driver that inspired increased concern for the
          well-being of LGBTQ kids occurred in the wake of the 1999 Columbine High School massacre in Colorado. In that
          incident, two students murdered thirteen people and injured many others before killing themselves. Among the
          most compelling reasons given for the perpetrators’ violence was their role as social outcasts victimized by
          bullies at school. In response, anti-bullying campaigns swept the country’s schools and youth centers. In the
          course of the widespread attention paid to bullying generally, the role that homophobic bullying, in
          particular, plays in the experience kids have in schools became increasingly apparent. It was becoming less
          socially acceptable to “smear the queer,” as it had been for generations before (Hillard et al. 2014; Russell
          et al. 2010; Quinn and Meiners 2013).
        


        
          Therefore, the first decade of the 2000s came with an increasing awareness that among adolescents, queer
          youth are especially vulnerable to higher rates of suicidality and depression and other psychosocial health
          problems than other kids are (Marshal et al. 2011). In the fall of 2010, a rash of high-profile LGBTQ youth
          suicides prompted further attention. Well-known gay sex advice columnist, Dan Savage, and his husband, Terry
          Miller, kicked off the It Gets Better campaign in response. It Gets Better encouraged adults to
          record and post to YouTube, videos that demonstrated to LGBTQ kids that their lives would get easier once
          they became adults. It Gets Better resulted, initially, in hundreds of videos (there are now tens of
          thousands) and was widely praised across mainstream media, but a closer look revealed that it had the effect
          of masking difference across LGBTQ youth.
        


        
          Critics argued that whether or not “it does get better” has everything to do with one’s social class, race,
          ethnicity, ability, body size, nationality, and other variables. In essence, the critique of It Gets
          Better argued that the queer-er one was—meaning the more outside the social mainstream one’s lived
          experience was—the harder it may be to achieve the happiness, success, and self-confidence echoed by those
          who posted videos on the YouTube channel. In other words, being an LGBTQ adult got better for many of these
          people because their lives were already better—as measured by various quality of life markers—to begin with
          (Majkowski 2011; Meyer 2017; Parker-Pope 2010; Puar 2011). Notably, such a conclusion would align with what
          we know about living in a highly unequal society to begin with as well as with the duality of the adult LGBTQ
          movement described previously. It should not be surprising that white, middle-class gay men and women
          fighting for a seat at the table with mainstream America might fare better than poor and working-class queer
          people of color who were fighting racism, classism, and ableism from their more constrained place within the
          white supremacist capitalist patriarchy (hooks 2000).
        


        
          It Gets Better kicked off in fall of 2010, when I first began spending time at Spectrum. Over the
          course of the next three years, there was a sea change in US LGBTQ politics. Barack Obama became the first
          sitting US president to express public support for gay marriage (Calmes and Baker 2012). The US military’s
          Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell policy and the Clinton-era Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA) were both
          repealed (Barnes 2013; Bumiller 2011). Compassionate news stories about transgender children were popping up
          in newspapers across the country (Dvorak 2012; Padawer 2012). Across all sectors of US society, the lives,
          experiences, and rights of LGBTQ people were being scrutinized, debated, and defended. Political victories
          for LGBTQ recognition and rights continued to come rolling in after I left the field in 2013. For example, in
          2015 the Supreme Court case Obergfell v. Hodges (2015) federally guaranteed same-sex couples the right
          to marry. Around the same time, high-profile transgender people like Laverne Cox and Caitlin Jenner became
          household names (Politico Magazine 2015).
        


        
          Despite all the positive changes that had occurred, Obergfell did not mark the end of homophobia and
          transphobia in the US. Indeed, during and after the 2016 presidential election, some things got worse for
          LGBTQ people and politics. LGBTQ rights became one of the key cultural battles central to the 2016
          presidential election. Opposition to marriage equality was resurrected in court actions like Masterpiece
          Cakeshop v. Colorado Civil Rights Commission (2018) that claimed business owners have a constitutional
          right to refuse to serve same-sex couples based on 1st Amendment rights to free speech and exercise of
          religion. Likewise, so-called bathroom bills that would legalize discrimination against transgender people in
          gender-segregated spaces were introduced in various state legislatures (Peters, Becker, and Hirschfeld 2017).
          In the first year of the Trump Administration, Obama-era trans-friendly interpretations of various
          gender-related policies were rescinded, including those regarding Title IX (more on this later) and
          transgender people serving in the military. In sum, while queer Americans have made substantial gains, they
          have also suffered setbacks and losses from a social, if not an exclusively legal, perspective. Yet in a
          stunning turn of events, on June 15, 2020, in Bostock v. Clayton County, Georgia (2020), the US
          Supreme Court ruled “that the 1964 Civil Rights Act protects gay, lesbian, and transgender employees from
          discrimination based on sex” (Totenberg 2020). Given the present status of the LGBTQ rights movement, what
          can be said about queer kids’ lives today and how their lives intersect with important notions embedded in
          the American dream like individualism, freedom, and equality?
        


        
          Individualism and Naming


          
            In line with US notions of the American dream, individualism has been recognized as an important value for
            Americans since at least the time Alexis de Tocqueville toured the country in 1831 (1961). LGBTQ identity
            is unique because of the way it allows people to name themselves based on their own desires and
            gendered/sexual formations. Establishing one’s sexual identity is one fundamental element of asserting
            one’s individual nature. Early terms like homosexual, gay, and lesbian grew over time to include more
            categories, expanding to embrace those who may be described, or describe themselves, as bisexual,
            transvestite, transsexual, transgender, intersex, queer, questioning, and more. With each stage in the
            social development of sexual and/or gender identity, new terms and ways of naming have been coined. Each
            successive wave of individualized naming liberalizes the rights of persons to assert their distinctive
            individuality.
          


          
            For the youth of Spectrum, having the freedom to name their desires and gender for themselves is both part
            of the way youth are socialized into the queer milieu of the space and a way they set themselves apart from
            older queer people (Robertson 2019). In addition to gay, lesbian, and bisexual, youth use terms like
            demi-sexual and pansexual to describe their desires and sexualities. Not only are the youth creating new
            names to describe familiar desires, but they also blend terms for sexuality and gender, finding language
            that better accounts for the fluid nature of sexuality and gender that they perceive. For example, a
            pansexual identity means that the gender of one’s object of desire is irrelevant. Rather, one’s desire is
            free to settle on people of any gender. Here, a 21-year-old queer-identified Chicano explains their
            identity:
          


          
            I like to call myself queer just ’cause it’s … more like, fluid, like, it’s very fluid … You’re not set to
            a standard or anything … I dunno … people wanna be like “oh you’re bisexual” but it’s not, it’s like past
            that, it’s like, another level … It’s more fluid still … I would date a girl, or a woman-identified person
            … and I’ve dated a man, like it just, that wouldn’t matter to me.
          


          
            The use of the word queer is also common among this group. Queer is used as an umbrella term to describe
            non-heteronormative sexualities and genders—freeing one up from having to adopt a more specific sexuality
            or gender identity category tied to the gender of objects of desire or conforming to binary notions of
            sexuality and gender.
          


          
            The reclaiming of the word “queer” in the 1980s as a term of empowerment, from its previous status as an
            epithet, had a specific intention. It marked a particular type of outsider sexuality/gender that included
            trans people, sex workers, and other social deviants who resisted lesbian, gay, and bisexual conformity to
            heterosexual culture. In other words, queer and gay were not necessarily synonymous. As Michael Warner
            explains in the introduction to Fear of a Queer Planet, “For both academics and activists, ‘queer’
            gets a critical edge by defining itself against the normal rather than the heterosexual” (1993, xxvi). Yet,
            while I was hanging out at Spectrum, not only were more and more LGBTQ people adopting the word queer as an
            all-inclusive term to describe any non-heteronormative, noncisgender person, mainstream society in general
            began to adopt the same use of the word queer. It’s worth noting that among the youth of Spectrum, some
            still maintain the differentiation between gay and queer, and I argue for the strength of that
            differentiation as well, which I’ll discuss more later.
          


          
            Related to the individualistic move of self-naming are the shifting norms around pronoun use. Spectrum is a
            site of secondary socialization for people when it comes to challenging language that binds us to a binary
            conception of gender. Every day, Spectrum invites everyone in the space at the time to circle up for a
            daily ritual known as “check-in.” During check-in, everyone in the space—youth, adults, volunteers, staff,
            and guests—give their preferred name, the pronouns they use, and answer a question of the day, which might
            be, “What’s your favorite ice cream?” or “How do you like to celebrate your birthday?” Whoever is leading
            check-in, usually an adult staff member or youth peer leader, explains, “Pronouns include she/her or
            he/him, but some people use nonbi-nary pronouns or gender neutral pronouns like ‘they,’ ‘ze,’ or ‘hir.’”
            For newcomers to Spectrum—regardless of their sexual or gender identity—this is often the first time they
            have been asked to answer this question. Pronouns are something many of us take for granted to be a very
            obvious and simple thing. Of course, for gender-nonconforming people, pronouns are very far from simple, as
            a transmale youth at Spectrum once made his feelings clear during check-in, “I prefer male pronouns and I
            will get upset if you refer to me as female.” The process of making pronouns visible, of requiring
            Spectrum attendees to talk out loud about their pronouns, puts cisgender people in the position of having
            to recognize their privilege. While sharing pronouns had been going on in queer spaces prior to my time at
            Spectrum, pronoun choice has now become common outside of the queer community, particularly in urban,
            liberal networks and college campuses where it is increasingly the norm.
          


          
            LGBTQ youths’ claim to name their own sexuality and gender identities challenges the boundaries of binary
            sexuality and gender by asserting their individualism in line with the values that traditionally form our
            idea of the American dream. Yet, it is important to question which individuals benefit from this linguistic
            turn in identification. In “The Categories Themselves,” anthropologist David Valentine observes,
          


          
            
              In New York City in the late 1990s, some people who were understood as “transgender” by social service
              agencies and activists either rejected that category, or often, did not use it to describe their own
              identities … most of those who did not use it were young, poor, African American or Latino/a
              self-identified “gay” people.
            


            
              (2004, 219)
            

          


          
            Valentine’s recognition that the representatives of a predominantly white, middle-class professional
            culture held notions of individualism that were contrary to and often imposed upon subordinate groups is
            critical to comprehending the distinction between self-naming and being labeled by others.
          


          
            Consequently, some people within the US whose needs are not met within the existing confines of
            individualism—a regime that typically misplaces structural causes of inequality with narratives of
            individual responsibility—must seek a new form of individualism to find a new way of being. These Americans
            must therefore reject notions and names that are antithetical to their own lived experience and discover
            identifiers for themselves that conform to their own idea of the self. To use Valentine’s work as an
            example, as the ostensibly white, middle-class transgender rights movement took hold, organizing tactics
            resulted in a process of defining what is and is not “transgender.” Naming this experience was part of that
            process. Early stages of the movement were concerned with access to gender-affirming medical, hormonal, and
            surgical treatments, much of which were—and still are—very much out of reach for most trans-identified
            people. Further, transgender advocates argued that not every gender queer or trans-identified person is
            interested in transitioning genders. In this regard, the transgender movement can be guilty of prioritizing
            the individual over the collective (Stryker 2008; Valentine 2007) but doing so only in a way that defines
            those who are part of the “in group” that leaves others marginalized and outside.
          


          
            Similarly, in Growing Up Queer, I argue that while the term “queer” has come to be synonymous with
            any LGBTQ person, the political and historical meaning of the term queer—from a social movement
            standpoint—really was intended to stand in for all of the freaks, weirdos, and losers that are cast out by
            society (Rivera n.d.). First and foremost, queer was reclaimed from its use as a derogatory epithet to one
            that would destigmatize homosexuality and gender-nonconforming people, but the queer movement was really
            about exposing the power and privilege evident in the act of normalization. Growing Up Queer tries
            to show that not all LGBTQ youth are the same. Spectrum youth, in particular, are not only LGB and/or T,
            but many of them are youth of color, growing up in poverty, living with visible and invisible disabilities,
            school push-outs, and more. I argue,
          


          
            
              It is important that we pay attention to the forces of normalization that sort out members of society,
              particularly in the context of a white supremacist and capitalist economic and political structure. If
              normal relies on queer to prop itself up, as LGBTQ becomes the new normal, what becomes the new queer?
            


            
              (Robertson 2019, 140)
            

          


          


          
            In sum, the efforts of queer youth to form a uniquely new conception of themselves co-opt the traditional
            American value of individualism by broadly expanding the notion of what it means to be a “self.” The
            historic importance to many generations of Americans to “make it on their own” has, in effect, become queer
            youths’ desire to “remake themselves on their own.” Unable to contemplate, let alone live, the American
            dream within the categories of experience defined by prior generations, American queer youth are busily
            seeking, and redefining, what it means to be a queer self in the twenty-first-century United States.
          

        

        
          Sexuality and Gender Freedom


          
            Offering an alternative to debates as to whether one is born with a particular sexual orientation or
            identity, some scholars and activists have suggested that sexual freedom is more similar to religious
            freedom. In both the case of sexual desire and religiosity, regardless of whether one is inherently,
            by way of example, gay or a Christian doesn’t matter so much as the fact that one feels that their
            sexual orientation or religion is a part of them. This argument, therefore, insists sexuality is a matter
            of freedom of belief rather than about asserting and protecting a fixed identity. Tom Waidzunas, in The
            Straight Line (2015), examines the trajectory and effects of gay conversion therapies in the US and
            Uganda. Based on his study, Waidzunas suggests that identities related to sexuality and gender have less
            purchase in cultures where collectivism is the norm. In suggesting ways that the LGBTQ movement might
            reframe its message within an appropriate human rights framework, he makes the comparison between sexual
            freedom and freedom of religion:
          


          
            
              Freedom of religion means that the state cannot require a person to change religion in order to obtain
              rights. This preserves rights for a trait that is widely seen as malleable, although it might be
              immutable for some. A person could change religion in theory, yet that person’s religion might constitute
              such a deep part of her sense of self that if the state required the person to change, it would be a
              violation of her human dignity. If such a model were adopted for LGBT rights in the United States, it
              would involve the acknowledgement of sexual and gender fluidity that many people experience, would
              sidestep the coercive politics of fixity, while still granting rights to people who experience their
              sexuality as fixed.
            


            
              (252)
            

          


          
            Like freedom of religion, queer youth’s desire to be themselves through resistance to heteronormativity and
            assertion of a uniquely queer identity is also in line with a traditional American value that conforms to
            the American dream.
          


          
            The Spectrum youth’s search for queer freedom rests on the strides made by prior generations but is in some
            respects radically distinct from those efforts. Historically, sexual, romantic, and reproductive freedom
            have been and are regulated by the state and religion. But generally speaking, the right for a woman and
            man to be intimately involved with each other, marry, and reproduce is not contested. Therefore, those
            Americans who fought for the right for same-sex couples to marry were fighting for the freedom to marry,
            the same freedom granted to hetero couples. As Evan Wolfson, one of the architects of marriage equality,
            explained prior to the adoption of many same-sex marriage laws in the United States
          


          
            
              those of us who favor equal justice in America are not working to win “gay marriage.” We are working to
              win the freedom to marry, ending the current unfair denial of marriage to those who are already doing the
              work of marriage in their own lives.
            


            
              (2011)
            

          


          
            Given the recent success of the LGBTQ movement’s efforts towards belonging in US society, for a lot of
            queer kids today, this notion of freedom of sexuality, romance, and reproduction is now taken for granted.
            Older LGBTQ people once struggled to imagine themselves in “out” same-sex relationships at all, far less in
            same-sex relationships that were honored in the same way other-sex relationships are. Similarly, the notion
            that a gay person could marry and have children with their same-sex partner was almost unthinkable prior to
            1990s. Very few LGBTQ people among this previous generation were starting families with same-sex partners.
            In general, if they had children, they were from former straight relationships (Weston 1991).
          


          
            A shift took place among the generation of people who are the parents of the youth of Spectrum. Those LGBTQ
            people who parented in former straight relationships, largely lesbian women, were some of the first to form
            queer families with their same-sex partners and their children from hetero relationships. The story is
            similar for transgender people who, as adults married and had children, and later transitioned gender. And
            of course, some early pioneers of queer family were those couples who did start their own families, often
            with the use of newly developing reproductive technologies. It is the children of these people who
            constitute the Spectrum generation; therefore, this group of kids grew up with peers, friends, cousins—or
            they themselves—with same-sex parents and queer family formations. More than two-thirds of the youths I
            interviewed had LGBTQ-identified parents, siblings, cousins, uncles, aunts, and/or grandparents (Robertson
            2019). In other words, for these kids, queer people weren’t just an abstract idea one might encounter in
            social media, books, movies, or television. Therefore, for the youth of Spectrum, there is a stronger sense
            of entitlement to the freedom to self-identify as queer, a demand to be recognized as such by others, and
            to form queer intimate and family relationships that are socially and legally recognized.
          


          
            Another interesting cultural shift when it comes to notions of freedom to form queer family has to do with
            parent reaction to learning their child is experiencing same-sex desire or identifying as LGBTQ. Among the
            youth of Spectrum, there are a significant number of youth whose parents surprised them by not reacting
            negatively to their child’s disclosure of queer desire or identity. Aaron, a 19-year-old Mexican American
            man who identifies as gay, explains an incident with his stepfather:
          


          
            I mean he asked me. I didn’t come out to him, he asked me. And … I was expecting some outrage and to be
            kicked out of the house, right? What I admire the most was he held me by the hand, and he told me that it’s
            going to be okay.
          


          
            Because youth picked up on the cultural message that to be an LGBTQ youth was synonymous with homelessness
            and family exclusion, kids often didn’t tell their parents or were scared to tell their parents about what
            was going on with them. But many of the parents, themselves socialized in the context of a robust LGBTQ
            rights movement, were not angry or disappointed to learn that their kid is queer. In fact, like Aaron, some
            of the youth told accounts of parents starting the conversation themselves by inquiring about their child’s
            sexuality or gender, as opposed to the narrative of a kid “coming out” to their parent.
          


          
            One of the reasons parents are taking news of a queer kid more in stride than previous generations has to
            do with the normalizing of homosexual desire and relationships (Seidman 2004). Not only are parents more
            accustomed to the idea through their own social circles, but the fact that same-sex couples are marrying
            and having children also means parents of queer kids don’t have to give up their hopes of “normal life” for
            them. Parents’ expectations and hopes for their children are formed by deeply heteronormative socialization
            processes. As Jessica Fields (2001) found through research with Parents and Friends of Lesbians and Gays
            (PFLAG) members, it’s not the fact of having a gay or lesbian child that is necessarily the problem for
            parents, it’s the fact of having a “weird” kid who doesn’t follow social norms. PFLAG parents work at
            normalizing their queer kid. When it comes to marriage and having children, the more this has become an
            option for LGTBQ people, the less their parents have to lose, perhaps.
          


          
            Looking back to the early stages of the wave of sexual freedom that began with the baby boom generation,
            anthropologist Gayle Rubin (1984) published her well-known essay, “Thinking Sex,” in which she describes
            the “charmed circle” of sex as heterosexual, married, monogamous, procreative, and so on. She contrasted
            this conventional circle to the “outer limits” of sex that included, at the time, homosexuality, unmarried,
            promiscuous, commercial, and other forms of “abnormal” sex. Rubin correctly predicted that, over time, some
            forms of “outer limits” sex would make their way into the “charmed circle,” but that society would continue
            to draw a line between acceptable and unacceptable sex. Despite her argument that “a democratic morality
            should judge sexual acts by the way partners treat one another, the level of mutual consideration, the
            presence or absence of coercion, and the quantity and quality of the pleasures they provide” (15), almost
            forty years later, the US is far from realizing a context where citizens enjoy sexual freedom. Therefore,
            although sexual, romantic, and reproductive freedom are in line with the emphasis on freedom enshrined in
            the American dream, this freedom is still constrained, often by largely heteronormative expectations that
            have become flexible to some degree to same-sex and queer family formation. In other words, family
            formation is still bound to the ideals of long-term monogamy, reproduction, and dual-parent households,
            along with normative white, middle-class expectations (Bernstein and Reimann 2001; Moore 2011). Spectrum
            youth are trying to establish queer identity within the context of this newly altered social and legal
            landscape. The freedom these youth seek is beyond the purely behavioral and physical that was the
            battleground for freedom fights in the prior generation.
          


          
            This entitlement to freedom of sexuality, which has resulted in kids coming out as LGBTQ at earlier ages
            than previous generations did, surely results in some vulnerability as well. The adults who created It
            Gets Better videos in support of young queer kids inferred that things would get better later, when
            kids came out and found queer community. Yet so many of the queer kids who are vulnerable to the bullying
            and social exclusion that drives them to self-harm are vulnerable precisely because they already are “out”
            (Meyer 2017). The experiences of the adults proffering advice via It Gets Better are qualitatively
            different from the experiences of young queer kids managing family, peer, and school settings in the early
            2000s and now. So, while the freedom to self-determine one’s sexuality and gender has become increasingly
            available to every member of society, the cost of social exclusion still remains high, especially for kids,
            who are navigating the rigid institutions of socialization like schools, church, and family.
          

