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Sullivan 1 The Great Myth of America Sean M. Sullivan R. Spruce-Veatch ENGWR 300 12 February 2006 America is a great force for freedom and prosperity. Yet our greatness is not measured in power or luxuries, but by who we are and how we treat one another. So we strive to be a compassionate, decent, hopeful society. President George W. Bush The State of the Union 2006 In the great mythos of American society, the American Dream holds considerable power in the imaginations of people all around the globe. People view this country as the very model of success and happiness. It is the proverbial land of milk and honey. As President Bush stated, “For people everywhere, the United States is a partner for a better life.” (Bush 2006) This optimism does not ring true when examined in the light of geopolitical and economic realities. Here at the beginning of the twenty-first century, America’s “great force for freedom and prosperity” has resulted in the growing specter of terrorism, and a wave of warfare and violence that touches almost every country. Globalization and anti-regulatory governmental policies have created a reconcentration of income and wealth in the United States, where corporations and executives are raking in record profits and income. (Krugman) The American Dream has become the elusive symbol of a dysfunctional society where wealth, power, and politics exploit families and communities, while the government fails to protect the American worker from greedy corporate interests. The American Dream is the very foundation of the mythos of our society. It is pervasive, surrounding us in all aspects of popular culture, art, politics, economics, and



Sullivan 2 our education system. For example, Horatio Alger, a 19th century writer, taught this ideal in the form of allegories in which young heroes went from rags to riches through hard work, persistence, initiative, and daring. (Dalton 304) Characters such as the young Dick Hunter, in Alger’s story “Ragged Dick,” taught us how to get ahead through hard work and cultivating the appropriate image in society. Through a daring act of courage and saving the life of a drowning boy, the young hero was rewarded by the boy’s father and elevated from a street boy to a clerkship in a counting-room. (Alger 301) We might be tempted to dismiss such stories as simplistic tales geared to inspire an audience from a simpler time; however, we would be overlooking an important function of these myths vis-à-vis fundamental values of the American ethos. Anthropologists have long argued that myths are a vital ingredient of human civilization. They provide a necessary framework of faith and moral wisdom that a society can transmit from one generation to the next. (Malinowski 101) For the American mythos, these ideals as written by Alger, have formed the basis of the our view of the individual self. His myth conveys three basic messages: each of us is judged solely on our own merits, we all have fair opportunity to develop these merits, and in the end we will be recognized and rewarded for our merits. (Dalton 304) At first glance, we might assume that the American Dream is a positive ideal that instills a drive in each of us to become a productive member of society. The story that is told is rooted in the ideas of the men who framed the U.S. Constitution, a democracy where all voices are heard, a government of the people, by the people, and for the people. The implication here is a more egalitarian society where all people are treated equally, fairly, and by their merits.



Sullivan 3 Therefore, people can simply lift themselves up and through hard work and personal merit, become successful. (Dalton 309) Upon a deeper examination of the facts, we find that the American Dream does not function in the manner we have been taught to believe. As Dalton points out regarding the Alger myth, “it suggests that success in life has nothing to do with pedigree, race, class background, gender, national origin, sexual orientation – in short, with anything beyond our individual control.” (Dalton 304) Social conservatives argue that there are plenty of examples of individuals who pulled themselves up by their bootstraps and made it. Others take a more inclusive approach by talking about the great middle class with the intention of erasing the socioeconomic differences of a stratified society, avoiding any mention of conflict or exploitation. (Mantsios 332) According to Mantsios, these beliefs are predicated on four myths. First, the United States is basically a classless society. Second, we are a middle class nation whereby most Americans have achieved some level of affluence. Third, we are all getting richer, and the American public as a whole is moving up the economic ladder. Finally, everyone has an equal chance to succeed in our society. (Mantsios 333) Economic statistics tell a different story. In 1967, the top fifth of the households earned 43.8% of the national income, while the bottom fifth earned only 4%. By 2003, the top fifth of the households earned 49.8%, compared to the bottom fifth who earned 3.4%. Between 1967 and 2003 the lowest fifth of households saw an increase in average income of 31.7%, while the top fifth received an average increase of 75.6%. (Washington Post) It is clear that the middle class is being squeezed. The working poor’s share of the pie is shrinking while



