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The American Dream 

From Thinking Outside the Boxe’s Pennsylvania Correspondent 

 

 

It can be said that the American dream came alive before 

the country itself was founded. This particular nation was built 

by people determined to flourish outside the means their society 

of origin provided. “Whenever one's needs require more than what 

can be granted, or even merely something of a different sort, 

they will be under continual friction and only function 

painfully....” (Durkheim 1897). It is inherit for all 

civilizations to aspire to prosper. When society is no longer 

able to uphold their end of the agreement, individuals will 

abandon the regulations of their society.  

 The American dream promises individuals affluence; through 

hard work, social institutions, and the obedience of social 

norms established within that society. Basically everyone who 

follows those guidelines can achieve capitalized goals like a 

job, a home, a car, and the means to provide a better life for 

their children. While this construct has been there since the 

beginning of our nation, it thrived after WWII. 
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 During WWII men left families to become men of war. Women 

dabbled in industry only known to them in their understanding 

nods given to their husband after a long day’s work. Children 

had their family units broken down and put back together again. 

Most individuals acted accordingly upon return to their original 

roles, because society promised them the quality of life they 

desired. After WWII, industry grew, the economy boomed, and 

families moved to the suburbs. When the sixties came around, 

Americans were asked to leave their roles once again. This time 

Americans questioned the social norms and institutions that 

defined the promise of the American Dream. “The more one has, 

the more one wants” (Durkheim 1897). 

 The 1960’s can be considered a hallmark in our nation’s 

movement towards civil rights. This progress ensured that the 

American Dream could once again, be obtained by the premise it 

first brought forth, but to apply it to everyone meant to even 

the playing field. When the American Dream is discussed, its 

focus is on the middle class. The power elite do not need the 

dream, they have power and the poor; who ever cared about the 

poor? Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. cared about the poor, and a 

race that was restrained by society at large. He told society 
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his dream and surfaced the ugly truth.  The American Dream was 

not intended for everyone. “The Negro is still languished in the 

corners of American society and finds himself an exile in his 

own land. And so we've come here today to dramatize a shameful 

condition” (King Jr. 1963). 

   Kings speech Beyond Vietnam could be said today to 

address the same problems we face with sending our nations poor 

to war. They fight for a government whom has ensured them their 

reasoning to commit action is for the greater good of our 

nation, and during a time of war, all citizens are asked to 

agree with the reasoning. However, our nation has continued to 

falter with its legitimacy, and its people are paying the 

consequence of its error. When a nation’s government stops 

following its own regulations, the individual has no choice, but 

to deviate from the regulations as well. 

“This I believe to be the privilege and the burden of all of us 

who deem ourselves bound by allegiances and loyalties which are 

broader and deeper than nationalism, and which go beyond our 

nation's self-defined goals and positions. We are called to 

speak for the weak, for the voiceless, for the victims of our 

nation and for those it calls "enemy," for no document from 

human hands can make these humans any less our brothers” (King 

Jr. 1967) 
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Robert Merton purposes individuals abandon social norms and 

institutions due to strain theory. Strain theory suggests that 

social conventions filter through society and reach the 

individual. A collapse in society’s ability to meet an 

individual’s needs causes strain (damage, harm, tension). An 

individual that feels society has not aided in the acquiring of 

their needs will also experience strain. Individuals 

experiencing strain will be forced to consider alternatives, 

outside of societal norms, to meet their needs (O’Conner 1997).  

Strain theory is a foundation in the explanation of why people 

deviate from society and commit crime. Merton explained 

individuals in American society are geared towards goals, 

primarily wealth. While this goal is desired by most Americans, 

it’s avenues to obtain it are not the same for all Americans. 

Because opportunities are better for the upper class, lower 

classes are more likely to find illegitimate avenues desirable. 

 Merton is noted for his correlation between the 

individual’s behavior and their means to achieve legitimacy 

within their own opportunities. He developed a typology that 

translates into a five mode perspective (O’Conner 1997). 