        

        
          Seeking Equality in the So-Called Land of
          Opportunity


          
            The notion that all people are created equal is fundamental to our understanding of the American dream.
            Although equality has been far more of an ideal than a reality in the United States, the march of time has
            resulted in progress towards a more equal society in many respects. Since the creation of the US
            Constitution, progress towards equality has largely been accomplished through legislation. Examples include
            the 14th Amendment that guaranteed the rights of former slaves and the 19th Amendment that gave women the
            right to vote. LGBTQ-identified people’s civil liberties are still very much contested, but we can look at
            ways that they have accessed equality through legislation and why that matters for queer youth in
            particular.
          


          
            Sexual orientation (the term most often used to legally describe someone’s sexual desire) is not a formally
            protected category by the federal government, although various Supreme Court decisions and executive orders
            have, at various stages, decriminalized homosexuality and extended rights and recognition to
            LGBTQ-identified people. Examples include Romer v. Evans (1996) that overturned Colorado’s Amendment
            2, a law that prohibited antidiscrimination protections for gays, lesbians, and bisexuals, and Lawrence
            v. Texas (2003), the final nail in the coffin for anti-sodomy laws in the US. It remains the case that
            the 1964 Civil Rights Act recognizes sex as a protected category (not sexual orientation or gender
            expression), and as I describe later, the meaning of “sex” is still contested. Many state and municipal
            governments do legally protect people’s rights based on sexual orientation and gender expression, and many
            public school districts, universities and colleges, and similar private institutions also have their own
            policies that protect students based on these categories. At the federal level, Title IX, part of the 1972
            Education Amendments to the Civil Rights Act, specifically addresses the rights of students and employees
            of primary and secondary schools and higher education institutions, who receive federal funding, to attend
            school free from sex discrimination. Again, while Title IX protects people of all sexes, its primary
            objective was, ostensibly, to address sexism against women and girls. Yet, since the passage of both the
            Civil Rights Act and Title IX, much has changed about the way we understand sex as a category.
          


          
            At the time the 1964 Civil Rights Act was enacted, the term “sex” simultaneously referred to what we now
            understand as distinct: biological sex, sex category, and gender (West and Zimmerman 1987). Biological sex
            refers to one’s gonads, sex organs, chromosomes, and hormones, as well as secondary sex characteristics
            like location of body hair and breast size and function. It was assumed that one’s sex category—how you
            know which public restroom a body belongs in—mapped directly onto one’s biological sex. And finally, one’s
            gender—one’s expression of femininity or masculinity and the subsequent roles that were available to play
            within that gender—was also in line with one’s biological sex and sex category. In other words, if you were
            born with female sex organs, you would use the women’s restroom and express your gender in a feminine way,
            and all of that described your sex (Schilt and Westbrook 2015). Sex was also only understood as a binary.
            You could either be male or female, but nothing else.
          


          
            Since 1972 and the passage of Title IX, our biological, physiological, psychological, and sociological
            understanding of sex, sex category, and gender have expanded beyond a simple essentialist, binary
            understanding. In Contesting Intersex: The Dubious Diagnosis, Georgiann Davis (2015) notes that it’s
            estimated that one in 2,000 people are intersex, a category that describes “the state of being born with a
            combination of characteristics (e.g., genital, gonadal, and/or chromosomal) that are typically presumed to
            be exclusively male or female” (2). Intersex babies challenge everything we think we now about biological
            sex, sex category, and gender (Fausto-Sterling 1993). If it’s the case that one isn’t born definitively
            male or female, that means one’s sex category and gender are also in question. Further, this disrupts a
            heterosexual organizing logic, because if sex, sex category, and gender come into question, then how we
            understand sexual orientation—sexual desire based on gender—also starts to fall apart. Beyond intersex
            bodies, we have also expanded our understanding of gender to acknowledge that what we understand to be
            feminine or masculine traits, behaviors, roles, and other norms are social constructions (Butler 1990,
            Kessler and McKenna 1978; Lorber 1994; Stryker 2008).
          


          
            Queer youth identities today are formed in the context of these shifting understandings of sex, sexuality,
            and gender, demonstrated by identity terms that mark fluid sexuality and gender, as well as terms like
            pansexual, that avoid gender as a characteristic of desire. In addition to the language kids use to
            describe their genders and sexualities, these contested categories have significant consequences for youth.
            Probably the most significant impact is related to the interpretation and enforcement of Title IX.
          


          
            Although Title IX was, for many years, strongly associated with girls’ access to athletics, it actually
            prohibits sex discrimination across a variety of vectors, including employment (Title IX protects
            employees, not just students), against student parents, and abuse in the form of sex-based harassment.
            Title IX protects all students and employees from sex discrimination; therefore, it does not just apply to
            girls and women. Title IX has been one of the mechanisms by which LGBTQ students, faculty, and staff have
            compelled schools to treat them equally, but this depends wholly upon the legal interpretation of the
            meaning of the term “sex.”
          


          
            In 2016, the North Carolina House Bill 2, the Public Facilities Privacy and Security Act, attempted
            to legally define sex as “the physical condition of being male or female, which is stated on a person’s
            birth certificate” (North Carolina General Assembly 2016). The intent of the bill was to stifle efforts by
            municipalities, school districts, and universities to use Title IX as a tool to revise policies related to
            gender-segregated spaces like restrooms, locker rooms, and sports, primarily in the interest of protecting
            the rights of transgender and nonbinary-gendered people. Ann Travers in their book The Trans
            Generation states, “As a requirement of public spaces, bathrooms are central to citizenship, and to use
            them, one must be readable at a glance” (79). Bathroom bills, as political legal moves, attempt to narrowly
            define “sex” as it is used in Title IX to very specifically mean binary, biological sex, therefore legally
            rendering many transgender people unreadable. The same year that North Carolina introduced its legislation,
            the US Departments of Education and Justice under the Obama Administration released a joint guidance on the
            application of Title IX protections stating, “the Departments treat a student’s gender identity as the
            student’s sex for the purposes of Title IX and its implementing regulations” (US Department of Justice and
            US Department of Education 2016). In 2017, the Trump Administration rescinded the Obama-era guidance,
            claiming that the 2016 interpretation of the term “sex” was “ambiguous” and causing confusion in the courts
            and that the issue should be left up to individual states to determine (US Department of Justice and US
            Department of Education 2017).
          


          
            The debate over Title IX and the legal interpretation of “sex” played out most visibly in the case of Gavin
            Grimm, a transboy who, with the help of the ACLU in 2015, filed a discrimination suit under Title IX
            against his high school, Gloucester High in Virginia. The suit alleged that by treating transgender
            students differently than cisgender students when it came to the use of bathrooms, the school was in
            violation of Title IX. The Trump Administration rescinded the 2016 Title IX guidance, and the Supreme Court
            sent the case back to the Appeals Court. In August 2019, “The U.S. District Court for the Eastern District
            of Virginia granted Grimm’s motion for summary judgement, ruling that the school violated Grimm’s rights
            under Title IX and the 14th Amendment” (American Civil Liberties Union 2019). Even as young people are
            resisting binary understandings of sex and gender in the language they use to describe their sexualities,
            desires, and identities, larger systems of institutional control are trying to enforce stricter binary
            understandings of these categories.
          


          
            Quite literally days after I sent a final draft of this chapter off to the editor of this volume in June
            2020, the US Supreme Court handed down its decision in Bostock v. Clayton County (2020), answering
            the question, “Does Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which prohibits against employment
            discrimination ‘because of … sex’ encompass discrimination based on an individual’s sexual orientation”? In
            a 6–3 decision for Bostock, Justice Gorsuch, who authored the opinion, states, “Discrimination on the basis
            of homosexuality or transgender status requires an employer to intentionally treat employees differently
            because of their sex—the very practice Title VII prohibits in all manifestations” (Oyez 2020). This
            decision has sweeping implications for LGBTQ rights across the country, as it extends protected status to
            people based on their sexuality and gender under the Civil Rights Act and therefore should resolve the
            abovementioned debates about the meaning of the word “sex” in Title IX as well. Although tensions between
            religious freedoms and individual rights will continue, this decision largely settles any question as to
            whether LGBTQ people now legally have access to full citizenship in the United States.
          


          
            While the use of legislation like Title IX to protect the rights of LGBTQ students has been productive in
            some ways, others have shown that legal remedies to discrimination in the form of anti-discrimination laws
            are problematic for multiple reasons. For one, enforcement of laws in the US has been proven beyond doubt
            to be discriminatory in and of itself. Poor people and people of color are disproportionately targeted and
            adjudicated for legal violations of all sorts and punished more severely than other groups (Alexander
            2010). The increased use of police in schools—in particular schools attended by poor students of color—has
            resulted in kids being funneled into the criminal legal system at alarming rates (Losen 2013; Morris 2018;
            Rios 2017). As subordinate people in society, queer kids are also targeted by administrators and police in
            schools, not necessarily protected by them. Of course, one’s relationship to what sociologist Patricia Hill
            Collins named “the matrix of domination” in the form of intersecting marginalized identities related to
            race, gender, class, sexuality, ability, and more can result in more severe and frequent punishment of all
            kinds (2000). For example, although some might argue that anti-bullying policies were put in place—in
            part—to protect queer kids, those same rules are enforced differently across vectors of race, class, and
            more (Burdge, Licona, and Hyemingway 2014). In other words, enforcement and punishment—even in the name of
            equality—is not at all equal in US society.
          


          
            It’s also the case that the burden to prove discrimination—in the case of those laws meant to protect
            vulnerable groups—rests in the hands of the victim, not the perpetrator. It is notoriously difficult to
            legally prove one has been the victim of discrimination (Spade 2011).3 When
            it comes to kids, who are disenfranchised citizens in the US by way of not being old enough to legally
            consent or vote, this burden of proof is even heavier. A successful fight in a discrimination case involves
            the ability to advocate for oneself and the money to support a legal fight. Again, when considered through
            the matrix of domination, those most marginalized queer youth who are victims of discrimination simply are
            not seen or heard from. Spade also makes the point that antidiscrimination laws are meant to provide remedy
            after the harm has already been done. Spade argues convincingly that not only are they not preventative
            measures, but they also do very little to act as deterrents. Equality for LGBTQ-identified people in the US
            has come in the form of various legislation and policies that protect individual rights; while often
            ameliorative in their effect, rights based on sex and gender are still strongly contested.
          


          
            Queer Youth and Well-Being


            
              Given the discussion I’ve established here—that queer youth are the product of a legacy of the larger
              LGBTQ rights movement that has embodied particular characteristics of the American dream such as
              individualism, freedom, and equality—are queer youth living the American dream? Do they have access to
              happiness and fulfilment that comes with being recognized as full citizens of the US? In his statement,
              Anthony, a 17-year-old Latino who identifies as gay, told me, “gays, lesbians, bi’s, and all of them …
              They’re fun loving people … So I see myself as a fun-loving happy person … So I kind of like how it
              feels. So for me being gay is really fun” Yet the dominant narrative about LGBTQ-identified youth is
              typically not one that celebrates fun.
            


            
              In order to understand the well-being of queer youth, social science must be able to capture data about
              this group of people. Much of the research done on queer youth populations centers around risk and
              resilience. Data measures how vulnerable queer youth are—and if the numbers that capture our attention
              the most are any indication, it shows that LGBTQ-identified youth are disproportionately at risk for
              self-harm, suicide, drug and alcohol abuse, unsafe sex, homelessness, and sexual and physical abuse
              compared to their straight-identified and cisgender peers (Espelage 2015; Hillard et al. 2014; Coolhart
              and Brown 2017; Rhoades et al. 2018; Painter et al. 2018). It should come as no surprise that these
              particular measures of well-being are associated with belonging, suggesting that it is isolation,
              loneliness, and exclusion driven by social stigma related to queerness that results in LGBTQ-identified
              kids doing poorly across these measures (Hatchel, Merrin, and Espelage 2019).
            


            
              Most of what we know about this population is based on research that requires some sort of
              self-identification with an LGBTQ identity, and given the socially constructed nature of sexual and
              gender identity, it’s important to acknowledge the limitations of studies that look at this category as a
              monolithic group. It’s not my intention to minimize the real risks and vulnerabilities faced by
              LGBTQ-identified youth, but collecting data on this population is a difficult task. By way of example,
              how do researchers operationalize “LGBTQ” as a category? Do they ask participants to self-identify? Do
              they ask questions about sexual behavior? Do they ask questions about romantic relationships? Do they ask
              about sex, sex category, or gender? If someone identifies as straight but says they engage in same-sex
              sexuality, does the researcher categorize them as gay or straight? Despite the challenge of
              operationalization, there are reliable large-scale surveys like the National Longitudinal Study of
              Adolescent to Adult Health (ADD Health) and the GLSEN School Climate Study that best capture
              representational measures of all youth. But it is also the case that a lot of the research done on LGBTQ
              youth is conducted in youth centers, through mental health organizations, and other sites that arguably
              oversample people who are struggling (Savin-Williams and Joyner 2014). As a result of complicated data
              collection issues, one of the results has been that LGBTQ youth are conflated with at-risk youth,
              suggesting that there are no healthy, happy queer youth in US society. What is the difference between
              those who are doing all right, like Anthony earlier, and those who are not? Part of the issue relates to
              intersectional identities and queerness, which come to light particularly in studies that explore queer
              youth across vectors of race, class, and more.
            


            
              It’s becoming increasingly clear that social science research needs to shift away from treating LGBTQ
              youth like a monolithic category, as to do so results in missing qualitative differences among queer
              youth themselves. While it may be true that LGBTQ-identified kids are disproportionately burdened with
              threats to their well-being, it can no longer be assumed that this is true for all queer youth. Why do
              some of these kids thrive while others don’t? As research shows, intersectional analysis of queer youth
              experience helps us to better understand who is doing well and who isn’t (Gower et al. 2018). Whether a
              youth feels like they belong has to do with their community, whether they have a safe space to go to,
              levels of religiosity in their families and communities, and whether they live in urban, suburban,
              exurban, or rural places. But the issue becomes even more granular at a micro level, as we see even
              within one community, how a kid is treated has a lot to do with how queer they are in terms of their
              presentation of gender and/or sexuality (Pascoe 2007; Robertson 2019). Among high schoolers, for example,
              it is increasingly normal to identify as gay, lesbian, or bisexual, but to be weird in your presentation
              of self makes you a more vulnerable kid. Miguel, a 20-year-old Mexican immigrant who identifies as a gay
              man, describes to me his experience with queerness during childhood here,
            


            
              My voice was really … high pitched. I did sound like a girl … [there was] name calling. Being beaten you
              know, because maybe the sound of my voice didn’t go with my boy body, you know? And maybe that’s why I
              got picked on.
            


            
              Similarly, even among transgender and gender queer kids, those kids who are able to fit best into
              society’s expectations of gender—even as transgender kids—will experience less bullying, exclusion, and
              related vulnerabilities (Travers 2018).
            


            
              Intersecting sexuality and gender with other identities complicate this idea further. Taking structural
              racism, classism, ableism, and other forms of oppression into consideration means that kids who aren’t
              white, who are working class or poor, who live with visible and invisible disabilities, and are
              LGBTQ-identified are experiencing marginalization across multiple vectors. Sexism as a form of oppression
              is also deeply significant in that it drives the devaluation of femininity that results in more severe
              social sanctions for femme boys compared to butch girls (Spivey, Huebner, and Diamond 2018). And lest we
              assume that the more marginalized one’s identities, the more at-risk they will be in also living with an
              LGBTQ identity, it may actually be the case that the more privilege one has—for example, being white,
              cismale, able-bodied—the more stigmatizing a “queer” identity may feel, resulting in high rates of
              self-harm (Puar 2011). Research that looks at the well-being of LGBTQ-identified young people must
              account for these differences if it is going to serve these kids well.
            


            
              Finally, while this essay focuses on queer youth as a category of person, we do ourselves a disservice by
              continuing to look for solutions to queer youth happiness only within queer youth themselves. Too often,
              by focusing on measures of well-being among queer youth and pointing to solutions like safer spaces,
              inclusive media, GSAs, gender- and sexuality-affirming health care, supporting parenting practices, and
              more, the bigger picture problem of trans- and homophobia get glossed over, what Doug Meyer describes as
              “disregarding heteronormativity” (2017). In much the same way that we are moving towards understanding
              racism as a structural—not individual—problem, we need to look at heterosexism and homophobia as
              structural problems whose solutions will greatly improve the microlevel experiences of queer kids.
            


            
              While doing research at Spectrum, it struck me that even with all of the right pieces in place, kids were
              reacting to the larger, toxic culture of mainstream society where queer sexualities and genders are
              still, at best, second class to heterosexual, cisgender ways of being, and at worst, unacceptable and the
              target of severe social sanction. Social science has created a trove of powerful research proving that
              LGBTQ-identified youth are disproportionately vulnerable in society. It is time for research to shift
              towards a better understanding of how and why society continues to be so threatened by disruptions to the
              heteronormative sex/gender matrix. In other words, in order to better understand why some queer youth
              continue to be denied access to the American dream, take a closer look at those people whose access comes
              with ease and entitlement. As Growing Up Queer demonstrates, Spectrum youth have a safe place to
              come to, community who share and affirm their experience, have found ways to see representations of
              themselves in media and culture, and have family members who are supporting them, but this doesn’t change
              the fact that a certain amount of internalized oppression continues to creep through and can be an
              obstacle to their happiness.
            

          
        
      

      
        Conclusion


        
          The queer youth subject is a relatively new phenomenon that arguably did not exist as a category of person
          prior to the 1990s. As the LGBTQ rights movement progressed in the US, it made room for queer youth to be
          recognizable, first as a vulnerable group, and now as a complex, diverse, multidimensional one. The concepts
          of individualism, freedom, and equality are three ways to frame queer youth in the context of the American
          dream. For the youth of Spectrum, one of the ways they express their individualism is by naming their sexual
          desires and genders. Their naming differs from the generation that came up ahead of them in that this group
          of young people understand their sexualities and genders as fluid, not fixed, and not dependent upon binary
          understandings of sex and gender. The widespread recognition of gender as identity—outside of the lived
          experience of gender-queer or gender-expansive individuals alone—also marks this group as different from the
          previous generation. This generation of young people are living in the context of increasing freedoms related
          to sexuality and gender and live with a sense of entitlement to self-determination that is also different
          from previous generations of youth or adults alike. Finally, queer youth are taking advantage of existing and
          developing legislation and policies to fight for their equal rights as citizens.
        


        
          Although queer youth have obtained expanded freedoms through activism, legislation, and litigation,
          discrimination, neglect, and other forms of mistreatment persist due to heteronormative expectations in
          society. While their freedom may be increasingly assured, this does not necessarily translate into well-being
          for all queer youth. Determining why this is the case and intervening appropriately will improve young
          people’s ability to better achieve their individualized notion of the American dream.
        

      

      
        Notes


        
          1 The author is indebted to Dr. Jodi O’Brien, whose guidance outlining the history in this section was
          instrumental.
        


        
          2 LGBTQ stands for “lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer.” The various language used to describe
          sexual orientation, desire, identity, and gender identity and expression are numerous, contested, and always
          changing. Although the history described here predates the now common “LGBTQ” moniker, I use it throughout
          this essay for the sake of simplicity.
        


        
          3 Spade makes a similar argument about the role and enforcement of hate crime laws, but for the sake
          of brevity, I don’t include them in this discussion.
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        American influence on the world community, for better or worse, has been a significant factor in global affairs
        for more than a century, since at least the turn of the nineteenth-century war with Spain. While it has not
        always been so, in recent decades many countries view the United States’ influence as primarily
        pernicious—largely a form of economic, political, and military imperialism. While some nations acknowledge the
        United States’ contributions in the form of economic and development aid as well intended and, in the main,
        beneficial, virtually all nations acknowledge—through their determined consumption—the influence and reach of
        McDonald’s hamburgers, Levi’s jeans, and American rock ’n’ roll. However, I will argue that it is the United
        States’ dissemination of the tenets and aspirations that form the American dream that is America’s most
        pervasive, and important, legacy. More specifically, I will suggest that widespread global adoption of
        Americans’ desire to own a single family home as part and parcel of the American dream was a significant
        contributing factor to the escalation of global debt and the consequent debt crisis.
      


      
        What Is the American Dream?


        
          In 1931 the American popular historian James Truslow Adams published The Epic of America. In this
          otherwise unremarkable book, Adams summed up his capsule history of the American experience by noting,
        


        
          
            If, as I have said, the things already listed were all we had had to contribute, America would have made no
            distinctive and unique gift to mankind. But there has also been the American dream, that dream of a
            land in which life should be better and richer and fuller for every man, with opportunity for each
            according to his ability or achievement.
          


          
            (Adams 1933, 317; emphasis original)
          

        


        
          Adams went on to say that many Americans appeared to have become “wearyand mistrustful” of the dream but
          attributed this—in part—to his belief that Americans misunderstood the dream. For Adams, a life that was
          “better and richer and fuller” did not mean a life that was wholly conceived in materialistic terms. Rather,
          Adams meant a life in which personal fulfillment—or success as one personally defined it—could be pursued
          where opportunity for each to realize his or her personal vision through ability and achievement generally
          existed. Hochschild (1995, xi), writing more than fifty years later, echoed Adams’s conception: By the
          American dream, I mean not merely the right to get rich, but rather the promise that all Americans have a
          reasonable chance to achieve success as they define it—material or otherwise—through their own efforts, and
          to attain virtue and fulfillment through success. The dream, then, was about a peculiarly American freedom to
          envision a future, pursue it, and have some reasonable semblance of an opportunity to attain that vision.
        