Sullivan 4 corporate executives are raking in millions on the backs of their workers. Powerful corporate interests, influence peddlers, and U.S. government policies have failed to protect the interests of the American worker. Faced with growing global competition from countries where labor is cheap and abundant, U.S. companies continue shifting jobs overseas. American workers find themselves without jobs or the necessary skills to move into different lines of employment. How does society respond to this? You have no one to blame but yourself. You failed to retrain yourself. You’re not working smart enough. In this day and age, to question the agenda of big business and the government may result in you being called un-American. (Bartlett, Steele 30) The reality of the American Dream is, “where you are is who you are.” (Bambara 409) In other words, social mobility is not a reality in American society. Factors beyond our individual control such as where we grew up, the color of our skin, our socioeconomic background, our religion, gender, and sexual orientation play strong roles in determining our place in society. For people of a lower socioeconomic class, the dysfunctional reality of the dream might seem more like a nightmare. The four myths described by Mantsios point out that our society is not classless. The affluence of Middle America is declining while it is squeezed between a wealthy elite and the growing class of working poor. Only a few Americans are moving up the economic ladder, and there are many factors that point to inequality across the board. (Mantsios 334-341) You might wonder at this point, why in the light of all these facts do people continue to subscribe to the American Dream? It is after all a dichotomy of equality and inequality, and riddled with flawed assumptions. Stephen Cruz, a Mexican-American, who achieved relative affluence during the time of the Civil Rights movement,



Sullivan 5 questioned these assumptions during the course of his career. After years of working for various American companies as a mid-level manager he realized, to play the game you must not rock the boat, minorities are as bad to minorities as whites are to minorities, and the American Dream is not governed by education and hard work, but the fear of failure. (Terkel 349-351) It is the elite who establish the moral code, hold up the examples for all others to look upon; and everyone else, fearing that they run the risk of failing to succeed is forced to buy into these value system in order to get ahead. Individual values, human dignity, and compassion are sacrificed for quarterly profits, dividends, bonuses, and golden parachutes. This does not sound like the American Dream of Horatio Alger’s imagination. Cruz summed it up by saying, “The American Dream is getting more elusive. The dream is being governed by a few people’s notion of what the dream is. Sometimes I feel it’s a small group of financiers that gets together once a year and decides all the world’s issues.” (Terkel 352) In a global economy run by the World Trade Organization, the International Monetary Fund, and other such quasi-government agencies (incidentally run by American businesspeople and politicians) that set global trade and financial policies, it appears that the dream is indeed determined by a small group of people. Cruz continued, “It’s getting so big. The small-business venture is not there any more. Business has become too big to influence. It can’t be changed internally. A counterpower is needed.” (Terkel 352) Is it possible that he is right? The American Dream is built upon the flawed assumption that all people have equal access to opportunities for success. We have lost sight of what is truly important and are becoming too apathetic as a society. After all, taking on the big street bully who has the army of



Sullivan 6 lawyers and lobbyists backed by millions of dollars in political capital can appear to be as foolish as Don Quixote jousting windmills. However, there are positive examples of people taking on the mantle of responsibility for the dream. Cora Tucker was an example of “where you are is who you are,” but that didn’t stop her. A community activist from Halifax County, Virginia, Tucker was someone who had no problem taking on the establishment in order to better the lives of her fellow citizens. It was as a sharecropper that she learned to organize, or as she put it, “I didn’t call it ‘organizing’ then, I just called it ‘being concerned’.” (Garland 354) She took it upon herself to be a well-informed citizen, and attended public meetings regularly to address a variety of problems in her community. In 1975, her organization, Citizens for a Better America, studied black spending and employment patterns in the county. Results from the study painted a clear picture of inequality. Blacks accounted for nearly half the county population and spent a disproportionate share of their income on food, cars, and furniture. The study uncovered problems with hiring practices and promotions of blacks in the local school system. After filing a complaint with the federal Department of Health, Education, and Welfare, the county began to make changes in their practices. (Garland 358) Her activities made a difference in the lives of the people around her. In a rapidly changing world, we as a society are faced with serious issues. We cannot continue down this path of narcissistic indulgence, consumption, and gripping this idea of the American Dream as it has been taught to us. All the evidence points to the fact that the dream simply does not work. It creates unrealistic expectations, glosses over the social problems of our nation, and promotes an ideal that is ultimately harmful to our individual and collective wellbeing. How can we possibly take on the institutions that



Sullivan 7 exist for the benefit of the elite? Can we find the “counterpower” to create a more realistic vision of America? Stephen Cruz and Cora Tucker showed us that we all have a responsibility as citizens to stop accepting the status quo, become informed, and take action. Working at the local level, we can create positive changes in our communities, which in turn can ripple outward. We must start with our worldview and our expectations. There is a Buddhist saying that the ocean can be filled with one drop of water at a time. So too, the American Dream can be changed along with our society, one individual at a time. Instead of simply mouthing the words, “we strive to be a compassionate, decent, hopeful society,” (Bush 2006) we can change our communities, and abandon the dysfunctional political economy of wealth, power and privilege. This is the democracy as the Founding Fathers had envisioned, a nation of informed and involved citizens whom value equality and freedom. Where we are may be who we are, but it doesn’t have to be that way. (Bambara 409)
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