Conformity is the way most individuals act within the society. 
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Conformity is an individual’s acceptance of both the goals and 

means implemented within the society. Innovation is the 

acceptance of the goals without legitimate means to obtain the 

goals. Innovators create their own means to obtain goals. This 

type can be classified as individuals who commit property crimes 

(robbery, embezzlement, fraud, etc). Ritualism abandons goals 

prescribed by society. They follow society’s rules with a 

regular routine; however, they have little chance to achieve 

those goals, and strive to be content within the opportunities 

that are available. Retreatism rejects both goals and means of 

society. They are often escapists and retreat to a world of 

substance abuse. Rebellion rejects both means and goals. 

Rebellion is different from retreaters; they make their own 

means and goals. They are often classified as terrorist (NWE, 

2011). 

 Cloward and Ohlin expanded Merton’s strain theory and 

looked at it in terms of social mobility and subcultures. Social 

Mobility is the change in social position over time. Ones social 

class is usually changed in America based upon wealth. 

Typically, it is the middle class that move up or down the 

income ladder. A person’s social mobility is linked to their 
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parent’s social class, and gauged from a comparison of where 

that generation falls in relation to their parent’s social class 

(Diprete 2011). It is not likely that the children from the 

upper or lower classes will change positions. The stagnation of 

mobility creates subcultures that may use illegitimate sources 

to obtain goals that manifest into what American’s consider 

success, wealth. While their resources may not legitimize their 

wealth as a means to obtain a higher social class in society at 

large; it will legitimize them within their own subculture. 

 In the late 1950’s the east side of New York City had high 

rates of poverty and juvenile delinquents.  The correlation 

could no longer be ignored. Clowards and Ohlin’s research 

pioneered an experiment to see if stratified juveniles could 

become conformist if given the same means as middle class 

individuals in obtaining goals (O’Conner 1997). This became one 

of the nations largest crime prevention tactics in the 1960’s, 

Mobilization For Youth. The MFA considered that without the 

possibility of conformist opportunities, youths would deviate 

and find their own means of legitimization. The program offered 

educational and societal programs that would give youths the 

same opportunities as the middle class (MFA 1961). The MFA still 
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has a powerful influence in children and juveniles obtaining 

goals. They are involved in preschool programs, legal aid 

clinics, mobile bookmobiles, and voter registration outreach 

programs (O’Conner 1997). 

“The two major aspects of Mobilization's program are (1) Action 

(work, education, the community, special services to individuals 

and families and special services to groups), and (2) an 

integrated program of research and evaluation” (MFA 1961). 

 

 In 2011, the American dream is defined by obtaining an 

education, having a valid career, having a significant 

relationship, having children to carry on your legacy, and the 

approval of parents in your life choices. While the goals are 

typically the same for most individuals, the means in which we 

obtain goals are conceptionalized by three behavioral types that 

translate into success orientation.  Relationship orientation is 

individuals that achieve their success with the help of family 

members, associations, and their interactions with others. 

Process orientation is when one may not know the outcome of the 

goal but put faith in the process to achieve the goal, by 

following order and institutions that pave the way. Goal 

orientation is when the individual has an exact idea of what the 

goal is, and will stop at nothing to achieve the goal. America, 
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as a nation, embodies goal orientation for success (Success 

Orientations Publishing 2006-2011). 

 A 2008 study done by the Editorial Projects in Education 

Research Center found as a nation, 70% of high school students’ 

graduate. Of that 70%, our nation’s 50 largest cities have a 

graduation rate of about 52%. Detroit is the lowest with a 25% 

inner city graduation rate. Baltimore, Cleveland and 

Indianapolis all fall around forty percent. Suburban area school 

districts have an alarmingly higher graduation rate then that of 

urban areas (Cafferty 2008). In a goal oriented society, it is 

essential for education to be distributed evenly throughout the 

nation to qualify all individuals the same opportunities in 

education. This is obviously a major problem in our 

institutions. The pathways to opportunities are distributed 

differently among social classes in the quest for the American 

Dream. The chance for someone who does not acquire a high school 

diploma diminishes opportunity in achievement for goal 

orientation through legitimate means. Cities have larger 

populations, and poverty then suburbs, making those areas more 

inclined to have less opportunities, less mobility, and higher 

crime rates. Rural areas have a lot of poor citizens, less 
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businesses, and minimal mobility. Education is a key in 

determining goal opportunities but it is a strained institution 

in areas of economic decline? Education is funded by local taxes 

meaning neighborhoods of a higher class receive more resources 

then neighborhoods of a lower class, because we value resources 

available against wealth distributed. When educational resources 

are low, people are more inclined to obtain other resources to 

meet goals. The failure of our institutions causes strain. 