        
          Although Adams, and his followers, disavowed an exclusively economic goal as a component of the American
          dream, most commentators have ultimately focused a good deal of their analysis on achievement within the
          economic realm when discussing what constitutes “success” for many Americans (Messner and Rosenfeld 2007;
          Whalen 2011, 261), although some commentators saw this narrow focus as a flaw in an otherwise noble
          conception (Hochschild 1995, 35–36; Jillson 2004, 29–30, 120, 215). This is a very important point, for much
          of the analysis that follows depends upon both understanding this argument and evaluating the evidence that
          may exist to support or refute it. Adams, for example, was highly sensitive to the role that the economic
          health of the nation played with respect to the American idea. Writing in the early years of the Great
          Depression, Adams believed that the economic downturn would pass “in a year or two.” While Adams did not
          believe that the “land of plenty” would be permanently scarred, he acknowledged that economic times could
          continue to vacillate between economic growth and economic slowdown. He believed, however, that the
          fundamental issue for America was whether the “American mind” was capable of further responding to the
          future. Adams wanted to know whether Americans had become a “new type” of citizen, one who could “hold to the
          good and escape from the bad.” That is, could Americans maintain the Dream and the idealism that he
          identified as central to its fulfillment in the face of the struggle, strife, and economic exploitation of
          the continent that characterized American history up to the time he was writing? For his part, Adams believed
          that Americans could indeed sustain the Dream, but only if all Americans worked together to build a better
          America, an America with a superior communal and intellectual life to that which had existed in any other
          country and, indeed, than had previously existed in America. In sum, while Adams understood that the economy
          was a powerful foundational factor in how Americans conceived and pursued their individual American dreams,
          Adams believed that the idea behind the Dream could overcome competitive individualism for economic success.
          In Adams’s view, the American dream meant something more than simple economic success, and it was these
          mutually understood ideals that constituted its essence.
        


        
          In the decades since the appearance of Adams’s book, the term the American dream has entered and carved out a
          semi-permanent space in the consciousness of not only Americans but of societies around the world. Like
          Adams, who argued that perhaps the American dream was America’s most distinctive creation, it is easy to
          suggest today that the American dream may well be America’s most influential and pervasively adopted cultural
          creation—more ubiquitous in form and dispersion than McDonald’s golden arches, blue jeans, and rock ’n’ roll.
          As a consequence, direct and indirect references to the underlying propositions that form the American
          dream—and symbols that represent the American dream—are, literally, everywhere (DRC, “Dreams, Made in China,
          Coming True,” August 24, 2008; Johnstone, “The American Dream Needs a Wake-Up Call,” February 2, 2009; Esler,
          “Britain Too Has Its Dream Sequence,” December 18, 2000). Yet, mere global appropriation of the phrase
          “American Dream” does little to help us understand its ultimate impact in cultural terms. We must tum to a
          more nuanced investigation of the phrase’s operational meaning if we are to understand the phrase’s
          ideological role, and its influence, in the world today. Specifically, we must examine whether constituent
          elements of the American ideology have spread globally and changed other nations’ cultures in a way that
          reflects the American dream as the source.
        

      

      
        The American Dream in the Context of American Capitalism


        
          The foregoing now permits us to comprehend the intertwined relation between the American dream ideology and
          the actual institutional structures that form contemporary American society. Those institutions, as numerous
          commentators attest, are primarily economic institutions that offer economic solutions to service the gap
          between aspiration and fulfillment. Moreover, since the United States is the world’s foremost capitalist
          economy, the American dream can and must be understood only in the context of capitalist economic relations.
          It is important here to restate the central thesis that has been developed only a few pages heretofore: the
          only fulfillment at issue is fulfilling the economic goals of the reconstituted American dream because the
          nebulous, amorphous, yet-to-be-defined Dream constituted along some other dimension has already been
          abandoned (Messner and Rosenfeld 2007; Michaelson 2009; Whalen 2011, 261). In essence, since the only form of
          the American dream that functionally persists is material success, the only structures that are necessary to
          support it are economic structures—or institutions whose nature can be converted to economic purposes
          regardless of what values originally infused it. As Messner and Rosenfeld (2007, 75–84) persuasively
          demonstrate, values other than economic values—and institutions whose foundation originated on some basis
          other than economics—have been reduced to accommodate the ascendancy of the economic sphere or converted to a
          commodity basis in American society so that they, too, can be marketed, acquired, and traded. As historians
          have thoroughly documented, American society has stood ready to supply the practices and solutions this
          reconstituted American dream requires by creating innovative economic vehicles that support the materialistic
          and acquisitive orientation in which the Dream has become adorned.
        


        
          Calder (1999), for example, traces the entire history of consumer credit as culminating in a cultural
          innovation wholly dedicated to buttressing the material aspirations of the American dream. As he summarizes:
        


        
          
            Consumer credit finances American dreams; by means of it, money is loaned out to car buyers and home
            furnishers, travelers and vacationers, diners and shoppers, hospital patients and public utilities
            customers.
          


          
            (Calder 1999, 5)
          

        


        
          Yet, his investigations reveal that consumer credit did not originate with this outcome in mind. Rather, as
          Calder tells it, the business of personal finance was at first conceived as a means by which the working poor
          and poverty stricken could liberate themselves from the grinding wheel of inadequate wages and the clutches
          of usurers and loan sharks (1999, 111). In this vision, access to credit would enable Americans to live
          independently and pursue an American dream of productive self-discipline, self-improvement, and sustained but
          unostentatious prosperity. However, as the tale unfolds, it is clear that the aspirations of the ordinary
          Americans seeking to grasp a part of the American dream become secondary to the desire of small loan lenders
          seeking a further means of pursuing a legal business and retailers and manufacturers looking for novel ways
          to make sales (Calder 1999, 211). In short, the ends pursued by ordinary Americans become the “means” to an
          end for those who seized upon the American dream as a fantastic business opportunity. The development of
          consumer credit, like any socially constructed activity, naturally developed its own need for explanatory
          rationales. Ironically, the Great Depression appears to have accelerated this tendency rather than minimized
          it. As Calder (1999, 290) observed, the traditional values of thrift and savings were savaged by the loss in
          value savers experienced with the onset of the Great Depression. While it may have made economic sense—and
          thus supported one’s allegiance to the American dream—to save when savings produced future value, it made
          little sense when saving produced nothing but loss. Indeed, by 1935 it now made more sense for many “to spend
          their way to prosperity,” especially since government and business heralded consumer spending as the nation’s
          salvation. Consumer credit was consequently expanded through government programs and traditional banking.
          Access to unobtainable dreams was again made available, thereby rescuing the American dream from the abyss
          formed by the gap between aspiration and fulfillment once again. And, as Calder (1999, 302) notes in closing,
          even where consumer bankruptcies had reached an all-time high of 4.4 percent at the time he was writing, 95.5
          percent of consumer debt was paid—a system benefit akin to “having one’s cake and eating it, too.”
        


        
          While Calder’s (1999) history of consumer credit expounds the creation of the economic climate and practices
          that facilitated the ordinary American’s willingness to take on debt, Michaelson’s social history of the
          “inside story” of Countrywide Financial extends Calder’s analysis to encompass the credit practices that
          characterized the recent past. Beginning in 2004, Michaelson was responsible for customer acquisition
          marketing for Countrywide, which had become one of the largest mortgage companies in America. As Michaelson’s
          story of The Foreclosure of America (2009) unfolds, it is readily apparent that the national culture
          of public indebtedness cannot be overlooked: it is both the borrowers’ vision of the American dream and the
          creditor’s vision of the American dream that converged with the practices of investment banks, hedge funds,
          and government regulators to create the American nightmare formed by the Great Recession of 2008–9.
          Michaelson’s story of Countrywide can be summarized quickly.
        


        
          Angelo Mozilo, a charismatic salesman, founded Countrywide in 1969 in New York City. He and his partner
          wanted to build a mortgage company that would provide access to home mortgages for Americans who were
          historically left out of home ownership. The company was modestly successful. However, by the time Michaelson
          became a senior marketing officer for Countrywide in 2003, the company had ridden the housing market boom to
          unprecedented heights. As Michaelson tells it, he and many other employees of Countrywide felt that they were
          engaged in an ennobling mission by providing financing for Americans’ dream of home ownership (Michaelson
          2009, 54–55).
        


        
          Michaelson’s mundane job, however, was to help Countrywide acquire new customers through advertising, and he
          was soon hard at work producing materials for the consumer public. Among other campaigns, Michaelson produced
          “Realize Your Dreams,” a series of brief vignettes that showed first-time homebuyers who had their problems
          obtaining mortgages solved by Countrywide (Michaelson 2009, 129). As Michaelson (2009, 129–31) recounts,
          these advertising spots combined warm, fuzzy images of the good life of home ownership with vague or
          nonexistent information about the realities of home financing and the suggestion that Countrywide can solve
          anyone’s problem in obtaining a mortgage. However, as Michaelson (2009, 131) further observes, Countrywide
          was not alone; rather, it was simply one of many banks and lenders anxious to provide home loans with no down
          payment to persons with low income, poor credit, and insufficient (or untruthful) documentation. Ultimately,
          what Countrywide provided as a “solution” to first-time homebuyers’ problem of obtaining a mortgage was a “no
          money down” adjustable rate mortgage (ARM) that would reset in just a few years. To the extent a housing
          market is rising and interest rates remain low and homebuyers remain employed, there is little problem when
          the mortgage resets. When it resets in a rising interest rate climate, of course, the rate will increase,
          leading to an increase in monthly payments. For sub-prime borrowers especially, an increased monthly payment
          may not be sustainable. Moreover, when the growth in housing market values slows, or declines, refinancing is
          not an option. Finally, when a recession sets in and unemployment rises, consumers who could barely afford
          the original monthly payment become truly unable to pay their increased monthly mortgage. Thus, the
          combination of mortgage companies’ need to generate new business, Americans artificially manufactured need to
          participate in the American dream through home ownership, and the casual financial practices and acumen of
          both the industry and the homebuyers lead to an unsustainable result.
        


        
          As Michaelson (2009, 312) also realizes, our national practices—as reflected in government—are not
          appreciably different from the American consumers encouraged to incur more debt than might be prudent. Thus,
          our government over the last fifty years has frequently encumbered itself with risky, crippling debt loads to
          finance various initiatives, like the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. Whalen’s (2011, 329) history of American
          public debt and its inflationary effects also recognizes the confluence of government’s reliance on public
          debt and what he characterizes as Americans “unwillingness” to live within their means. In short, while
          mortgage companies’ capitalist objectives, consumers’ undisciplined habits, and Americans’ descire for the
          ‘good life’ of the American dream may be the most direct precursors of the Great Depression, the national
          culture of public indebtedness cannot be overlooked.
        


        
          Michaelson’s story would have a happy ending—much like the fantasy version of the American dream—if it were
          not for the fact that other economic actors and economic forces driven by the credit and debt industry had
          not converged. First, the system in which consumers take on substantial debt and then pay it off is dependent
          on a jobs sector that maintains stable employment and supports employment at something resembling a living
          wage (Calder 1999, 301–03). Second, the system in which consumers take on substantial debt and then pay it
          off is equally dependent on support for the legitimacy of the political and economic systems in place for
          when ordinary debtors come to believe that the system is a rip-off there is less moral incentive to “pay
          back.” Third, the ability to pay back consumer debt incurred based on one’s asset balance is governed in
          large part by the stability of the market value of one’s assets. In the event of a sizable market downturn
          and a corresponding decrease in one’s asset balance, as the housing market and homeowners experienced, the
          ability to “pay back” is correspondingly diminished (Barrell and Davis 2008, 7–8). Fourth, a government’s
          ability to stimulate any of the market sectors once impacted by a balloon in private debt is affected by the
          growth in public debt. Since governments worldwide have been incurring sizable debt over recent decades, the
          private debt crisis fueled by the American dream of individual home ownership contributed to the loss of
          confidence that drove several governments to the brink of bankruptcy and generally roiled international
          debtor-creditor relations (Thompson 2010, 119–21). These four factors are generally agreed to have
          collectively constituted the “cause” of the Great Recession of 2008–9.
        

      

      
        Why Does This Matter to the Rest of the World?


        
          The American model of home ownership through mortgage debt, perhaps inspired and certainly intensified by
          aspirations to live the American dream, has been largely adopted by industrialized societies around the world
          since the end of World War II. This has been especially true in Europe (Wolswijk 2006), but it has also been
          true in many parts of Asia (Ronald and Doling 2010; Tiwari and Moriizumi 2003), Mexico (“An Overlooked
          Revolution” 2004), and elsewhere. Even China, which historically had a very low level of mortgage activity
          and hence a very low level of mortgage debt, has dramatically increased the availability of home mortgages in
          the last ten to fifteen years and correspondingly driven its housing market in the direction of individual
          home ownership on the American plan (Rosen and Ross 2000). The reasons for this expansion in home ownership
          include the belief—now somewhat shattered—that home ownership will stabilize housing markets and social
          relations and the simple fact that people globally associate home ownership with a desired lifestyle. Thus,
          people around the world now associate owning their own home with having “made it” and attained the global
          version of the American dream. In short, the United States has exported its functional definition of the
          American dream to the rest of the industrialized world, which has embraced the notion of incurring debt in
          order to own the home of their dreams.
        

      

      
        Global Trends of Adopting the American Dream


        
          The global demand for home ownership modeled after Americans’ ideal of the American dream lifestyle would
          have had fewer implications for the world economy and many societies if the acquisition of individual family
          homes was not supported by mortgage debt. Thus, for example, some southern European countries and Ireland
          have had a long tradition of home ownership (Horsewood and Doling 2004) but less of a history of using debt
          to finance the acquisition of those homes until recent years. However, as debt financing has increasingly
          become the norm for home ownership, the level of mortgage indebtedness has increased. While there continues
          to be variation among European countries, for example, mortgage repayments are now by far the biggest monthly
          budget items per European household (Horsewood and Doling 2004, 433). The consequence is that the trend in
          European countries toward increasing home ownership has also become associated with increased risk since
          those homes are being purchased with mortgage indebtedness more than ever before (Horsewood and Doling 2004,
          444). Studies of the credit crisis in individual countries reflect this reality.
        


        
          In Spain, for example, 60 percent of the credit granted in the private sector is related to real estate
          financing (Martinez 2008, 181). Moreover, the Spanish mortgage market is practically synonymous with the
          housing market rather than with commercial construction, for example (Martinez 2008, 183). The Family
          Financial Survey conducted by the Bank of Spain concluded that 81 percent of household respondents own their
          main home and 80 percent of the credit related activity of Spanish families relates to real estate (Martinez
          2008, 189). This conclusion is consistent with the estimates for the EU 15 countries as a whole where housing
          represents the main asset on household balance sheets and housing mortgage debt constitutes the main
          liability (Wolswijk 2006, 131). This extent of mortgage indebtedness is a dramatic departure historically
          and, when translated into the global financial arena, created the underlying conditions that permitted other
          forces to produce the global debt crisis.
        

      

      
        The Global Trend of Home Ownership in the Context of Market
        Crisis


        
          The trend in increased global home ownership through debt on the American plan—under normal
          circumstances—perhaps would not have produced profound effects. However, this trend was not an isolated
          financial or market phenomenon. As many studies make clear, a number of financial trends converged. For
          example, the period 2000–07 was one of generally low global interest rates (Barrell and Davis 2008, 6;
          Lander, Barker, Zabellina, and Williams 2009, 2). These low rates, along with the fact that banks had
          mortgage funds available, eventually stimulated an asset price bubble in real estate (Barrell and Davis 2008,
          7). This bubble was not limited to the United States but also was observable in Spain, the UK, and many other
          countries to varying degrees. The development and reliance on subprime loans tied to increasing housing
          prices combined with failures of regulation and loan securitization then set the stage for the bubble
          deflation and foreclosure crisis to come (Lander et al. 2009). In short, the subprime mortgage crisis in the
          United States was only an initial spark that impacted mortgage, housing, and financial markets worldwide
          (Lander et al. 2009, 8). This is due in part to the fact that banks outside the United States participated in
          the subprime mortgage crisis by purchasing securitized subprime mortgages (Lander et al. 2009, 9). When the
          value of the securitized mortgages dropped as foreclosures mounted, the non-US banks imposed more stringent
          discipline on their own mortgages but in doing so contributed to the “after the fact” impact of decreasing
          home prices on existing loans, thereby increasing foreclosure rates. In this fashion, the spiral that
          originated in the US moved internationally.
        

      

      
        The Argument Summarized


        
          The American dream is a powerful ideology that has resonated with generations of Americans. While James
          Truslow Adams appears to have been the first person to consistently use the phrase the “American Dream” to
          represent the constellation of beliefs we now associate with that concept, the underlying values that form
          some element of the idea have existed since the founding of the country. Adams’s definition of the American
          dream, like the writings that memorialize colonial America’s founding, speak to abstract aspirations such as
          equality, freedom, and the pursuit of happiness. As a very practical matter, however, idealized goals are
          often translated in to more tangible, operational behaviors in the course of human affairs. With regard to
          the American dream, this transformation from idealism to functional materialism has focused a great deal of
          its energy over the last sixty years since the end of World War II on supporting, obtaining, and enjoying the
          notion of single-family home ownership. Thus, without entirely reducing the day-to-day American dream to a
          single item construct, it does not appreciably exaggerate current reality to suggest that owning one’s own
          home is central to the idea of having “made it” and enjoying the American dream. The fact that this
          aspiration to own one’s own home has persisted over several generations, if not more, is an important aspect
          of this recognition as it demonstrates the power of this particular operationalization of the American dream.
          As Philip Slater (1970, 125) observed with respect to existing practices in societal institutions, they are
          “materializations of the fantasies of past generations, inflicted on the present.” Home ownership can be
          described as the materialization of the American dream fantasy of previous generations extended in to the
          present. Studies and analyses of the American dream confirm this centrality. Thus, home ownership is perhaps
          the single most common determinant or visible criteria of having attained the American dream, as dozens of
          commentaries attest (Whalen 2011, 254–55; Thompson 2010, 78; Michaelson 2009; Phillips 2008, 199; Rohe and
          Watson 2007; Jillson 2004, 286–87; Calder 1999, 64; Hochschild 1995, 42).
        


        
          Central to this story is the fact that the American dream of home ownership has been supported over the last
          half century by mortgage financing. Just as the idea of single-family home ownership derived its sustenance
          from the American dream, home ownership in America was effectuated by the availability, and common practice,
          of assuming mortgage debt to finance that dream. Equally important is the fact that this “American plan” for
          home ownership has been adopted to a substantial degree by virtually all the industrialized nations where
          single-family home ownership has become common. In short, the United States—home to the American dream—has
          exported the American idea of single home ownership financing as the derivative means of achieving this
          ideological manifestation of the Dream. What began in the United States as prototypically American has become
          truly global in its reach. A growth economy and a rising asset boom in residential real estate in the United
          States provided the impetus for an acceleration of already high levels of mortgage debt in the late 1990s and
          early part of the new century (Shiller 2010, 33). Merrill Lynch, for example, estimated that around 50
          percent of American economic growth in the first half of 2005 originated from, or secondarily was dependent
          on, the housing sector (Thompson 2010, 73). As the overheated housing sector continued to stream assets and
          profits, the mortgage market in the United States continued to expand. Borrowers who would not otherwise have
          been given traditional mortgages were extended credit on a “subprime” basis. In my terms, the American dream
          was being made equally available to all, regardless of ability to pay—and, more importantly, repay. When the
          housing sector cooled, and borrowers facing repayment struggled and could not refinance, the fact that the
          government of the United States, through the quasi-governmental agencies of Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac, owned
          a substantial share of the bad debt contributed to what has now become a global crisis in state indebtedness.
          By 2003, for example, Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac had become the (combined) biggest players in the booming
          mortgage market by holding, or guaranteeing, 43 percent of existing US mortgages (Thompson 2010, 76). As
          foreign banks mimicked the acquisition of more mortgage debt and poorer quality debt in their own countries,
          some foreign banks also purchased shares of American mortgage debt arising from the broadened mortgage market
          that included subprime quality debt. As the mortgage debt problems in the United States accelerated, those
          problems were then transferred globally. The implications of all this for global economic interdependence are
          striking. As many countries adopted the American model of home ownership through debt financing, the fact
          that other countries then replicated the asset bubble/mortgage and foreclosure crisis that continues to
          plague the United States has demonstrated the weakness of advancing home ownership through extensive
          indebtedness. Since many nations continued to lend United States banking institutions funds well after the
          start of the US mortgage market downturn, other nations embedded themselves in the crisis in this way, too.
          Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac, for example, were still able to procure credit from abroad through the second
          quarter of 2008 (Thompson 2010, 112).
        

      

      
        Conclusion


        
          The American dream is a powerful ideology. Many studies have demonstrated that Americans, even when
          confronted with some of the contradictions inherent in the Dream, often cling steadfastly to the belief that
          equal opportunity exists for all and that “hard work” alone will insure some relative degree of success in
          achieving and sustaining the Dream (Johnson 2006, 153–54). As Johnson (2006, 154) suggests, the American
          dream has been founded on, and has come to represent, simple hope— nothing more than the belief that
          what is wanted will happen and that what is wanted can be expected. Clearly, this formulation of the concept
          was a factor in Americans’ pursuit of the Dream in the form of single-family home ownership. Americans hoped
          that owning their own home would lead from the pursuit of happiness to the experience of it. Americans took
          out home mortgage debt on this basis. Lenders extended credit for home purchases initially based on
          collateral and asset value. In time, however, lenders began offering credit purely based on hope as well. Of
          course, these same lenders anticipated repayment not in hope but rather in cash (or things convertible
          readily in to cash). When this hope evaporated, the crisis in credit confidence and mortgage foreclosure
          began.
        


        
          Around the world, many societies followed the United States by encouraging the goal of home ownership through
          debt. Other countries simply bought into the American dream by extending credit to the United States and
          underwriting Americans mortgage debt from abroad. In both scenarios, foreign banks engaged in these practices
          based on the same hope for repayment that was sustaining American dreams. When that hope became illusory, the
          Dreams tottered and the global financial system crashed. The American dream, reduced to the desire for home
          ownership and having been sold to the rest of the world in one manner or another, didn’t evolve in the way
          James Truslow Adams envisioned it. While he conceived of a life that would be “better and richer and fuller”
          for every man, Adams apparently did not grasp that the American dream could deteriorate into a desire for
          more expensive living space and inspire a worldwide debt crisis. The United States, having spawned, nurtured,
          and supported the aspiration for single-family home ownership, also exported both the cultural goal and the
          market means to nations around the world. Having bought in to this prepackaged fusion of the American
          lifestyle and the American way of debt, many societies now wish they had not decided to pursue the American
          dream.
        

      

      
        Note


        
          1 Originally published in The International Journal of the Humanities, 9(2):1–12 2011, www.Humanities-Joumal.com, ISSN 1447–9508 © Common Ground, Robert C.
          Hauhart 2011. Used by Permission.
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        Introduction


        
          National dreams are carefully crafted narratives.1 Their effectiveness
          depends in part upon the extent to which the dream is articulated in terms of the deep cultural code—the
          relations among images, ideas, and symbols that constitute a dynamic semi-historical system constituting a
          set of generative rules for the expression of new ideas and cultural visions that artistically capture the
          past, define national goals, and project those goals into new meaningful constellations. These new
          constellations become the patterns that promote and enable new thought and behavior in a transformational
          setting that can be revolutionary, but most often the cases are evolutionary, for they provide historical
          continuity and also the basis for the integration of science, technology, and philosophy with the past.
          National dreams need also to tell a story that reflects the current reality, touches base with real events
          and people, and finds a resonance with an “objective” reading of the world, so that people can find
          themselves and their dreams interwoven into the national narrative. Perhaps, most powerfully as a form of
          nationalism, the dream must articulate a powerful moral vision based on values that are tied to national
          purpose and are seen to emerge from a coherent reading of the past. This narrative interprets history as a
          struggle to assert fundamental values, sometimes by focusing on the repudiation and forgiveness of enemies,
          sometimes through the revitalization of past grandeur, and sometimes by promising a new era of global
          peacefulness and world diplomacy. But these dreams must also be flexible. They must be open enough to permit
          reinterpretation in the face of new unforeseen challenges, unexpected events such as pandemics, market
          slumps, wars, and conflicts. The internationalization of a national dream represents particular difficulties.
          Foreigners must come to see that the dream does not threaten other dreams but strives for international
          values in accord with their own. Likewise, the dream must be able to overcome malicious stories and
          conspiracies that seek to discredit or destroy it.
        

      

      
        From National Humiliation to World Power


        
          The Chinese refer to the hundred years between the 1840s and 1940s as the “Century of National Humiliation.”
          Narratives of “national humiliation” have played an instrumental role in constructing modern Chinese identity
          and, indeed, as a historical anchor for the Chinese Dream. “Humiliation narratives” can be described in terms
          of three periods: “the origins and evolution of ‘national humiliation’ in the pre-1949 era, the absence of
          ‘national humiliation’ from the 1950s to the 1980s, and the reinvention of ‘national humiliation’ in the
          post-1989 era” (Li 2014, 2). Japan played an important role in both victim and non-victim narratives. These
          narratives disappeared during Mao’s era from 1950 to the 1980s only to emerge thereafter with Japan serving
          as the indispensable other in the construction of Chinese identity. The revival of victim discourse since the
          late 1980s took place with the advancement of the Patriotic Education Campaign. Soon after 1989, the
          Patriotic Education Campaign was launched by the CCP (Chinese Communist Party) in a manner that focused on
          “the humiliating experience that China has suffered in the fight against the West and Japanese invasion”
          (46). The discourse of the “Century of National Humiliation” was revived to overcome the perceived regime
          crisis.
        


        
          National histories always are a double-edged sword that tell the story of the glory of the nation, celebrate
          heroes, and picture the nation against the invader. While the use of history is an important means of
          narrative consolidation and national identity, especially since the rise of the nation-state, it can
          emphasize a historical documentation that provides an accurate account of the past, on the one hand, and be
          used for political purposes to mobilize national sentiments in favor of certain policies, on the other. There
          is no doubt the narratives of national humiliation in which Japan plays the role of imperial aggressor have
          given way in the current climate, especially in the age of the Belt and Road narrative, to a view of Japan as
          economic partner and joint wealth creator. Paradoxically, given their differing styles of government,
          together China and Japan comprise an economic aggregation and nucleus of a region that is unsurpassed in the
          global economy. Moreover, with other Confucian economies in the Asia-Pacific region, including South Korea,
          Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Singapore, it constitutes the world’s engine of economic growth, signifying the shift
          in the economic center of gravity from West to East.
        


        
          In the space of a couple of generations, China has condensed the stages of world economic history in moving
          from an agricultural peasant economy, through an established industrial economy, to a new service-oriented
          knowledge economy that leads 5G mobile network technologies. In the same period, China’s population, now 1.4
          billion, has shifted from being rural based to one now distributed in the large mega-cities and mega-regions
          of Beijing, Guangzhou, Shanghai, and Chongqing, with some fifteen cities in excess of fifteen million people.
          The Chinese are a remarkable people: the Han group makes up more than 90 percent of the population; the Hui
          or Chinese Muslims, the Zhuang, the Manchu, Uyghurs, and Miao are the five largest ethnic groups, each with
          some ten million; and the Yi, Tujia, Tibetans, and Mongols are approaching some ten million. In addition, the
          People’s Republic of China recognizes fifty-six different ethnic groups. The term Zhōngguó zhī rén
          (the Chinese people) was used in the Qing dynasty to refer to all people. Zhōnghuá Mínzú (the Chinese
          people) is a concept that refers to all Chinese irrespective of ethnicity. Chinese culture is remarkable as
          one of the world’s oldest cultures and earliest ancient civilizations. It is the dominant culture in East
          Asia, along with Japan, its modern enemy and now partner; adding Korea—North and South, Hong Kong, Macau,
          Taiwan, and Mongolia creates a region of 1.7 billion people that is in part bound together by the Chinese
          cultural sphere and derivations of the Chinese script. With almost a quarter of the world’s total population,
          this region represents one of the most dynamic, rapidly growing, and productive areas of the global economy
          that also exhibits a special cultural or anthropological sensitivity and acceptance of the new digital
          technologies of robotics, AI, deep learning, and 5G mobile networks. China has overtaken Japan as the world’s
          second-largest economy and on the current trajectory will out outstrip the US within a decade. Within Asia,
          it has an important economic and diplomatic role to play, although its growth rate may be surpassed by India
          and Indonesia. Myanmar, Bhutan, India, Laos, Cambodia, and Bangladesh are among the world’s fastest growing
          economies, matched only by some countries in Africa (Ivory Coast, Tanzania, Senegal) and Iraq. On the world
          stage, China and Japan compose roughly the same proportion of the world economy as the US and the EU, with
          the US currently edging them out but altogether comprising roughly 70 percent of the world economy. These
          figures are indicative of the shift in world economic activity and world politics. The purchasing power of
          the 400 million Chinese middle class is more than equal to that of the US and Europe combined.
        

      

      
        Narratives of the Chinese Dream


        
          Xi Jinping coined the phrase “the Chinese Dream” as the narrative vehicle to describe China’s rise as a great
          power that will rid itself of the past humiliations and help China regain its status as one of the leading
          civilizations in the world. As Kallio (2016) argues, the dream narrative needs
        


        
          to highlight the Party as the legitimate successor of all the dynasties that kept China unified and stable …
          [and] portray present-day China as the mantle-bearer of the best elements in traditional Chinese culture and
          a model to be emulated by the rest of the world.
        


        
          In the face of rapid modernization and the spectacular growth of the market, this narrative requires Chinese
          cultural resources that provide a coherence to emphasize the stability of ancient Confucian values and their
          continued relevance. Thus, the narrative must function as a source of coherence and national identity with
          undeniable Chinese characteristics—assets in the form of values that cohere with market forces. This is a
          process of selective retelling of the Confucian tradition. The narrative must gel with a new liberalism in
          law that can harmonize traditional beliefs with modern communism. Traditional schools of thought, once
          considered reactionary, must blend with Chinese Marxism to provide a different and distinctive story of
          Chinese modernity that is no longer culturally tethered to the West. As Kallio (2016) emphasizes, “While
          undoubtedly influenced by the American Dream, it is in essence very different, being not a dream for Chinese
          individuals to pursue but a dream for the Chinese state to realize” (20).
        


        
          Jiang Shigong (2019), professor of law at Peking University, presents a different story in his report to the
          Nineteenth National Congress of the CCP “Philosophy and History: Interpreting the ‘Xi Jinping Era’”:
        


        
          This text interprets the significance of the “Xi Jinping era” in Party history, the history of the Republic,
          the history of Chinese civilisation, the history of the international Communist movement, and the history of
          mankind, from the perspective of the internal linkages between philosophy and history. In the modern era, the
          central narrative of Chinese history has been that of the Chinese people as masters of the nation, possessed
          of a spirit of struggle, unstintingly seeking out their own independent path to modernity.
        


        
          As David Ownby and Timothy Cheek (2018) clarify, for Jiang Shigong Xi Jinping’s “thought” (sixiang 思想) is the
          culmination of a century’s historical process and philosophical refinement, produced through the ongoing
          dialectic of theory and practice which “Jiang defends as the new ideological superstructure to the material
          base of China’s economy after nearly forty years of ‘socialism with Chinese characteristics’”. As they point
          out
        


        
          The “Chinese solution 中国方案” the path to modernity created by socialism with Chinese characteristics of the
          new era, while learning from and absorbing the Western and the Soviet models, and taking Chinese culture as
          its base, has fashioned a new set of development concepts and theories that will serve as the contribution of
          “Chinese wisdom 中国智慧” to the process of the modernisation of the civilisation of all mankind.
        


        


        
          Jiang Shigong (2019) argues that the Party’s first mission is to “unite the universal philosophical truth of
          Marxism with the concrete, historical reality of China’s political life,” a process of the “Sinification of
          Marxism” that will dialectically integrate theory and practice, philosophy and history, and can only be
          understood within the tradition of Chinese Marxism. This process, beginning with Marxism, Leninism, and the
          development of the indigenous tradition, sprang first from Mao Zedong thought. Linking Mao, Deng, and Xi,
          Shigong (201) suggests,
        


        
          Socialism with Chinese Characteristics has entered a new age, meaning that the Chinese people, who have long
          suffered in the modern age, have now made a great leap, from standing up 站起来, to becoming rich 富起来, to
          becoming strong 强 起来.
        


        
          It was remarkable that Xi Jinping’s “Thought on Socialism with Chinese Characteristics for a New Era” was
          added to the CPC’s constitution during the 19th Congress recently held in Beijing during the weeklong meeting
          ending October 24, 2019. It is remarkable for a number of reasons: first, it confirms Xi Jinping’s life
          presidency of China; second, it represents Xi’s rising symbolic significance to the Party’s guiding ideology
          at a critical historical juncture in China’s transition to a global superpower; and third, it frightens some
          commentators, both domestic and international, that Xi is becoming too powerful. Xi’s thought thus sets the
          tone and direction not just for the next five years but importantly for the fifteen-year period following the
          establishment of “Xiaokang”—originally a Confucian term meaning “moderately prosperous society,” used first
          by Hu Jintao (general secretary, 2002–2012) to refer to economic policies designed to create a more equal
          distribution of wealth within China.
        


        
          Xi’s (2014) The Governance of China, a collection of speeches, talks, interviews, correspondence, and
          photographs from 2012 to 2014, arranged in eighteen chapters devoted to China’s history, social system, and
          culture, helps to clarify the principles of governance of the CPC, China’s path of development, and the new
          concept of the Chinese Dream (中国梦). The Chinese Dream has become Xi’s signature ideology. While it is part of
          the rejuvenation narrative, it also contains reference to the massive infrastructure project of the Belt and
          Road. The Belt and Road is a striking example of an infrastructural metaphor that makes a great deal of the
          poetic qualities of the ancient Silk Road and marine routes that constituted early forms of benign
          globalization based on trade and exchange with over seventy-five countries that have signed agreements to
          participate in the development of a Eurasian land bridge and sea routes that link China to Europe, the Middle
          East, and Africa.
        

      

      
        The Dream Machinery: The Belt and Road Initiative


        
          In support of the broader conception of the Chinese Dream, President Xi has also elaborated a dynamic and
          evolving concept of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) that helps to make the dream a reality. His conception
          is in part a design for Chinese international development and foreign policy based on mutual cooperation,
          matching Chinese sources of funding to infrastructural needs of the Eurasia land mass, Africa, and the
          Southern Link (Pacific and South America) beyond the ancient Silk Road, especially those low-income,
          developing countries bordering China that are often rich in raw materials. The BRI began as a form of
          infrastructural development that represents a new form of openness of Chinese globalization in trade,
          finance, and cultural exchange. This “project of the century,” as Xi called it, has been tested for the first
          time through the trade and tech wars initiated by Trump’s protectionist regime motivated by “Make American
          Great Again” and “America First.” A second term for Trump against the new consensus of democratic socialism,
          if allowed to embed, has the possibility of escalating the tech wars and damaging the BRI. The concept of
          “infrastructure” has many meanings, including a version in cultural theory that encourages us to think about
          relationships between material culture and social cultures in more abstract, symbolic, and digital forms. The
          notion of “hard” infrastructure has also a parallel application in relation to “soft” infrastructure, by
          which I mean digitally enabled cultural forms that allow new forms of cultural interaction and diffusion,
          interculturalism, education, and dialogue—the new Digital Silk Road. Soft infrastructural development,
          including trade facilitation, finance development, and funding, as well as strong educational and cultural
          exchanges at all levels, speaks to the long term and to what will be an important sphere of Chinese global
          diplomacy in fifty years’ time. The term “infrastructure” and the mode of
          development—“infrastructuralism”—has the capacity to develop interconnectivities between material
          infrastructures and cultural superstructures and to protect borderless “natural structures” (regional
          environments) as part of the whole. In educating for the future, it is these aspects as well as the new
          digital economy and the impacts of AI and robotics on labor and geopolitics that need to become part of the
          narrative of the future, where “education” is one of the leading cultural forms. This narrative is about
          recognizing and learning from the past, both the glories and the mistakes, to address current problems
          locally and globally, but it is vital that the dream narrative is developed to envision and imagine the near
          future and beyond and to reform education so it more closely matches the Chinese Dream of the future. This
          dream needs to engage the people’s hearts and minds, to open their eyes to new ways of being and becoming in
          the world now and in the future. We need more imaginative narratives about Chinese modernity in a
          post-American multipolar world. China within East Asia and Asia, more generally, represent a rising world
          region of economic and cultural modernization, with growing relations with Latin America, Russia, and the EU.
          Is there a Chinese Dream that is generous and inclusive enough to reimagine global humanity?
        


        
          China’s BRI, what President Xi has called “the project of the century,” is the platform for a new global
          development strategy—“the New Silk Road”—for greater integration in Eurasia promoted through infrastructure
          investment and the fostering of regional interconnectivities, which are designed to strengthen
          multidimensional networks among Asian, European, and African continents. Launched in 2013 before the
          trade-tech wars began, the BRI is based on a development philosophy and new form of globalization that
          embraces a multipolar world to uphold the global free trade regime and open world economy. The strategy
          matches Chinese investment in the transport infrastructure (rail, road, air, and port development) of Eurasia
          countries, especially benefiting countries with low GDP. With the participation of more than seventy
          countries (including Italy and Greece as the first European powers to join)—representing nearly 70 percent of
          the world’s population and over 40 percent of global GDP—the BRI is financed by US $1 trillion from Chinese
          institutions with an additional projected US $2 trillion from Asian and other banks.
        


        
          While a Chinese initiative, the project is promoted in the name of humanity as a whole, aimed at the
          universal values of peace, openness, cooperation, and inclusiveness. The New Silk Road spirit is symbolic of
          increased East-West interconnectivity, communication, and cooperation based on a shared heritage and historic
          civilizational mission for humanity at large. As such, the BRI is more than a global development strategy; it
          also serves as a philosophical vision of Chinese-inspired internationalism, diplomacy, and global governance.
          The BRI was initiated at a time after the global financial crisis and slowing world growth, when liberal
          internationalism, first promulgated by Lord Palmerston and developed by Woodrow Wilson after WWI, is
          faltering and slowly disintegrating under the mounting pressures of Trump’s “Make America Great Again” and
          Boris Johnson’s determination to take Britain out of Europe, come what may. While some have emphasized that
          the BRI is a solution to China’s problems of overproduction and that it involves debt-trap diplomacy, both of
          these criticisms miss the mark and have been both acknowledged and addressed by the CCP. Only the future will
          tell.
        

      

      
        The Chinese Dream as “Civilizational State”


        
          President Xi Jinping has consistently used the concept of “civilization” in relation to the Silk Road, the
          BRI, global economic development, and the Chinese Dream. Official publications expounding Xi Jinping’s views
          on civilization insist that its orientation is toward harmony rather than the “clash of civilizations.” It
          builds on the concept Hu Jintao’s promotion of the Confucian-inspired concept of the “harmonious world”
          (hexie shijie). In his UNESCO speech, Jinping (2014b) emphasized the worldwide benefits of exchange
          and mutual learning between civilizations; stating that civilizations are richly diverse, equal, and
          inclusive, he stressed that “the Chinese civilization, working in harmony with the civilizations created in
          countries around the world, will provide mankind with spiritual guidance and energy.”
        


        
          Rachman (2019), writing for The Financial Times, suggests that the “nation-state” is a concept that
          emerges in the nineteenth century. The twentieth century may be the century of the “civilizational state.” He
          mentions Weiwei’s (2011) influential book The China Wave: Rise of a Civilisational State, in which the
          author argues, “China’s history of being a nation state dates back only 120–150 years: its civilizational
          history dates back thousands of years” (cited in Rachman 2019). The idea is already well ensconced in the
          planning for the concept of the “ecological civilization” to dramatically improve the environment, reduce
          pollution, and transform existing polluting industries. Other commentators have remarked that in the vacuum
          created by the demise of liberal internationalism, the term “civilizational state” in Russia and China
          symbolizes a rejection of Western liberalism and the expansion of a global market society. As Adrian Pabst
          (2019) remarks, both Russia and China define their countries as civilizations based on their own unique
          cultural values and political institutions. He argues, “the ascent of civilisational states is changing the
          global balance of power” and “transforming post–Cold War geopolitics away from liberal universalism towards
          cultural exceptionalism.”
        


        
          Xi Jinping has put forward a Marxist theory of civilizations based on communication in which civilizations
          are “enriched by mutual learning” (Jinping 2014b). Xi argues for “civilization exchange and mutual
          authentication” and advocates the development of human civilization with the concept of “civilization and
          harmony.” In the long history of human development, every nation and every country is creating itself and has
          its own unique connotations and characteristics. “It has unique intrinsic value and has endogenous motivation
          to communicate with other civilizations.” Xi argues civilization is inclusive and we must actively promote
          mutual exchanges between civilizations. Perhaps most importantly he holds that civilization, diversity, and
          cultural differences do not necessarily lead to a clash of civilizations.
        


        
          The civilizational analysis is an important part of the Chinese Dream because it is not only seeking a return
          to former glory and a repudiation of national humiliation. Rather an important part of the story of the
          Chinese Dream is acknowledging China’s role as an emerging global power with its attempt to build
          transnational institutions that jettison the old Bretton Woods architecture and replace it with more
          equitable international arrangements.
        


        
          The Chinese Dream is an emerging and dynamic official narrative that reflects a wider set of characteristics
          creating the dream’s ecology, including
        


        
          	Chinese infrastructuralism—the new Chinese development model—“hard” and “soft” infrastructures (i)
          roads, rail, and ports, transport hubs, (ii) knowledge infrastructures and networks, “technology transfer,”
          and services, (iii) people-to-people exchange;


          	Philosophy of openness—an important commitment since the rule of Deng Xiaoping in economy (trade),
          society (education, science, tourism), and philosophy (interculturalism, world diplomacy), with applications
          also in Open Access, open science, and education;


          	Interconnectivity—digitization, speed, and compression, the new 5G digital Silk Road;


          	Eurasia as a geopolitical concept led by Sino-Russian rapprochement;


          	China as an emerging techno-state based on artificial intelligence, 5G, Machine Learning, quantum
          computing, etc.;


          	The civilizational state and civilizational dialogue and learning, and the future of
          humanity;


          	A communicational and media model of education: content, code, and infrastructure with
          discrimination among data, information, knowledge, and wisdom.