Strained individuals are more likely to commit criminal acts to 

achieve success in a goal oriented society that holds wealth as 

its highest regard.  

 Our judicial system and penile institutes function to keep 

our nation safe from those individuals who commit crime. Their 

purpose is to make laws that reinforce social order, and to 

punish individuals that are delinquent. It begins with 

prosecution of the crime and adjudication of the individual. 

During this process those institutions decided what law or laws 

were violated and what punishment is suitable in deterring the 

individual to commit future delinquent acts. Punishment for 

committing a crime varies based upon the crime committed. A 

violator at the lowest level will be responsible to pay for 
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court cost and fines. More severe crimes entail more 

responsibility from the violator; punishments include but are 

not limited to probation, community service, rehabilitation 

programs, electronic monitoring, and institutionalization. It is 

important for our institutions to punish the violator according, 

first to apprise the general public in restoring their sense of 

safety, and second to ensure the violator realizes the weight of 

their punishment comes at a higher cost then the reward received 

in committing the crime.  If a crime is punished more severely 

then its value of harm, offenders will be likely to up the anti 

on the severity of the crime committed to even out their own 

cost and reward ratio.  

 The USA Today printed an article by Kevin Johnson titled 

“Some states rethink felony property crimes”. Due to high 

incarceration rates throughout our nation, states are beginning 

to reevaluate the punishments granted for particular crimes.  

Our state penile institutions have become unable to financially 

support a constitutional standard of life for inmates. 

Nonviolent offenders are considered the least likely to threaten 

the safety of our society. “Prior to the new legislation, some 

offenders could have been prosecuted as felons for thefts of as 
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little as $50 (in Oregon)  less than the $62 per day average 

cost to house a state prisoner in the U.S” (Johnson 2011). The 

cost to house a felon is billed to the tax payer. A felony is 

defined by US law as a crime that is punishable to one year or 

more.  It would make one wonder if these institutions are 

fulfilling their obligation to the general public and the 

offender. The most surprising discovery this article brought 

forth is that the laws for some of these crimes were created 

over fifty years ago. This constitutes as a legitimate failure 

in the judicial system to prosecute accordingly. Not only are 

offenders stratified by their label, they are the subculture 

most affected by Merton’s theory of strain. 

 When a felon is allowed reentry into society, they are 

expected to live within the scope of our social norms. However, 

they no longer share the same rights as citizens who have not 

committed a crime. Many states do not allow felons the right to 

vote. Without the right to vote their voice cannot be heard in 

decisions for pathways to the American Dream. Most states are in 

compliance with an employer’s right to know if an individual has 

been convicted of a felon. This question is asked on most 

employment applications and weeds felons out of the competition 



 

    
 

Thinking Outside the Boxe 

A Division of Global Financial Analysts, Inc. 

Myrtle Beach, SC  Orlando, FL  Washington, D.C. 

888.666.1783 Toll Free 

www.ThinkingOutsideTheBoxe.com 

info@ThinkingOutsideTheBoxe.com 
Copyright 2012 Thinking Outside the Boxe 

 

The American Dream 

Page 12  

 

in their search to find gain full employment. Drug offender’s 

right to a higher education is limited as financial aid is not 

allotted to individuals with a drug conviction. Some states like 

California go as far as revoking state assistance.  These 

offenders are not eligible for programs like welfare. Yet 

probation mandates that ex-felons pay all fines and hold a job. 