        


        
          The analysis of the philosophical narratives, at least the Marxist, Confucian, and liberal variants (and
          their different strands) that comprise the Chinese Dream, constitutes the first object of narrative analysis.
          Some additional thought should be given to other aspects of the Chinese Dream that will become increasingly
          important—the Green Dream, the Global Humanity Dream, the World Diplomacy Dream, the Space Dream, the Science
          Dream, and the Dream of the Bioinformational Becoming. This is an attempt to build a philosophical approach
          to the Chinese Dream through the analysis of narrative (narratology) and the BRI, highlighting the future
          significance of education as an emerging cultural and economic evolutionary development. It is both
          speculative and imaginative, and it draws strongly on an approach derived from political economy alongside
          philosophy and narrative (Peters 2019b).
        

      

      
        The US-Chinese Trade Wars: A Major Disruption to the Chinese
        Dream?


        
          The first major challenge to the Chinese Dream has been its increasing politicization in a world-led
          propaganda strategy by the current US administration, an initiative that has cross-party support. The trade
          wars initiated by President Trump are in large measure spooked by fears of China’s coming dominance in the
          technological era of future development. This fear and the eclipse of American technological dominance is one
          of the real sources of Trump’s trade war with China.
        


        
          The US Trade Act of 1974, amended in 2018, is described as
        


        
          An act to promote the development of an open, non-discriminatory, and fair world economic system, to
          stimulate fair and free competition between the United States and foreign nations, to foster the economic
          growth of, and full employment in, the United States, and for other purposes.
        


        
          Section 301 in particular authorizes the president to take all appropriate action, including retaliation, to
          obtain the removal of any act, policy, or practice of a foreign government that violates an international
          trade agreement or is unjustified, unreasonable, or discriminatory and that burdens or restricts US commerce.
          The United States Trade Representative (USTR) also can initiate a Section 301 investigation, and the law does
          not require that the US government wait until it receives authorization from the World Trade Organization
          (WTO) to take enforcement actions.
        


        
          The era of monopoly digital capitalism is dominated by (soon-to-be) trillion dollar multinationals that
          seemingly can do what they like outside national tax laws. The big five of Amazon, Apple, Face-book,
          Microsoft, and Google—defining a new historical stage of techno-capitalism—are matched by the growth of
          Chinese internet companies Alibaba, Baidu, Tencent, JD.com, and NetEase. These
          companies will not only dominate in the foreseeable future but seem to operate increasingly like
          transnational governments. In this regard, there has been also the flourishing of the new concept of
          “techno-nationalism,” which is being used with increasing frequency to describe the threat of China. Thus,
          Amol Rajan (2018) writes,
        


        
          
            One of the most important stories in the world right now is the battle to own the future by investing in
            technology, in which non-democratic states are becoming more assertive, strategically effective
            and—unencumbered by voters’ preferences—able to think in epochal rather than electoral cycles….
          


          
            Techno-nationalism marries two trends that are central to our current historical moment. First, the
            remarkable acquisition of power through data and “network effects” of just a few companies based mainly
            near San Francisco, and the escalating battle between these companies and Chinese rivals. And second, the
            decline of the post-1945 Western-led world order.
          

        


        
          Fears of the superiority of Chinese technology drive Washington, which is buzzing with stories of Chinese
          “techno-nationalism” and the prospect of when China rules the web as the techno-service state. Adam Segal
          (2018) for instance, writing for Foreign Affairs, suggests,
        


        
          In Xi’s words, cyber-sovereignty represents “the right of individual countries to independently choose their
          own path of cyber development, model of cyber regulation and Internet public policies, and participate in
          international cyberspace governance on an equal footing.” Three technologies will matter most for China’s
          ability to shape the future of cyberspace: semiconductors, quantum computing, and artificial intelligence.
        


        


        
          To simplify, the US and President Trump have expressed concerns “about a wide range of unfair practices of
          the Chinese government (and the Chinese Communist Party (CCP)) related to technology transfer, intellectual
          property, and innovation are longstanding” (4). In a definitional section of technology and technology
          transfer, the report indicates the US stakes and the way in which China has eroded the US’s global position
          in high-tech manufacturing:
        


        
          
            Technology and innovation are critical factors in maintaining U.S. competitiveness in the global economy.
            Among all major economies, the United States has the highest concentration of knowledge- and
            technology-intensive industries as a share of total economic activity. And in high-tech manufacturing, the
            United States leads the world with a global share of production of 29 percent, followed by China at 27
            percent.
          


          
            (6)
          

        


        
          The US document details China’s technology drive that seeks to reduce its technological dependence on others
          by fostering both “indigenous innovation” and “re-innovation” of foreign technologies through its five-year
          plans, the National Medium- and Long-Term Science and Technology Development Plan Outline (2006–2020)
          (MLP), and the Made in China 2025 Notice.2 The MLP notes
          key sectors and priority areas as well as designating eight fields of “frontier technology,” including
          biotech, information technology, advanced materials, advanced manufacturing, advanced energy technology,
          marine technology, laser technology, and aerospace technology. The document also highlights four major
          scientific research programs that include protein science, nanotechnology, quantum physics, and developmental
          and reproductive science. As the USTR notes, the MLP strategy is a top-down national strategy that
          prioritizes certain technologies for development, establishing a web of policies and practices that
          advantages Chinese firms in the local market and achieves import substitution in “enhancing the absorption,
          digestion, and re-innovation of introduced technology” [MLP §§ 2(1), 8(2)].
        


        
          The Made in China Notice released in 2015 targeted ten strategic advanced technology manufacturing
          industries, including advanced information technologies and robotics alongside technologies in aviation,
          maritime, rail, new energy vehicles, electrical generation, agricultural machinery, new materials, and
          pharmaceuticals. The USTR notes the elements of China’s approach: central planning, plan mobilization in all
          sectors, leveraging of state resources and finance, civil-military integration and the two-way transfer,
          backbone enterprises in technology development, technological breakthroughs in key areas, import substitution
          policies, and promotion of Chinese industries in the domestic market. Based on this strategy, China aims for
          40 percent self-sufficiency by 2020 and 75 percent self-sufficiency by 2025.
        


        
          Clearly, China has made incredible progress from the days of copy strategies to the present when it can
          support and develop a world-class indigenous technology sector that will propel China into the leading world
          position in high-tech industries in a few years. China is threatening the US Silicon Valley leading position
          in new digital technologies and competing successfully against the United States in world biotech, nanotech,
          new materials, and energy technology markets. As Lorand Laskai (2018) comments, “In the saga of the
          U.S.-China economic rivalry, Made in China 2025 is shaping up to be the central villain, the real
          existential threat to U.S. technological leadership.” He notes also that Chinese planners have studied and
          learned from Germany’s “Industry 4.0” based on adoption of intelligent systems and full automation in
          manufacturing that is commonly seen as the basis for the fourth industrial revolution clustered around
          converging technologies encouraging “the global artificial intelligence race” (see Peters 2019c).
        


        
          The trade war between China and the United States that started in July 2018 has been a damaging conflict that
          reached a turning point in January 2020 with the signing of a trade deal. The US accused China of unfair
          trading practices, including intellectual property theft, forced technology transfer, lack of market access
          for American companies in China, and the creation of an unlevel playing field through state subsidies of
          Chinese companies, conveniently forgetting its own dubious history of development in relation to practices of
          intellectual property. Meanwhile China believes, with some justification, that the US is trying to restrict
          its rise as a global economic power. There is no doubt that US tariffs on Chinese imports have taken a toll
          on China’s economic growth, falling below 6 percent for the first time since the reforms that led to China’s
          “opening up.” But just as China had reached a phase one agreement for a trade deal with the US, the COVID-19
          pandemic set in, with the first recorded cases in early December 2019.
        

      

      
        The Chinese Dream Encounters COVID-19


        
          For the first time since Xi Jinping introduced the concept of the “Chinese Dream” (中国梦; Zhōngguó Mèng) at the
          Nineteenth Congress in 2012, the miracle of the Chinese economic juggernaut upon which it rested has come to
          a shuddering halt under the Wuhan and China lockdown in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. It is the worst
          economic downturn since the Cultural Revolution in the 1960s. While China’s economy has been slowing since
          the end of the Global Financial Crisis, moving from double digits to single figures, the effect of the
          COVID-19 virus has brought it to its knees. China reported that its first quarter GDP contracted by 6.8
          percent in 2020 from a year ago, revealing a 8.4 percent drop in industrial production, a 16.1 percent
          decline in fixed investment, and a 19 percent fall in retail sales (Tan and Cheng 2020). This downturn was
          expected, but it also reveals the interdependence of the world economy: China’s continued recovery is a huge
          factor in the recovery of the world economy, and as the world’s largest trading nation its continued success
          depends in part upon China’s bulk purchase of raw materials of coal, iron ore, and precious metals from South
          Korea, Japan, US, and Australia and the sale of Chinese industrial and consumer goods internationally. China,
          as the second largest economy, accounts for roughly 20 percent of the world’s GDP and substantially more
          within the Asia-Pacific region.
        


        
          National dreams are linked to global economic conditions and, indeed, depend upon them. Narratives of the
          national dream cannot be fashioned at will but must bear some imprint of global events if they are to be
          believable. While such dreams can mitigate against unfavorable economic conditions in the short term, they
          must be congruent with world markets in the long term if they are to be effective and not a denial of
          reality. It is much easier to accept a national dream if it somehow displays a prophetic consistency with
          world events.
        


        
          If the Chinese Dream was dented with the trade wars, COVID-19 presented its own unique challenges. There were
          some problems with suppression of information on the virus in the early days as officials tried to control
          information and close down whistle-blowers. However, after this early stage China embarked on a mobilization
          unprecedented in global health history, conducting a coordinated effort by the socialist government in which
          a people’s war against the epidemic was declared. This national prioritizing involved the whole country,
          including a lockdown of the city of Wuhan and the Hubei region, with over 40,000 medics dispatched to Hubei,
          and medical researchers focused on identifying the virus. Two new hospitals were built in two weeks to
          provide more hospital beds, and the manufacturing sector devoted to producing the necessary medical supplies
          were given incentives. The WHO was praiseworthy of the staunch effort by the government to coordinate the
          lockdown and the medical response. The COVID-19 response was very successful: it locked down a country of 1.4
          billion people; it isolated and treated the disease; it initiated the necessary quarantine management
          preventing mass outbreaks of the COVID-19 virus. This is arguably the most responsible global set of actions
          in preventing the spread of the virus in China and the world. China has also cooperated with the WHO in
          exchanging information, including the genome discovered by a Chinese research team which then become the
          basis for other research teams around the world searching for the formula of a vaccine. President Xi was
          quick to point out that the Chinese Dream could not be realized without major struggles. While local
          bureaucracy was responsible for early information glitches and suppression, the test of COVID-19 emphasized
          the capacity of the CCP to efficiently handle a national emergency. Its course during the COVID-19 emergency
          has been exemplary, and the Chinese leadership and government have been rightly praised by the WHO.
        


        
          An unfortunate aspect of the pandemic has been the “information warfare” and conspiracy theories generated by
          the crisis. Some critics suggested that the Chinese Dream could be “shattered” by COVID-19, indicating that
          the Chinese Dream could turn into the “Wuhan virus nightmare” (Watts 2020).3
          The origin and scale of the virus has been politicized with claims and counterclaims advanced by US and
          Chinese sources concerning who was responsible for it and whether it was linked to a biological weapons
          program (Sardarizadeh and Robinson 2020). These claims have been very damaging to the global public
          infosphere and distracting from fighting the virus especially in developing countries, where the pandemic is
          in the early stages. The epistemic status of conspiracy theories is fraught with difficulties of
          fact-tracking plots and testing evidential claims that often seem improbable. It is the case that often
          conspiracy theories are false and that they do not fairly or objectively represent events in the world. In
          many cases they may be scientifically or factually untested. Indeed, among the believers it may well be
          impossible to rigorously test claims against reality. Often the more improbable the claim and the less it is
          open to any form of testing, the more it incites false belief. The structure of belief by believers is also
          an interesting issue, as quite often the believers become cult-inspired and act as viral carriers of beliefs
          that are accepted by others without much by way of evidence. What counts as evidence also is another
          epistemic feature—sometimes these conspiratorial beliefs cannot be easily dismissed without elaborate
          argument and testing. Conspiracy theories that are false can be damaging and can affect the moral and ethical
          climate in a society. For some this is a practical problem that crops up from time to time. For others, it is
          part of a shift in political regime that trades on ambiguity and deliberate lies based on a constant and
          immediate set of tweets that are seemingly made up on the spot. The difficulty is tracking all of the lies as
          they create an atmosphere of conspiracy. Indeed, the regime trades on conspiracy where the leader is the
          “fountain of truth” of telling the population the plain unvarnished truth, which often endorses existing
          prejudices. This kind of analysis might suggest that the problem of conspiracy and conspiracy theorizing is
          that it has been harnessed as a political weapon in an age of social media that can bypass traditional
          fact-checking journalism (Peters 2020).
        


        
          Various high-placed US sources have encouraged a conspiracy that alleges that the COVID-19 virus originated
          in a level 4 biolab in Wuhan.4 This story has been countered by Chinese
          sources that suggest a story that the US military brought the virus to Wuhan. These are both conspiracy
          theories with no evidence to support them.5 The scientific consensus
          indicates that the virus originated in bats and was transmitted to other animals and then to humans. A paper
          published in Nature Medicine, “The proximal origin of SARS-CoV-2” (Andersen et al. 2020), concluded,
          “It is improbable that SARS-CoV-2 emerged through laboratory manipulation of a related SARS-CoV-like
          coronavirus,” and further suggested, “the genetic data irrefutably show that SARS-CoV-2 is not derived from
          any previously used virus backbone.” President Trump, engaging with the conspiracy theory as a means of
          deflecting his own mishandling of the pandemic, has withdrawn US funding to the WHO, insisting that it is too
          China-oriented. Eliza Barclay (2020) writes,
        


        
          
            This hypothesis [the Wuhan lab conspiracy] has been circulating in US, UK, and Chinese media since
            February, with fresh reporting and speculation this month in the Daily Mail, Vanity Fair, Fox News, and the
            Washington Post. A Tuesday op-ed drawing solely from circumstantial evidence by chief “labber” Sen. Tom
            Cotton (R-AR) in the Wall Street Journal raised the question anew.
          


          
            Riding the wave of these reports, President Donald Trump is also now using this potential avenue for
            blaming China; on April 15, he said his government was looking into whether the virus came from the Wuhan
            lab. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo has also said Beijing “needs to come clean” on what it knows about the
            virus’s origin.
          

        


        
          Trump’s administration has badly mishandled the pandemic, first, scoffing at the danger of COVID-19 (“it’s no
          more than flu”) and then refusing to attend briefings after the press made fun of his suggestion to use
          disinfectant as a cure. He is facing an election in six months with nearly 27 million unemployed and an
          economy facing the worst disruption in history (even though the markets have not yet faithfully reflected
          this situation). Flailing around, looking for excuses, Trump blames China, a classic Trump diversion tactic.
        


        
          Most recently, Australia’s prime minister Scott Morrison has called for an independent review into the
          COVID-19 pandemic, a call that has been rejected as politically motivated by Chen Wen, a diplomat in the UK.
          It certainly seems to be the case, especially when scientists have already given evidence about likely origin
          combined with the improbability of ever discovering its exact origin. Morrison should first read the
          scientific evidence before calling for an international review.6 In this
          case, it certainly seems that Australia is falling into line backing the US-led propaganda against China, in
          an extension of the “trade wars” and a bid to halt the emergence of China as an economic super-power. The
          Australian Liberal government has followed the US anti-China propaganda line even at the potential cost of
          jeopardizing Australia’s $135 billion in exports to China. The US president Donald Trump has also repeatedly
          attacked China for its handling of the outbreak, and yet the statistics speak for themselves. With fewer than
          5,000 deaths in China where the virus is under control, the situation in the United States, with over a
          million confirmed cases and over 100,000 deaths at the time of this writing, is clearly out of control.
        


        
          Some commentators have entertained the theoretical question of which political and economic system has been
          more successful in dealing with the pandemic, neoliberal America or socialist China? Free capitalist federal
          America or state socialist China? But are these even real alternatives? It may well be that in times of
          crisis, a strong state and strong leader are both necessary and desirable, not only for the management of a
          pandemic but also for the management of an economy. George Packer (2020), writing for The Atlantic,
          suggests, “The coronavirus didn’t break America. It revealed what was already broken.”
        


        
          The Chinese Dream, like any national dream, is not simply a reflection of a history, a set of policies, or
          even a collection of operative cultural values. Rather more complexly, if it has life, it is also embedded in
          global political events that have a strong influence on the credibility of the narrative, helping to
          determine its achievement. At the same time, the Chinese Dream, no doubt, has exercised a strong influence on
          the evolution of global politics and will continue to do so, and, like all national dreams, must develop
          resources to defend the dream against distortions and conspiracies.
        

      

      
        Notes


        
          1 This paper draws on my book The Chinese Dream: Educating the Future (Peters 2019a).
        


        
          2 Notice on Issuing the National Medium- and Long-Term Science and Technology Development Plan
          Outline (2006–2020) [hereinafter “MLP”] (State Council, Guo Fa [2005] No. 44, issued Dec. 26,
          2005) and Notice on Issuing “Made in China 2025” (State Council, Guo Fa [2015] No. 28, issued May 8, 2015).
        


        
          3 See also www.miragenews.com/china-s-dreams-could-be-shattered-by-covid-19/; https://time.com/5778994/coronavirus-china-country-future/; https://thediplomat.com/2020/03/chinas-coronavirus-information-warfare/.
        


        
          4 The Wuhan Institute of Virology, Chinese Academy of Sciences, is China’s first biosafety level 4
          (BSL-4) laboratory. It was commissioned in collaboration with the French government’s Centre International de
          Recherche en Infectiologie and opened in 2015—http://english.whiov.cas.cn/News/Events/201502/t20150203_135923.html.
        


        
          5 See a summary of the scientific evidence for the first conspiracy at https://science.slashdot.org/story/20/04/18/1836218/claim-that-covid-19-came-from-lab-in-china-completely-unfounded-scientists-say.
        


        
          6 See, for example, How China’s “Bat Woman” Hunted Down Viruses from SARS to the New Coronavirus,
          www.scientificamerican.com/article/how-chinas-bat-woman-hunted-down-viruses-from-sars-to-thenew-coronavirus1/.
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      Why Is There No European Dream?


      
        Bla ž Kosovel
      


      
        The Answer May Be Found in the Peculiarity of Historical
        Circumstances, the Vital Need to Manage Economic Expectations, and the Social Contract in the United
        States


        
          The concept of American dream was popularized by James Truslow Adams in the early years of the Great
          Depression. Adams was concerned about the destruction of American values and the country’s descent into a
          mass consumer society controlled by big corporations and a strong federal government. The author did not
          emphasize the importance of material success but rather focused on the political, social, and value structure
          of society as the truly unique, American gift to the world (Adams 1943, 415). As such, the American dream is
          a distinctly American phenomenon that grew out of the unique historical circumstances in the United States.
          As is well known, the United States created a system for laissez-faire capitalism, based on John
          Locke’s theory of the social contract, where liberty is equated with property ownership. Actually, as US
          history demonstrates, prosperity was not meant for everyone, but the idea of a classless meritocratic society
          appealed also to the poorest. The idea of the American dream prospered because those with less were receptive
          to a national creed that emphasized the opportunity to succeed economically and socially based on their own
          initiative and hard work. European societies, highly stratified by wealth and social position, were not
          conducive to a similar appeal since the likelihood of individual success under those circumstances was so
          patently untrue. Thus, by way of contrast, European constitutions focused on installing strong workers’
          rights provisions, whereas the American constitution implicitly adopted a form of capitalist economic
          laissez-faire. The American Revolution also played a role in the distinctive difference between the
          United States and European nations. The secession of the colonies from the British monarchy severed not only
          the formal relations between the two but vitiated the cultural heritage it received from the British. In
          effect, the United States was forced to create a national culture of its own rather than share in a national
          culture. To the contrary, many European countries went through a system change between monarchy and republic,
          but did so as unified states, thus creating a national community with a shared culture. In the US, spread
          across a vast new continent with immigrants from many nations, there was no opportunity for a comparable
          development. Instead, the idea of a uniquely American common creed and dream developed, in substantial part
          to hold the country together in the face of an absence of a shared culture. The idea of a country as an
          ideology was born.
        

      

      
        The Original American Dream


        
          Due to its common usage, the phrase American dream may strike many as deriving from the time the first
          English settlers appeared on the Atlantic shore of North America. It is true that the first colonists were
          writing about values in their diaries when they were building the New World that ultimately became subsumed
          within the idea. Thus, the desire for economic success was a principal motivation for investors in the London
          Company that developed the Virginia settlement (Hauhart 2016, 3–5). William Penn and Benjamin Franklin
          countered the simple desire for economic success by later writing about the need for settlers to display
          values of diligence, industry, perseverance, thrift, and hard work generally (12–14). Yet to encourage
          immigration, early landowners often extolled the potential for profit and general prosperity that the
          American colonies offered. These writings read like marketing slogans and helped to lure millions of poor
          Europeans to load on crowded ships and cross the ocean (14–15). Even if the dream of a new virgin land full
          of opportunities existed in the minds of many Europeans and others before actually leaving their home and
          embarking on the long journey, the phrase American dream became popular less than a century ago. And it was
          formulated and popularized not in a time of progress but amidst the greatest economic collapse that the
          United States suffered up to date.
        


        
          In 1931, in the early days of the Great Depression, James Truslow Adams (1943) wrote an epic story about the
          glorious history of the American people. Adams, a freelance author, was already popular for his books about
          American history for the general reader. He had received the Pulitzer Prize for his history of New England
          (Adams 1921) and was well regarded in the academic community as well. He wanted to name his book American
          Dream, but the publisher did not agree. “No one will pay three dollars for a book about a dream,” he said
          (Cullen 2003, 3). The reluctance of the publisher to use the phrase as the title suggests that the use of the
          term was not widespread at the time (4). So the book became The Epic of America, a huge bestseller.
          Adams used the phrase American dream many times in the book, but he explained what he means by it in
          the epilogue. For him, this was a distinctive and unique gift that America contributed to the world. Adams
          defined the American dream as a vision of the United States as providing a better, richer, and fuller life
          with opportunity to each according to his abilities and achievements (Adams 1943, 415). But he warned us that
          this fuller and richer day of tomorrow must not be just a dream for better material well-being; the most
          important part for Adams was “a dream of social order in which each man and each woman” can attain the
          maximum of his or her innate capabilities and be recognized by others for this regardless of social position
          at birth (415). He specifically noted that this is “a difficult dream for the European upper class to
          interpret adequately” (415) because of the strong difference in social status. Then, he remembered that the
          most important new impression in New York for one young Frenchman guest was “The way that everyone of every
          sort looks you right in the eye, without a thought of inequality” (415).
        


        
          In short, the most important part of the unique and distinctive American gift to the world for Adams was its
          emphasis on the promise of a social structure of equality, not just the mere possibility of gaining greater
          material wealth. This was just the outcome of the opportunities possible because of this unique gift. In a
          way, Adams’s book was a rallying cry for a return to historic American values: he was worried about the
          ascent of mass consumer society and the expansion of big government that seemed to foster it. He was worried
          how a land of strong individualists was becoming a nation of employees, of yes-men, where “the wage earner is
          told he must adjust his leisure pursuits to the advantage of business in his role of consumer” and how “there
          is almost irresistible economic pressure brought to bear on the intellectual worker to adjust his work to the
          needs of business or mass consumption” (420). He was worried how “[n]ewspapers are merging as if they were
          factories, and daily, weekly, and monthly journals are becoming as dependent on mass sales as toothpaste”
          (421). He warned us that in order to become a great democracy, we cannot give up by reducing “ourselves as
          individuals to selfishness, physical comfort and cheap amusements” (422). He especially warned about divisive
          struggles “as individuals or classes [fought] against each other.” Adams believed that if “the dream is to
          come true, those on top, financially, intellectually, or otherwise, have to devote themselves to the ‘Great
          Society’,1 and those who are below in the scale have got to strive to rise,
          not merely economically, but culturally” (422). It is not enough, Adams argued, “to build bigger,” but,
          rather, America needed “to build better” (423). This is why he urged that the United States should have
          neither the government nor the great corporations as guides, but that Americans needed to develop “some
          greatness in our own individual souls” (426).
        


        
          Therefore, he was worried about many qualities that are for many people considered representative of the
          United States today: careless consumerism, anti-intellectualism, and uncultured mass society joined with an
          enormous material wealth gap and cheap popular culture. In its worst manifestation, it is a culture where
          anyone can become popular for nothing special. When we read his actual explanation of what Adams meant by the
          American dream, we realize that its most common usage today is often the opposite of what he meant. He wanted
          things better, not bigger, with in-depth culture and intellect. For him, one of the best examples of the
          dream is the Library of Congress as a great accomplishment of democracy (425). In the end, he emphasized once
          again that the failure of the dream is the failure of “self-government, the failure of common man to rise to
          full statue, the failure of all that the American dream has held of hope and promise for mankind” (428).
        


        
          Central to Adams’s view was a core belief in the political structure of the United States, which he believed
          created the foundation for the dream of a better life with opportunity to every man or woman according to his
          or her abilities and achievements. Notably, this promise was not to meet men’s and women’s needs. There is no
          socialism inherent in Adams’s concept. Rather, he sought a just, but meritocratic, society that the European
          upper classes found antithetical to their interests. However, American society has never been just and
          meritocratic for everybody. Adams’s “every man” did not include nonwhite people, who are out of the equation;
          for him slavery and cheap labor, while regrettable, was a necessary means for gaining a culture and a
          civilized society (52–3), Natives were savages and he was happy that the first English settlers were more
          race conscious than Spaniards without many “illicit miscegenations” (35). In essence, his American dream was
          more the dream of the Founding Fathers based on inalienable property rights and cheap labor than the dream of
          equality of Martin Luther King.
        

      

      
        The Foundation of Liberty as Property


        
          To understand the American Revolution in its proper context, we have to step a little back in time. Instead
          of comparing it with the French Revolution, it is better to look back at the history of England of the
          century before it. Europe in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries was the site of internecine religious
          warfare much harsher than that found in today’s Middle East. Newly formed factions of Protestants were
          fighting for their place vis-à-vis each other as well as against the Holy Catholic Church. What started as a
          question of how to worship God deteriorated into the Thirty Years War (1618–48), a bloody series of battles
          for the control of the Continent. The outcome was disastrous for human life; whole regions of Central Europe
          were almost completely destroyed. After almost total annihilation, the belligerents still did not agree about
          the proper way to worship God. Instead, both sides decided it was time to end the slaughter. The Peace of
          Westphalia signed in 1648 finished this series of bloody religious wars by establishing more firmly the
          concept of the state’s exclusive sovereignty over its territory and the beginning of modern international
          relations (Croxton 2013). The question of which religion to practice was left to rulers to decide in the name
          of their land and inhabitants, the concept known as cuius regio, eius religio (whose realm, his
          religion). This state-building process of the next century, with its emphasis on stronger state apparatuses,
          is today known as enlightened absolutism. It is called “enlightened” because nations wanted to build a
          stronger power structure but do so on a rational basis. “The Absolute monarchies introduced standing armies,
          a permanent bureaucracy, national taxation, a codified law, and the beginnings of a unified market” (Anderson
          2013, 17).
        


        
          England did not take part in the Thirty Years War on the Continent, but it was not unaffected by the conflict
          and its outcomes. It had its own religious and political war at home. After Henry VIII’s secession from
          Vatican control in order to divorce his wife in 1534, the Church of England was established; Henry thereby
          gained total independence of his kingdom from the papal jurisdiction. However, those who opposed him did not
          take this for granted. After the new church came into being, there were several attempts by Henry’s
          successors to return England to Catholicism (Phillips 1999, 14). On the other hand, there was also an
          organized movement by the Puritans who wanted to reform the newly established church even more. Many of them
          were also members of Parliament, which had not been in session for years. When Charles I (who was married to
          a Catholic French princess Henrietta Maria) wanted to attack his rebellious opponents, the Puritan Scots, he
          needed more money (31). In order to raise funds, he had to obtain parliamentary support because of its
          ability to raise taxes. However, the support was not granted. Instead, a war erupted between the royalists
          and parliamentarians, which ultimately resulted in the king’s beheading in 1649 and the establishment of a
          shortly lived republican model of Commonwealth first and Protectorate later. When different kingdoms and
          principalities were waging wars for territorial control on the Continent, in England the war was between two
          political institutions for political control. In the end, the kingdom was restored, but the parliament became
          much stronger since the king could not govern without parliamentary consent any more. For present purposes,
          this short history of European religious conflicts helped provide a foundation for the American dream by
          inspiring the colonists to embrace the ideal of religious tolerance within the Bill of Rights. Unlike the
          long history of European governments aligned with, and in most cases sponsoring, official state religions,
          the American approach of eschewing establishment of a national religious creed as an official policy
          prevented the recurrent religious wars that periodically characterize European relations in one country or
          another (Northern Ireland, the Balkans) to this day. Reducing religious conflict, Americans discovered, was
          one way to insure the country was safe for business, so long as all segments of society could be assured they
          had equal opportunity to participate and prosper.
        


        
          The principle of the parliamentary consent was legally established only four decades later, in 1688. Before
          the political events of that year (known as the Glorious Revolution), James II ruled England as a Catholic
          king (he actually converted to Catholicism from Anglicanism) returning to the principle of the divine right
          of kings and thus its absolutist intentions. Catholicism was associated with absolutism, having its best
          example in the contemporary rule of the French king Louis XIV. Parliament saw James II’s rule as a usurpation
          of its powers. Actually, the revolution was an invitation to the heir presumptive, James II’s daughter Mary
          and her husband William III, the Dutch prince, to invade England and become the new rulers of the realm. The
          bloodless invasion was possible because the new monarch was forced to sign the Bill of Rights, the
          fundamental document that grounded in law the primacy of the parliament over the arbitrary rule of the king
          (64–5). The bill is still today the basis of UK law, which acts as protection for basic civil
          rights.2 These events established England as the freest country in the world
          at the time: “England’s freedom, it was generally agreed, was directly attributable to its constitution of
          government, a constitution which better than any other known in history had harnessed the use of power”
          (Bailyn 1967, 19).
        


        
          Becoming “the freest country” meant also being under threat of losing these freedoms. There was a constant
          fear in England about a conspiracy, a fear about importing absolutism from other European countries, and once
          again a fear of giving unlimited power to the king. These fears about losing individual rights against the
          power of the state circulated in the form of pamphlets and newspapers that were widely read in the colonies
          as well. It was this “opposition press, as much as any single influence, that shaped the political awareness
          of eighteenth-century Americans; it was this opposition version of politics, past and present, that became
          the ordinary presumption of informed Americans” (38–9). For the colonists, “[t]he antinomy of power and
          liberty was accepted as the central fact of politics, and with it the belief that power was aggressive,
          liberty passive and that the duty of free men was to protect the latter and constrain the former” (56). The
          fears of the conspiracy against freedom in England that could become yet another European absolutist state
          resounded in its colonies as fears of a harsher grip on them. These were fears that the colonists saw as
          becoming reality in higher taxes (and controlled tea distribution that resulted in the Boston Tea Party).
          Under the threat of the establishment of an absolutist rule in England, the colonists feared that taxation
          without representation could lead to their degradation to third-class citizens robbed of all their rights and
          freedoms. With this in mind, it is nothing strange that the real booster for the revolution was a pamphlet
          published in January 1776 that describes the monarch as a usurper of the people and the government as a
          “necessary evil.” The pamphlet’s title was Common Sense (Paine 1997).
        


        
          “Far from being a revolt against the old tyranny of feudalism, the American Revolution was a conservative
          counterrevolution in the name of freedom against the new tyranny of rationalist liberalism and Enlightened
          Despotism” (Drucker 1965, 156). The American Revolution was therefore a struggle against a potential
          enlightened absolute, in which a distant ruler will act against the freedom of the individual. However, what
          actually was the source of that freedom? What did freedom of the individual mean to the American colonists?
          The notion of individual freedom meant the freedom to be an owner of property and the freedom to handle one’s
          own property as one saw fit. This is the universal notion of freedom that is the basis of the Declaration of
          Independence as well. It is a freedom that is based on property because, at that time, property was
          synonymous with freedom:
        


        
          
            To the eighteenth century, as to the seventeenth before it and the nineteenth after it, the function of
            laws was not primarily to guarantee liberties but to protect property; it was property, and not the law as
            such that guaranteed freedom…. who said property, said freedom, and to recover or defend one’s property
            rights was the same as to fight for freedom.
          


          
            (Arendt 2006, 172)
          

        


        


        
          Therefore, the American dream is ultimately a dream of the individual within a capitalist, property-owning
          system. In this framing, slavery is not a problem at all, because a slave was legally regarded as property.
          The philosophical basis for a political system of property owning equals was laid down initially by John
          Locke. His Two Treatises of Government (Locke 1988) were in a way already the basis for the Glorious
          Revolution. (Locke came back to England from exile with William and Mary.) Indeed, Locke’s idea of the social
          contract was also behind almost all of the pamphlet writings that circulated from that time forward. Locke’s
          main argument is that under the philosophy of natural law, every person has a right to own and possess
          property. Moreover, he believed that with property ownership, subjects could withstand the arbitrariness of
          kings. In essence, Locke believed that the principal role of the political system is to lawfully handle the
          relations between people and their property.
        


        
          
            The Reason why Men enter into Society, is the preservation of their Property; and the end why they chuse
            and authorize a Legislative [sic], is, that there may be Laws made, and Rules set as Guards and
            Fences to the Properties of all the Members of the Society, to limit the Power, and moderate the Dominion
            of every Part and Member of the Society.
          


          
            (412)
          

        


        
          Locke’s idea is that people are already free; because men have property, they enter into society in order to
          preserve their rights to property and otherwise create orderly means for exchanging and controlling property.
          Locke’s social contract is thus the theoretic basis for laissez-faire capitalism, in which all the
          relations between people are in fact contracts between different property holders that enable the exchange of
          properties.
        


        
          Locke also defines what he means by the term property, which brings us directly to the words of the
          Declaration of Independence: for Locke, property is a common name for “life, liberty and estates” (350).
          According to Locke, man is firstly the owner of himself and his life, then the owner of all the liberties
          that come with the ownership of the land. Real property is at the core of what truly constitutes a civilized
          man, and it is the reason why men enter a (civilized) society. The third inalienable right (which constitutes
          the core of the American political philosophy), also comes from Locke. In his Essay Concerning Humane
          Understanding (Locke 1690) (in the chapter on power) he stated:
        


        
          The Necessity of pursuing [as the] true Happiness the Foundation of Liberty:
        


        
          
            As therefore the highest perfection of intellectual nature lies in a careful and constant pursuit of true
            and solid happiness; so the care of ourselves, that we mistake not imaginary for real happiness, is the
            necessary foundation of our liberty. The stronger ties we have to an unalterable pursuit of happiness in
            general, which is our greatest good, and which as such, our desires always follow, the more are we free
            from any necessary determination of our will to any particular action.
          


          
            (Locke 1690, Book II—Ch. XXI—par. 52)
          

        


        
          Inalienable rights of life, liberty and pursuit of happiness is merely a modest alteration from the phrase
          “life, liberty and estates,” and property is for Locke the inalienable right par excellence that makes
          happiness possible. Jefferson’s exchange of the notion “estates” for “pursuit of happiness,” does not make
          land ownership really disappear; it just becomes indisputable. The pursuit of getting more property, and
          doing so in a way to facilitate better connections with fellow citizens, is merely a natural part of the
          pursuit of happiness. It is this pursuit, enshrined in the Declaration of Independence, that becomes the core
          of the American dream. Ironically, although James Truslow Adams eschewed the single-minded pursuit of
          materialism as an insufficient purpose, today the American dream most commonly means the dream of material
          well-being.
        


        
          In contrast, Hannah Arendt notes that the pursuit of happiness of the Founding Fathers had a double meaning:
          it was not only the pursuit of gaining more material wealth, but also the pursuit of political action and
          thus freedom in public engagement on civic councils.
        


        
          
            What was passion and a “taste” in France clearly was an experience in America, and the American usage
            which, especially in the eighteenth century spoke of “Public happiness”, where the French spoke of “public
            freedom”, suggest that the Americans knew that public freedom consisted in having a share in public
            business, and that the activities connected with this business by no means constituted a burden but gave
            those who discharged them in public a feeling of happiness they could acquire nowhere else.
          


          
            (Arendt 2006, 110)
          

        


        
          This double meaning, Arendt argues, disappeared in 1791 with the introduction of the Bill of Rights,
          which was concerned with the protection of citizens against government interference on several levels. With
          it, the emphasis “shifted … from public freedom to civil liberty, or from a share in public affairs for the
          sake of public happiness would be protected and furthered by public power” (126). This left only the meaning
          of “the right of citizens to the rules of private self-interest” (126). However, in James Truslow Adams’s
          notion of the American dream, the pursuit has still this double meaning, because he stressed the importance
          of self-government as a part of this unique gift to mankind.
        


        
          In Locke’s original framing, a government is really just “a necessary evil” because there is no function
          other than handling property relations. Only with independence from England did Locke’s theory of social
          contract become a reality. We can see this in the manner in which Adams conceived the term “American dream”:
          the dream consisted of self-government where a (property owning) common man can rise to full stature with no
          interference from a higher, arbitrary will. This formulation for the basis of society is quite different from
          the European concept. This is also why the American dream cannot have a counterpart in Europe.
        

      

      
        General Will vs. Freedom of the Individual


        
          Even if both French and American revolutions are products of the Enlightenment, they are not the same—they
          are the intellectual products of two different processes. The American revolution was the secession of the
          colonies from the monarchy that more or less left the inherited system of political bodies, councils, and
          laws intact (Gentz 2010, 68–69) and adopted Locke’s understanding of property and freedom as the foundation
          on which the new national government stood. To the contrary, the French revolution was not a form of
          secession but a fundamental change of the whole system. While the American Revolution eliminated monarchical
          power, it instituted a system of three branches of government with the purpose to empower the American
          people. The French revolution eliminated the monarchy, but European nations were as concerned about limiting
          the power of the people as that of the government. European constitutions were being drafted from the
          “distrust of power in general and fear of the revolutionary power of the people in particular” (Arendt 2006,
          145). European constitutions were thus concerned with limiting arbitrary power by rulers within nations, not
          from colonial oppressors from without, while simultaneously ensuring the populace possessed obligations and
          incentives to promote their patriotism and civic commitment. On the other hand, the American Constitution
          “sprung from confidence in having discovered a power principle strong enough to found a perpetual union”
          (145). This principle was property ownership. Therefore, the “true objective of the American Constitution was
          not to limit power but to create more power, actually to establish an entirely new power center” (145) but to
          leave the issue of economic power untouched other than to protect ownership rights.
        


        
          In sum, the distinct historical circumstances that separate the American experience from the European
          experience explain why the United States needed to develop a cultural myth like the American dream and
          European nations did not. The American system, based on the quiet adoption of Locke’s theory of liberty and
          property and largely silent on economic matters otherwise, was designed to complement the country’s implicit
          adoption of laissez-faire capitalism as its fundamental organizing principle. In the American model,
          the political apparatus exists principally to safeguard ownership and exchange of property and otherwise
          maintain a social climate conducive to a competitive capitalist economy. To do so, the United States required
          a motivational narrative that would appeal broadly. The American dream with its invitation to “pursue”
          happiness through hard work that would lead to property ownership and thereby make its owner successful fit
          perfectly with the competitive economic order. Moreover, the individualistic American dream provided the
          justification for unequal wealth as well: if success through hard work and the acquisition of property was
          idealized, respected, and embodied in the nation’s central myth, then its resulting outcome—even if decidedly
          unequal—could not be questioned. Finally, wary of the religious wars that fractured European society, the
          religious freedoms enshrined in the United States constitution had a similar purpose: religious strife could
          only negatively affect the economy, and since the private property economy was the fundamental basis for
          social cooperation, a safeguard to prevent religious conflict served both capitalism and individualism well.
        


        
          The European experience favored a different approach. While leery of power held in the hands of an
          aristocratic elite, European nations—scarred by the wholly internal strife of revolutions that were, in fact,
          little more than veiled civil wars—sought solutions that addressed both extremes simultaneously. Adopting the
          framework provided by a constitutional republic sufficiently addressed the problem of arbitrary power held by
          unaccountable and unconstrained elites. However, the severe economic inequality between rigid social classes
          that characterized European societies required incorporating some different features. Needing to limit more
          visibly and explicitly the extreme economic gap between the haves and the have-nots, European nations chose a
          two-pronged approach and inserted it formally in their founding documents. On the one hand, social stability
          required a mechanism that would commit citizens to the collective enterprise. This was achieved by
          incorporating language that both required citizens to engage in labor while at the same time formally
          extending protections and “the right to labor” as part of the European social contract. (In contrast, neither
          the right to labor nor any reference to labor protections appear in the US Constitution. There, it is the
          right to own property that is implicitly protected.) Second, while not eschewing either economic competition
          or capitalism, European nations inserted explicit language in their constitutions defining their nations as
          promoting, protecting, and constituting social welfare states. Here, in other words, unregulated capitalism
          would not be permitted to sacrifice losers in the economic race to penury; rather, since the nation-state was
          defined as a welfare state, it would be inconsistent with, and forbidden by, the notion of the European state
          to allow economic destitution of its citizens since such destitution had led to the severe instability of the
          1848 national revolutions that modern European republics were created to prevent.
        


        
          The absence of a shared myth like the American dream in Europe flowed directly from the aforementioned.
          Absent a direct adoption and incorporation of laissez-faire capitalism as in the American case,
          European nations had no need for a cultural myth of this kind over and above their founding documents to
          inspire commitment, engagement, and (competitive) participation as a mechanism to weld society together.
          Rather, the idea of a common culture and shared history achieved the same effect with language promoting, but
          protecting, labor and guaranteeing an economic floor that would promise a commitment to basic social welfare.
          These were the justifications needed to induce Europeans to invest in their respective nations, obviating any
          need for a cultural myth akin to the American dream.
        


        
          The underlying, unstated, structural motivation for the French Revolution was the need to transform the
          concept of raison d’état, reason of state, which became equated with Louis XIV, into volonté
          general, the general will, which was being articulated in the name of the people. In France, the power
          structure changed its monarchic-aristocratic basis into the abstract position of the will of the people,
          where the bourgeois strata of the society took power in the name of the French nation. The higher will,
          conceived as independent from individuals, had an obvious political appeal. The concept of the general will,
          first promoted by Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1923), is derived from the metaphysical principle of reason. It is
          sometimes characterized as akin to the absolute Truth where every deviation from reason constitutes an
          opposition to the Truth that proper reasoning would reveal. In this way, the general will is bigger that the
          will of all and can act against an individual as property owner in the name of the benefits that will accrue
          to the social good. In this way, the property basis of Locke’s social contract is reduced and becomes
          secondary to social welfare when the two are in contradiction.
        


        
          The general will is shaped as a particular ideology of the society by the ruling party coalition within
          European democracies. The winning party of the elections defines the prevailing national ideology. General
          will is the outcome of the political decisions about the shape of the society and the country as a whole.
          Political parties with different ideologies are competing for power and, consequently, for shaping the
          general will. This is why high culture is one of the expressions of the general will as well. The general
          will influences what the Ministry of Culture defines as important for the national culture and therefore what
          is eligible to get state funding. On the other hand, the United States does not have a Department of Culture
          subject to the influence of shifting political winds, thereby potentially revealing the fictive nature of the
          universalism set out in the Constitution. The only thing imposed is the system itself and its benefits, which
          allow the concepts of the American Way of Life, the Land of Opportunity, and the American dream to act as a
          permanent cultural expression of national purpose. This arrangement is compatible, and indeed necessary, for
          the system of laissez-faire economics because it provides opportunity and hope but does not guarantee
          anything. Richard Hofstadter framed this similarly to James Truslow Adams:
        


        
          
            The sanctity of private property, the right of the individual to dispose of and invest it, the value of
            opportunity, and the natural evolution of self-interest and self-assertion, within broad legal limits, into
            a beneficent social order have been staple tenets of the central faith in American political ideologies.
          


          
            (Hofstadter 1989, xxxvii)
          

        


        


        
          Many European countries went through the same kind of revolution as in France, whereas no European nations so
          fully accommodated their structure of government to laissez-faire capitalism as in the United States.
          There were many system changes from monarchy to the republic, but no European nations were severing ties with
          an oppressive external ruler in the manner in which the English colonies seceded from the British monarchy.
          In Europe, the new nation-states needed an ideological and conceptual justification for the transition from
          feudal and smaller-scale economies into the new national political economies while at the same time
          eliminating monarchical control and establishing a new basis for social cohesion. In the United States, the
          political system accommodated, and thereby justified and legitimated, the dominance of the capitalist
          economy. The capitalist economy, incorporated silently through the creation of the national federation, still
          required a mechanism to inspire and engage the energies of Americans within the capitalist frame of the
          economic system. In essence, “Americans became the purest advocates of a European idea, later partially
          abandoned by Europeans themselves, as they begin to rein in private property rights with a commitment to
          socialist reforms” (Rifkin 2004, 134). Rifkin, too, explains this crucial difference by noting:
        


        
          
            The primary function of the state … is to protect the private property rights of its citizens. Europe
            created the idea of the states’ new role, only to have second thoughts about the matter when so many of its
            destitute population were systematically left out of the new economic arrangement. Americans, however,
            bought the idea of the states’ new mission from the get-go and never wavered from the view that the primary
            function of the government is to safeguard the private property holdings of the people.
          


          
            (134)
          

        


        
          This is why Jean Baudrillard can claim that Americans “are closer to the models of thought of the eighteenth
          century,” because “the social and philosophical nineteenth century did not cross the Atlantic” (Baudrillard
          1989, 90).
        


        
          This difference is clearly visible in the respective constitutions. The United States Constitution is more
          technical than ideological. It is impossible to compare it with European Constitutions because it is not a
          program principally designed for the shaping of a state community, only its institutional framework. It is an
          outline of the political system of checks and balances, where there is almost no mention of the citizen. The
          Bill of Rights, which first enunciated the liberties of the people protected from the state, was added only
          later. The rights that are the basis of property, in contrast, are specified with particularity, so that even
          people can be the property of other people at the time of its adoption and such property rights are held to
          be legal and inviolable.
        


        
          On the other hand, when European nations finally adopted their modern constitutions, there was a conscious
          attention to create strict rules regarding workers, citizens, and economic rights because there was a long
          history of severe inequality that needed to be addressed.
        


        
          
            The idea of a welfare state … was a grand compromise, a way to appease the rising bourgeois class and the
            remaining aristocracy on the one hand, and Europe’s working class and poor on the other hand, the idea of
            private property regime would be upheld in return for a promise that some of the excesses of unbridled
            market capitalism would be redistributed, in the form of government social benefits. The welfare state
            would become a way to balance the books and prevent class divisions from turning into open warfare and
            revolution in the streets.
          


          
            (Rifkin 2004, 149)
          

        


        
          Many European constitutions even begin with mention of the welfare state. The second article of the Slovenian
          constitution is “Slovenia is a state governed by the rule of law and a social state” (SI Const. 1991, Art.
          2). Already in the beginning, an ideological justification for the state is set, thereby obviating the need
          for a complementary cultural legitimation similar to the American dream. The first article of the Italian
          constitution is even clearer: “Italy is a democratic Republic founded on labor” (IT Const. 1947, Art 1).
          Then, in the fourth article goes even further: “The Republic recognises the right of all citizens to work and
          promotes those conditions which render this right effective” (IT Const. 1947, Art. 4). The French
          Constitution starts with “France shall be an indivisible, secular, democratic and social Republic. It shall
          ensure the equality of all citizens before the law, without distinction of origin, race or religion” (FR
          Const. 1958, Art. 1). The German Constitution (called Basic Law) starts with articles on human dignity,
          rights and personal freedoms (DE Const. 1949). The European constitutions thus establish certain rights that
          must be given to citizens and workers. In the American Constitution, there are no articles like this. Even if
          the American dream is founded on work and action, the Constitution does not guarantee protection for the
          workers. This vagueness is possible because in a capitalist economic system based on property ownership there
          are no inherent rights to employment, economic equality, or social support.
        

      

      
        American Dream as an Ideology and as a Creed


        
          This why Hofstadter (1962) can make the following entry:
        


        
          
            In earlier days, after all, it had been our fate as a nation not to have ideologies but to be one. As
            European antagonisms withered and lost their meaning on American soil in the eighteenth and nineteenth
            centuries, the new nation came to be conceived not as sharing the ideologies which had grown out of these
            antagonisms but as offering an alternative to them, as demonstrating that a gift for compromise and plain
            dealing, a preference for hard work and common sense, were better and more practical than commitments to
            broad and divisive abstractions.
          


          
            (43)
          

        


        
          The concept of America as an ideology defined by the American dream means that there is no place for the
          confrontation of different ideologies. We can even doubt if the term ideology is appropriate for this use.
          This American ideology is according to Hofstadter the ideology of work, compromise, business, and common
          sense. Ideas in the US regarding economics and political power are not truly “shared” because the American
          system is not based on sharing; rather it is based on competing. Ideas can only be bused as weapons in this
          kind of system. One can use ideas to batter one’s opponent and “win the day,” but since competitive
          individualism is the basis for economic survival, sharing of anything is antithetical to “the American way of
          life,” which is purely based on individual self-interest.
        


        
          The tension between American ideals expressed in the Declaration of Independence, the American dream, and the
          underlying dynamics of a capitalist economy have been the source for continuous restatements of the American
          myth, which evolved into the idea of the American creed. Swedish economist Gunnar Myrdal et al. (1944)
          described the creed as “liberty, equality, justice and fair opportunity for everybody,” to which he added
          that an American is “actually also a good Christian and honestly devoted to the ideals of human brotherhood
          and the Golden Rule.” Some decades later, Seymour Martin Lipset (1996) described the American creed in five
          concepts: “liberty, egalitarianism, individualism, populism, and laissez-faire.” Egalitarianism, in
          its American meaning, as Tocqueville emphasized, involves equality of opportunity and respect, not of result
          or condition. These values reflect “the absence of feudal structures, monarchies and aristocracies” (19) but
          do not suggest the United States will be a guarantor of the average man’s (or woman’s) welfare. As
          Tocqueville emphasized, individualism—that most American of character traits—facilitated the pursuit of
          unregulated self-interest that typifies the lowest common understanding of the American dream to this day and
          fits neatly with laissez-faire capitalism by providing the platform necessary to elevate individual
          welfare over social welfare that the American system exalts (Tocqueville 1954b, 104–13). The American creed
          must be adopted by everybody that wants to become American because it is at the heart of the American nation.
        


        
          The concept of the American dream is the belief in this kind of creed. It is an optimistic, idealized
          conception of America as a belief in a better tomorrow, a belief that complements the purely economic and
          political organization of the country. The American dream is popular because the American creed allows
          Americans to understand themselves as a special nation because their identity is connected with certain
          principles and beliefs, not merely with a specific land (Huntington 2004, 47). “The ordinary American is the
          opposite of a cynic. He is on average more of a believer and defender of the faith in humanity than the rest
          of the Occidentals. It is a relative[ly] important matter to him” (Myrdal et al. 1944, xlvi). It is very
          similar to any other religious denomination. “America, compared to every other country in Western
          civilization, large or small, has the most explicitly expressed system of general ideals in reference
          to human interrelations” (Myrdal et al. 1944, 3, emphasis in original).
        

      

      
        Conclusion


        
          The Founding Fathers were searching for a way to gain independence from their home nation but at the same
          time to preserve all the advantages without unneeded restrictions of their new status. The principles on
          which they based their difference from the monarchy were intended to be universal. They understood this
          approach would cut the United States off from the historical burden as a means to fully live free without
          restrictions. The constitutional framework created enshrined property ownership and capitalist economic
          exchange as the foundation on which the universal-istic ideals of liberty and equality rested in uneasy
          tension. The universality of capitalist economic exchange, when combined with liberty and equality, is always
          revolutionary. The antidote that is needed is a cultural legitimation that will offer stability: the American
          dream. “The business of politics—so the creed runs—is to protect this competitive world, to foster it on
          occasion, to patch up its incidental abuses, but not to cripple it with a plan for common collective action”
          (Hofstadter 1989, xxxvii). This is the purpose and effect of the American dream, a myth that served no
          purpose in the European context; a myth that James Truslow Adams believed was the greatest American gift to
          the mankind.
        

      

      
        Notes


        
          1 Observing from today, it is almost ironic that Adams used the phrase Great Society for a
          collaboration between all the social groups without the interference of a governement if we take in
          consideration how the same phrase was used by president Lyndon Johnson three decades later for an even bigger
          spending program and restructuration of the society as the New Deal itself.
        


        
          2 The UK does not have a written constitution but rather has a set of documents which announce the
          principles that collectively form the foundation of British government. They provide, among other things, the
          freedom of speech in the parliament and free elections, the right to a fair trial and against cruel
          punishment, a ban on king’s alteration of law and a ban on a standing army without the consent of the
          parliament, and last but not least, the right to taxation only with representation, which was one of the main
          slogans of the American Revolution.
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        The American dream has become a staple of American culture since its formal introduction by James Truslow Adams
        in his popular history of the United States, The Epic of America, in 1931. Although many of the tenets
        that inform our notion of the American dream precede Adams’s paean to the American experience, it was not until
        Adams developed his optimistic definition of the American dream that the concept took hold and flourished. In
        recent decades, though, the concept has not, at times, aged gracefully. Indeed, although Adams was generous in
        his portrayal of United States’ history and optimistic about the United States’ future even while writing well
        into the Great Depression, even he acknowledged some misgivings, especially about American materialism. Still,
        he minimized materialism’s impact, noting,
      


      
        
          While thus occupied with material conquest and upbuilding, we did not wholly lose the vision of something
          nobler. If we hastened after the pot of gold, we also saw the rainbow itself, and felt that it promised, as
          of old, a hope for mankind.
        


        
          (Adams 1933, 316)
        

      


      
        As this quotation alludes, and as his discussion over a number of pages makes clear, Adams envisioned the
        American dream as the United States’ most notable accomplishment. He has been proven correct in at least one
        regard: the concept’s vitality and longevity, nearly ninety years later, attests to the phrase’s rhetorical
        resonance, if to nothing else. However, its success as a compact expression of American values raises the
        question: what is it that has sustained the idea of the American dream as a central metaphor for our nation’s
        aspirations for so long?
      


      
        To begin, it is worth taking a moment to review Adams’s definition of the American dream. After quickly
        summarizing the United States’ greatest achievements in science, medicine, humanitarian aims, justice,
        literature, and drama, Adams saved his most positive remarks for what he considered an even nobler form of
        contribution to the world. He wrote:
      


      
        
          But, after all, many of these things are not new, and if they were all the contributions America were to
          make, she would have meant only a place for more people, a spawning ground for more millions of the human
          species …
        


        
          If, as I have said, the things already listed were all we had to contribute America would have made no
          distinctive and unique contribution to mankind. But there has also been the American dream, that dream
          of a land in which life should be better and richer and fuller for every man, with opportunity for each
          according to his ability or achievement … It is not a dream of motor cars and high wages merely, but a dream
          of a social order in which each man and each woman shall be able to attain the fullest stature of which they
          are innately capable, and be recognized by others for what they are, regardless of the fortuitous
          circumstances of their birth or position.
        


        
          (317; emphasis original)
        

      


      
        Adams’s enthusiasm for his theme is so powerful that he cannot help repeating himself less than a page later.
      


      
        
          No, the American Dream that has lured tens of millions of all nations to our shores in the past century has
          not been a dream of merely material plenty, though that has no doubt counted heavily. It has been much more
          than that. It has been a dream of being able to grow to the fullest development as man and woman, unhampered
          by the barriers which had slowly been erected in older civilizations, unimpressed by social orders that had
          developed for the benefit of classes rather than for the simple human being of any and every class. And that
          dream has been realized more fully in actual life here than anywhere else, though very imperfectly even among
          ourselves.
        


        
          (318)
        

      


      
        United States history offers a stubborn and often troubling narrative, however, and Adams, to his credit, does
        not entirely shy away from acknowledging the problem that history presents for his idealist conception of the
        American dream he offers. Adams comments,
      


      
        
          We have already tried to show how some of the scars were obtained; how it was that we came to insist upon
          business and money-making and material improvements as good in themselves; how they took on the aspects of
          moral values; how we came to consider an unthinking optimism essential; how we refused to look at the seamy
          and sordid realities of any situation in which we found ourselves; how we regarded criticism as obstructive
          and dangerous for our new communities; how we came to think manners undemocratic; and a cultivated mind a
          hindrance to success, a sign of inefficient effeminacy; how size and statistics of material development came
          to be more important in our eyes that quality and spiritual values; how, in the ever-shifting advance of the
          frontier we came to lose sight of the past in hopes for the future; how we forgot to live, in the
          struggle to “make a living”; how our education tended to become utilitarian and aimless; and how our
          unfortunate traits only too notable today were developed.
        


        
          (318–19)
        

      


      


      
        Writing in the midst of the Great Depression, the question for Adams of whether the American dream could
        survive was not merely an economic one but a moral issue. With respect to the economic crisis that then
        confronted the United States, Adams—like the essence of the American dream itself—took an optimistic view,
        noting, “From the material standpoint, it is probable that the extreme depression will pass in a year or two,
        barring social and political overturn in some countries, which might delay recovery” (318). Of course, Adams
        was wrong in this regard; it took another eight years and the run-up to a World War to jump start the US
        economy. For Adams, though, “the chief factor in how we shall meet either [a renewed furious economic pace or a
        marked slowing down of the economic machine] is that of the American mind” (318). Thus, disdaining to elevate
        the Depression-era debate over the need for a national high-wage scale to lift working men and women out of
        their misery, Adams criticized the debate for its failure to advance the notion for its beneficial effect in
        creating better men and women rather than merely the effect it might produce in helping Americans consume more.
        He noted, “[Americans] are goaded by every possible method of pressure or cajolery to spend his [or her] wages
        in consuming goods … instead of indulging in pleasures which do not cost money” (324). Adams, concerned that
        the American dream was being distorted by a one-sided emphasis on economic success, concluded, “[the American
        working man], like the rest of us, thus appears to be getting into a treadmill in which he earns, not that he
        may enjoy, but that he may spend, in order that the owners of factories may grow richer” (324).
      


      
        Adams had a great deal more to say about the American dream. Indeed, his discussion of the American dream
        dominates the epilogue to his book, leaving little room to discuss anything else. Yet, what Adams does not say
        is as instructive, perhaps, as what he does say. One of the things missing from his extended commentary is an
        emphasis on upward mobility, which has in many respects become synonymous for many with the meaning of the
        American dream. True, Adams does say that it is the American dream of a land of opportunity that has lured
        millions to the shores of the United States in the hope that they, too, can prosper. However, statements like
        this one are more accurately characterized as a desire for economic betterment but not necessarily upward
        social mobility and, more especially, not a yearning for upward social mobility across generations. Although
        analytically quite different, the two are frequently conflated.
      


      
        Jennifer Hochschild (1995), well aware of Adams’s definition of the American dream, analyzed its common meaning
        to Americans some sixty years later. Her redefinition, based on many sources of evidence, suggested that the
        American dream could best be understood as a series of interrelated tenets about achieving success (1995, 15).
        Success, as Americans understood it in relation to the American dream, consisted, she said, of attaining a
        prestigious job, a high income, or economic security (15). Moreover, as a universalistic proposition,
        Hochschild noted that the American dream is both available to all and, indeed, a call to all Americans to try
        to achieve it (16). Hochschild found that Americans believed they should do so according to the ethic of hard
        work by applying themselves with diligence, economy, and integrity and, should they do so, the Dream suggests
        they can “reasonably anticipate” achieving the success they seek (16, 19–21). Hochschild’s restatement of the
        contemporary meaning that Americans attribute to the American dream is important because it eliminates Adams’s
        emphasis on living a life that is “better and richer and fuller” and substitutes in its place what is called
        “the success ethic,” and especially one defined largely in pecuniary terms, although Hochschild also has
        language later in her book that seems to offer a differently defined “better way of life” approach. The issue
        of definition, and redefinition, of the American dream must remain at the heart of our inquiry.
      


      
        Initially, on must observe there is a qualitative difference between having enough to live, and wishing to live
        a little better so as to survive comfortably, and having more and more and still more. The many millions who
        were lured to the United States by the American dream due to the United States’ reputation as a land of
        opportunity prior to the time Adams wrote came largely from impoverished regions in those European countries
        that were themselves suffering from depressed economies. There is plenty of available evidence to support this
        history. As one example, the letters accumulated and published by W.I. Thomas and Florian Znaniecki in their
        seminal The Polish Peasant in Europe and America [orig. 5 vol., 2018–20] (Thomas, Znaniecki, and
        Zaretsky 1984) testify to the profound structural and economic transformation that Polish society underwent
        toward the end of the nineteenth century. During those decades a substantial percentage of the peasantry
        abandoned the over-burdened and underproductive lands that had been the basis for Polish rural society for
        centuries. While some Polish peasants emigrated from the countryside to the cities, the principal exodus was to
        the United States and urban centers like Chicago. Given that the Polish peasant sons who immigrated to the
        United States were leaving a depleted and economically depressed setting, it is not all that surprising that
        those who immigrated between 1880 and 1910 could find more remunerative work, and thus could do better
        economically, in the urban, industrial, capitalist United States of that era (Hauhart 2016, 40). This external
        migrant experience of achieving relative economic success when compared to impoverishment is quite different
        from embracing the American dream as promising substantial economic and/or social mobility from one class to
        another within an established social and economic order.
      


      
        One way of thinking about the immigrant hordes from Europe who drove the wave to US shores between 1880 and
        1920 is to characterize it, quite accurately, as inspired by circumstances amounting to social and economic
        desperation. As the letters in The Polish Peasant attest, the old order in Poland was disintegrating at
        the end of the nineteenth century after one hundred years of partition between Germany and Russia. Political
        uncertainty, poor agricultural prices, and the corresponding reduction in the viability of sustaining the
        traditional way of life in rural villages exacerbated the emigrant exodus. Many accounts of contemporary
        immigration to the United States today sound equally motivated by desperate circumstances, although the exact
        nature of the desperation has changed. Still, the social psychological effect does not change: the more
        oppressive or dire the circumstances one faces in a foreign land, the greater the lure of an imagined land of
        opportunity in the United States. It is an equation that historically has been difficult to resist and may
        constitute one of the principal reasons that the American dream has been able to withstand the disappointments
        that reliance on its promise often entails.
      


      
        Many of the letters sent home to Poland that appear in The Polish Peasant are able to share relative
        good news about their authors’ good prospects in the United States. Such reports naturally make the “land of
        opportunity” sound attractive and the American dream attainable. In many eras, however, the prospects for
        immigrants entering the United States have been less than wholly positive. Indeed, for some the actual
        experience of migrating has been tragic, nearly catastrophic, yet the lure and resilience of the American dream
        often seems unaffected. The same is true for native-born Americans as well, many of whom do not prosper and
        many of whom never will. How can the persuasiveness, rhetorical appeal, and longevity of the American dream in
        the face of disappointment and failure be explained?
      


      
        One recent example of the recurrent American dream phenomenon and its vitality in the face of daunting
        immigrant experiences can be found in stories of Guatemalans from the rural highlands. As Blitzer (2019a)
        reports in the New York Times in April 2019, the lure of the United States for Guatemalans is strong,
        with more than three hundred leaving to make the long trek overland to the US border each week. At the same
        time, the hazards and costs are high. Blitzer notes that of those from Guatemala who try to cross the border
        illegally, about two thirds are arrested and deported by Mexican and American immigration authorities. The
        costs that Guatemalans face do not end with their failed effort to cross successfully. Elias Lopez, 18, worked
        two jobs (one in construction and a second harvesting vegetables) in 2014 before his first attempt to cross
        illegally. Human smugglers at that time charged the equivalent of twelve thousand dollars (90,000 quetzales).
        Lopez, short of the amount needed, was able to secure a loan for 55,000 quetzales and make the journey, but
        only by mortgaging the land on which his family grew their food. Lopez thought he would be able to pay off the
        loan once he made it to the United States (Blitzer 2019a).
      


      
        Lopez’s 2014 attempt to cross ended tragically. He and a friend navigated the journey through Mexico
        successfully. As they approached the final leg of the trip to the US border, however, their smuggler began
        acting suspiciously. Eventually he disappeared entirely, leaving them alone in the desert, without food or
        water. Lopez and his friend wandered, lost, for eleven days. His friend grew weak, collapsed, and then died.
        Lopez somehow made it to the border—and then turned himself in to US agents. A month and a half later he was
        deported (Blitzer 2019a).
      


      
        Lopez’s experience could hardly have been worse: the smuggler cheated him; his friend died in his arms; and he
        was unsuccessful in gaining entry to the United States. Still, back in Guatemala, even though Lopez was filled
        with dread about making another trip to try and gain entry to the United States, the lure—finding work and
        getting paid in US dollars—was even greater than before due to the mortgage on his family’s land. Thus, the
        dream of a land of opportunity which would solve Lopez’s economic problems won out and he borrowed another
        85,000 quetzales. He found a different smuggler and tried a route into southern Arizona in November 2018. Lopez
        was apprehended a second time and returned to Guatemala; he owes 150,000 quetzales (about US $19,500) for the
        two failed efforts. Now 23 years old, Lopez picks up work wherever he sees construction and they are hiring.
        When he works he earns 60 quetzales a day (about $8) (Blitzer 2019a).
      


      
        Lopez is not alone. “Tens of thousands of Guatemalans assume debt every year” to pay for smuggler’s fees,
        according to Aracely Martinez, an immigration expert at the Universidad del Valle de Guatemala. While some make
        it to the United States, it still takes time and regular work to pay down loans. One consequence is that loan
        foreclosures and evictions have become more common. People who lose their homes are forced to live wherever
        they can—or keep on trying to reach the land of opportunity. As Richard Lee Johnson, a doctoral candidate at
        the University of Arizona who has been studying Guatemalan migrant indebtedness for the last five years,
        explains, “average migrant debts have climbed so high that a US wage is the only real way to pay them off”
        (Blitzer 2019a). Lopez and his neighbors in the western Guatemalan highlands know all these things, both from
        their own disappointing personal experiences and from watching others. Indeed, even those who successfully make
        it to the United States, find jobs, and have newfound money often fail, but only in a different way.
      


      
        Maria Ileana Ixcoy and her sister own a construction company in rural Guatemala that specializes in cases de
        remesas—that is, “remittance houses.” Guatemalans and other migrants who successfully gain entry to the
        United States are the source of these remittances sent home—remittances amounted to a billion dollars to
        Guatemala last year alone, according to one estimate (Blitzer 2019b). Yet, while many remittance houses now
        shelter families or remain under construction, Blitzer (2019b) reports that many remain only half built,
        showing no recent progress, or have been abandoned altogether. In short, even initial success in emigrating
        does not insure continued success, another reminder of the disappointment that can accompany any attempt to
        achieve the American dream. Yet, as these stories show and the entire history of the American dream foretells,
        the Dream lives on even in the face of disappointment, loss, and defeat. What is the explanation?
      


      
        By highlighting these stories of immigrants seeking to gain entry to the United States to escape poverty and
        achieve economic betterment, I do not mean to overlook the many migrants from Central America, or elsewhere,
        who are fleeing gang violence, sexual abuse, and death threats (Shear, Jordan, and Fernandez 2019). In
        analyzing the American dream, though, the lure of economic opportunity has always been a central theme and
        remains the primary motivation for many who wish to come to the United States—just as the lure drives many
        native-born Americans to attend college, trade schools, or join the military. Indeed, as a purely historical
        matter, economic betterment would seem to be a central focus of the American dream (Hauhart 2016, 2–5; 39–41;
        214). Thus, if we intend to explain the American dream’s persistence as an iconic American myth in the light of
        the often disappointing results seekers experience, we will need to take this theme into account. Fortunately,
        a different folk-myth, from a different part of the world and from a wholly different cultural context, might
        offer us some insight in creating a better understanding of the persistence of the American dream.
      


      
        Cargo cult movements originated in the South Pacific, principally Melanesia, at different periods and in
        different places over the last 150 years. These movements were a form of (quasi-religious) millennialism in
        which a people look forward to an anticipated “golden age” or “paradise on earth” forthcoming (Lindstrom 1996,
        85; Sillitoe 2000, 181). The movements were dubbed “cargo cults” because a central motivating belief, expressed
        in pidgin English within these cults, was that the native societies that embraced the movements hoped to
        obtain the things that Westerners so obviously valued—material things (that is “cargo”)—through semi-religious,
        ritualized means (that is, cult-like activity) (Errington and Gewertz 2004, 24). Although cargo cult movements
        have been identified as arising in New Guinea, as one example, as early at 1871 (Lawrence 1967, 62–68),
        movements that arose after World War II have elicited some of the most intensive analysis due to both their
        contemporaneity and the degree of contact between Westerners and native societies that World War II inspired in
        the region (Lawrence 1967, 3).
      


      
        The origin of cargo cult movements arises from historical events. When Westerners began arriving in remote
        places like Papua New Guinea, they brought with them, as Sillitoe (2000, 181) characterizes it, “astounding
        technological know-how, material goods and an apparently irresistible political order.” They thereupon
        encountered native societies that had not appreciably changed, whether in material terms or intellectual ones,
        with largely stationary economies, over many centuries. Indigenous peoples, quickly seeing the advantages of
        innovations such as steel tools and the benefits of tinned meat, cotton cloth, and tinned tobacco, (Lawrence
        1967, 3) quite understandably hoped to acquire these things. Yet, bereft of the knowledge of how these items
        were manufactured and not appreciating the concepts of commercial trade, profit, saving, and reinvestment
        (10–11), indigenous peoples were forced to try and explain the appearance of “cargo” in the hands of Westerners
        through their own terms. They did so in the manner in which they explained most inexplicable things in their
        world—that is, through traditional religion. Arguably, the manner in which Americans explain the American
        dream, and associated concepts like credentialism and meritocracy, shares many elements with the explanations
        native societies offered for Westerners’ possession of valuable “cargo.”
      


      
        Several of the circumstantial elements found in cargo cult movements are worth noting with respect to their
        possible applicability to the American dream myth. First, cargo cults typically arose at times (or just after
        those periods) when there were obvious tension and friction between Westerners and indigenous peoples. For
        example, the German administration of various districts in Papua New Guinea was exploitative and treated the
        local people harshly in many instances (37–44; Worsley 1970, 109). This caused resentment (107) and influenced
        the form that cargo cult myths adopted. Often, the cargo prophets would proclaim dead ancestors would accompany
        the cargo brought for the villagers and the Westerners would either leave or be vanquished and killed. (The
        same was true, whether to the same or lesser degree, under the successive control of the Australians, Japanese,
        and the Australians and Americans jointly after World War II.) The Christian missions often fostered the same
        resentment through their policies. The Americans, however, influenced the renewal of cargo movements on a
        different ground as well: the Americans brought so much cargo that the indigenous people could do little but
        lust after it! (See Worsley 1970, 155.)
      


      
        Second, the cargo cult prophecies—which by their nature do not come true—appear to survive, and recurrently
        reappear, in the same manner that all faith-based, prophetic movements do, whose prophecies likewise fail.
        Thus, it was common for the local population to interpret events optimistically as a foretaste of the
        anticipated delivery of cargo in mass amounts to them that would usher in the millennium. When the Americans
        attacked Biak in 1944 and easily defeated the 5,000 Japanese soldiers there, the local people watched—just as
        prophesied—as American ships and landing craft deposited piles of war material and crates of food on the beach.
        The local people received food as well as guns to hunt down Japanese who had not surrendered. This could easily
        be understood, if one wanted, as an “early down payment” of the torrent of goods that would soon descend upon
        them. When Americans began to clear an area for a US Navy base at Miok Wundi, the goods and stores plainly
        obvious in the process appeared as another confirmation that the cargo would soon be theirs. The local people
        began to sing, as they paddled their canoes, “When the Americans go, all will be ours” (154). Similarly, the
        successive domination of native regions by the Australians, the anticipated return of the Germans, and
        especially the invasion by the Japanese in WWII inspired new hope each time that the most recent wave of
        Westerners were the bringers of cargo long expected (129). After reviewing dozens of instances of cargo cult
        disappointment and renewal, Worsley (131) observes, “The persistence of these movements in Buka shows that mere
        failure of a prophecy is no assurance that a cult will lose its hold on people.” Making the point more
        explicit, Worsley (131) notes, “A particular failure could be admitted without undermining the belief that
        other movements and other rituals might hold the key to the Cargo.” The non-arrival of the ancestors bearing
        the “cargo” desired simply meant that the people had not kept the faith well enough, not conformed to the
        required rituals carefully enough, or not found the proper way to invoke the action of the ancestors on their
        behalf. As Worsley (132) sums up, “To people desperate for some explanation of the irrational and unjust world
        in which they lived, desperate for a solution to their problems,” the fires of Cargo faith were easy to keep
        alive. In short, the intensity of desire enhances the willingness to believe; indeed, it encourages the
        believers to strenuously justify their belief even when the prophecy fails spectacularly and repeatedly.
        Millennial cults in the United States, when faced with the fact that the apocalypse did not occur as promised
        on a certain date, and realizing that life on earth still exists, often simply conclude they had the date
        wrong; the prophet simply chooses a new date; and then the group pins its expectation of annihilation on a new
        day.
      


      
        Sillitoe (2000) has perhaps offered the most comprehensive summary of the various explanations put forward to
        illuminate the dynamics of cargo cults. His discussion reveals many similarities between the structural and
        social conditions that underpin American society’s commitment to the American dream. First, early reports of
        cargo cult activity commented on the seeming stress and social anomie induced by the rapid social change
        confronting these primitive societies as a catalyst (2000, 189). Anthropologists noted that the traditional
        ways of life, religion, and language did not offer indigenous peoples a guide for how to handle this novel
        intrusion by an alien culture. Arguably, local people sought security in an explanation that was comforting;
        one that would protect them in the face of confusion, anxiety, and severe social vertigo. The frenzy induced by
        the normlessness of radical change permits the traditional ways—which are under severe challenge—to be
        modified, even swept away, and psychological accommodation to the new, and seemingly inevitable dominant
        culture, accepted. Instead of a myth, or set of myths, attuned to a static and unchanging society, the cargo
        cult explanation offers a new myth that incorporates some of the most visible effects of change into a
        narrative that the indigenous people can embrace. Arguably, the American dream myth addresses similar
        stress-inducing conditions in American society, where constant competition and continuous change are the
        concomitants of individualism and capitalism. Since every competition constitutes a loss for someone, a
        comforting myth is as necessary for Americans as for Melanesians. It is comforting to believe that whatever
        turmoil and strife one has endured and whatever effort has been expended, it will “pay off” in the end.
        Melanesians will get their “cargo”; Americans will attain the American dream.
      


      
        A further distinctive feature of these movements that demands our attention is the fact the entire ideological
        complex, regardless of its genesis, centers on the material world but acquires an abstract, ontological
        explanation. This, too, is analogous to the justifications required to prop up the American dream myth. With
        respect to cargo cults, the [invading] Westerners brought along many cultural predispositions and practices in
        addition to tons of weaponry, steel implements, clothing, useful household items and bric-a-brac, building
        materials, transport vehicles, and so forth. Why, then, the focus on materialism? Anthropological explanations
        address two features of the native peoples’ situation. On the one hand, the material brought by Westerners was
        useful and made improvements to native life; hence, it was valued. At the same time, these material goods were
        difficult to obtain, and this increased the intensity of desire for “cargo” to the point of unrestrained envy
        (189). On the other hand, the presence of the Westerners themselves, and particularly their habit of forbidding
        and punishing many traditional behaviors and customs, inspired resistance, resentment, and anger among the
        native peoples (192). These negative emotions had to be repressed due to the need to work for the Western
        intruders, which led to the form of many of the myths, which often concluded with the Europeans being killed or
        driven away (even as the valuable cargo they brought would remain). The American dream’s routine attachment to
        materialism in many of its manifestations can be seen as arising from the same desire. The material benefits of
        American society are an unalloyed good, which Americans recognize just as native peoples do; the subordination
        to the capitalist competitiveness that comes along with them, though, is an unavoidable evil that must be
        endured to get the goods, much like the presence of Westerners in New Guinea had to be endured.
      


      
        A better explanation of why competitive American society in its present form must be endured is needed
        though. Here, the American dream steps in to offer an explanation, buttressed by obvious social features like
        meritocracy and acquisitive credentialism. As Americans understand by this time, credentials are especially
        useful. While a purely symbolic social construct, credentials are arguably very like material goods once you
        possess them: they last. Moreover, just like material goods you can use them to make life better. Finally, the
        owners or holders of credentials don’t really need contact with, nor does one need to listen to, those who
        bestowed the credentials once they are distributed. Thus, those who administer the meritocracy can be disposed
        of, as if driven away like Westerners in the cargo cult myths, once one has “the goods.” In the end, having
        obtained the material goods or the credentials, one can live in paradise while, at the very same time, one can
        return to normal life, unbothered by the tedious “others” who delivered the valuables. Melanesians need not
        relinquish the desire for more “cargo” (nor one’s traditional customs). By analogy, Americans need not disavow
        continuing efforts to achieve abstract success nor must they give up on further American dreams. Like Papua New
        Guineans, Americans, too, can keep their traditional customs.
      


      
        Third, credentialism as a process within the context of the American dream is also very much like ritual
        practice within cargo cult movements. As Lawrence and Meggitt (1972, 21) in their introduction observe, the
        cargo cults’ “new social formations … [were founded] on the belief that careful enactment of systematic
        religious ritual would provide the people with the white man’s goods.” Credentialists in modern Western
        capitalism likewise believe that slavish adherence to credentialing requirements (careful enactment of
        systematic ritual) will ultimately produce the symbolic approval of a distant and unknowable deity, thereby in
        turn producing the goods (i.e., the career or job). This hope or belief is the rock-bottom premise of all
        renunciatory credentialing schemes in modern societies. Are the Ngaing of the Rai coast of Papua New Guinea
        less rational than US students who count on a bachelor’s degree to deliver the goods? The Ngaing merely
        substitute submission to Western church services and new taboos (against polygyny and sorcery, for example) as
        the series of prescribed actions that will bring them cargo (Lawrence 1972, 221). Is toting up college credits
        in order to live the American dream appreciably different?
      


      
        All of these explanations usefully converge, moreover. The traditional belief systems are combined easily with
        explanations of cargo cult myths that focus on tensions over status that pervaded the historically based
        interactions between Westerners and natives (Sillitoe 2000, 193). As Errington and Gewertz (2004, 7–8, 24–25)
        argue, it would be a mistake to focus on the materialism when what it represents is the Papuan New Guineans’
        deep resentment over their colonial treatment over many decades and their fervent desire to be treated by
        Westerners with respect. It makes sense that if native peoples were given or otherwise acquired “cargo,” which
        Westerners valued, it would show that they, too, were valued in Western eyes. Traditional ritual, a powerful
        force in Papuan New Guineans’ lives in other circumstances, should facilitate this outcome here, too. Likewise,
        the American dream myth’s focus on opportunity to achieve is constructed and poised to minimize the tension and
        pains of constant competitiveness that everyday American society engenders. Achieving pecuniary success in the
        United States through the dint of hard work, frugal economy, and focused pursuit will eliminate the tension and
        frustrations, as the myth promises; at the end is a paradise on earth, almost indistinguishable from the
        idealized future held by the cargo cult movements and eerily like the rewards of the Protestant ethic (Weber
        1988). The cargo cult’s core belief that someday in the distant future a wealth of cargo will arrive, and life
        will become easier and more refined, is a statement of their desire just as the American dream is a statement
        of Americans’ desires. The “cargo” the native people wish to acquire is merely symbolic of the deeper wishes
        (Sillitoe 2000, 194). Likewise, the success myth version of the American dream, the engine that drives
        competitive United States society, focused as it is on money, prestige, and economic security, is also
        symbolic. Both myths dutifully ignore reality: the cargo cult myth out of lack of information,
        misunderstanding, and adherence to traditional explanations and the American dream myth out of the determined
        denial to acknowledge the actual realities of structural inequality and unfairness that permeate US society. If
        we believe strongly enough, though, everyone in the United States has the opportunity to succeed, and this is a
        notion that can inspire unity even as the competitiveness and structural unfairness of US society undermine it.
      


      
        This brings me to a final, shared feature of cargo cult movements and the American dream, perhaps the most
        important one. That is the quality of hope intrinsic to both. The hope is of two kinds: individual and
        collective. Thus, it is easy to see why acquiring modern material goods (“cargo”) could be a hope shared by
        individual Melanesians and the community as a whole. Likewise, the American dream of prospering through
        achievement opportunities equally shared by all Americans could constitute both an individual and collective
        expression of hope. Merton (1979, 86) emphasized the importance of this understanding of the nature of cargo
        cults when he wrote, “The deeper function of a Cargo Cult, then, is not to get cargo, but rather to bring a
        community together.” Chasing the American dream, likewise, is not actually about catching and obtaining the
        American dream, whatever that may be; rather, it is about being an American and sharing the hope that the
        United States might actually be a land of opportunity open to all, even though many obvious factors suggest
        that is not true. Hope, however, presupposes spatialized time, in which there is a chronological past, present,
        and future. The past is past; the present is upon us; but the future is not extant; rather it is a vague
        glimmer, nebulous and ephemeral, to be filled—Americans hope—with something more akin to what we desire than
        what we have experienced. If we are Melanesian, mistreated by wealthy, intrusive Westerners who flaunt their
        advanced materialism while disrespecting our land, our traditions, and our religion, we imagine—and hope for—a
        future filled with “cargo” and hope to receive a share in the respect Westerners reserve for other white men.
        If we live in the United States, we might hope for a day, as James Truslow Adams did, when every American will
        have the opportunity to live a better and richer and fuller life, or today we might hope to become enough of a
        success and leave the everyday grubbing for dollars behind.
      


      
        Conclusion


        
          Lakoff and Johnson (2003, 6) contend in their influential 1980 book, Metaphors We Live By, that human
          thought processes are largely metaphorical. Crapanzano (2004, 235) notes that hope is an attitude that by
          definition must arise from the individual. Yet he reminds us that collective hopes exist, too, simply by
          metaphorical extension. The American dream is a figure of speech. It is a shorthand phrase not literally
          applicable to anything since its meaning is entirely dependent on the definition we give to it. That
          definition has changed repeatedly—and continues to change—according to the speaker or writer using the
          phrase. We understand this—until we actually begin to speak about the American dream. Hochschild (1995,
          16–21), who identified a handful of tenets about success that Americans collectively use to define the
          American dream for themselves, noted that there were conceptual flaws in this common understanding (26–38).
          She concluded that the American dream “has an evocative resonance greater than the sum of its parts” (24).
          Still, we often act as though the iconic phrase is not representative or symbolic of something else but is
          something we can observe or touch or attain, measuring it as we might measure any tangible object.
        


        
          Based upon intense hope, very much like the hope possessed by cargo cult movements of the South Pacific, we
          delude ourselves based on our lack of knowledge and self-awareness. As the Melanesians seek “cargo,” wrongly
          attributing its means of acquisition to fantastic and magical processes which only the white men know, we
          hanker after the American dream, convinced that we can achieve it through competitive accomplishment.
          Burridge, in his book Mambu, writing in 1960, contended that all people participate in “myth-dreams,”
          which he described as community daydreams. As Crapanzano (2004, 239) observes, we might characterize them
          today as collective paradigms—they are a shared store of knowledge, expressing cultural hopes and desires.
          These “myth-dreams”—whether those of the cargo movements or the American dream—are entirely practical—so long
          as they are understood within the cultural space they inhabit. They focus aspiration; they inspire action;
          they unify hope and desire within a cultural context that gives a realistic shape for earthly expression.
          This explains the myth that is the American dream. It persists because it gives shape to hope, a narrative
          for action, a role for Americans to play. The only danger lies in believing it too literally.
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