Our ideology limits resources for these people to live within 

our social norms. They are the most likely individuals to meet 

goals by means that are deviant. They are also highly likely to 

recidivate, stay stagnate within social mobility, and have 

children who believe crime is a legitimate means to meet goals. 

  How do these options for felons translate in achieving the 

American Dream? What is the likelihood their children will 

ascertain social mobility? Typically felons are racial 

minorities, and poor individuals with little education.  They 

are already placed backwards in their attempt for mobility. 

Their label as a felon is an obstacle to function productively 

in society. They will find it difficult to provide for 

themselves and their children. Their lack of education and 

ability to enhance quality of life with education is limited. 

They will be less likely then other groups to assist their own 
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children with education. They will be less likely then other 

groups to be active in the community. 

  An alternative to incarceration (for nonviolent offenders) 

for policy makers to consider is convictions that emphasize 

community service and house arrest. House arrest will leave 

offenders in their home, giving them the ability to keep jobs 

they may have lost due to incarceration. It will also allow them 

to remain an essential element in the family unit. Electronic 

monitoring sentences usually do not come with a felony label. No 

label, less restrictions for higher education and better 

employment opportunities. House arrest will alleviate the tax 

payer’s duty to pay for incarceration.  It is the offender’s 

responsibility to pay for this type of punishment. Community 

service will give the offender a sense of their community and 

the people in it. Community service will also provide an 

accomplishment, and belonging. Pride of one’s self and the 

community in which they live will enforce a desire to achieve 

the American Dream through legitimate pathways. 

 It appears that the American Dream rest in the hands of our 

institutions that in turn shape our nation’s ideology. Our 

nation’s ideology is that the American Dream is for anyone who 
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is willing to work for it. While we claim that it is available 

for anyone to achieve, we really mean it is available for anyone 

in the middle class. A survey conducted in 2009 by the Economic 

mobility Project showed that while American’s state equality is 

important; they feel it is more important for an individual to 

achieve goals on their own. They believe opportunity is 

essential for the individual.  They also believe our government 

has failed us and should implement programs that balance the 

pathways of opportunities for the individual. Americans believe 

programs that make college financially available to the majority 

will enhance opportunities. Vocational training for adults and 

early childhood developments are also keys for success. While 

our nation puts emphasis on the lower class in social mobility 

it does not concern itself with the mobility of our nation’s 

elite. 

“Americans believe they largely determine their own economic 

mobility and opportunity.  Seventy-four percent of Americans 

believe they have at least some control over their own economic 

situation, while only 43 percent think that other people are in 

control. By a 71 to 21 percent margin, Americans believe that 

personal attributes, like hard work and drive, are more 

important to economic mobility than external conditions, like 

the economy and economic circumstances growing up” (EMP 2009).  
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 The American Dream is becoming more of a myth then a 

promise. In 2011 we have college graduates who cannot find jobs. 

The Bureau of Labor Statistics latest report in October of 2011 

showed the unemployment was at nine percent. This only includes 

individuals who are receiving benefits and is not a complete 

depiction of our nations unemployed. Americans lost their homes 

due to irresponsible lending from our banks. Our government told 

us we could not let the banks fails and taxpayers watched our 

nation fall into an even greater deficit. Teachers and social 

services throughout our nation are watching policy makers’ 

deteriorate their unions. Our institutions are operating on 

subpar levels. If our institutions can no longer provide needs 

for our society, then society will have no choice but to demand 

a change (Eitzen & Baca-Zinn, 2001) 

. The middle class is shrinking and Americans are displaying 

they are discontent nationwide.   

 Occupy Wall Street is a growing movement. It addresses our 

nations problems at a national and local level. Their biggest 

concern is our governments complacently in the regulation of our 

institutions that define who we are as a nation. Our 

institutions have transformed into greed machines that’s only 
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agenda are to keep the rich happy. While the American Dream has 

a strong emphasis in the middle class its course has been 

diverted. Americans want the dream back on track. Californian 

inmates demonstration hunger strikes in their attempt to revamp 

the institutions in which their held. Recent movements and the 

results from our November primaries display once again we are 

questioning our social norms and our institutions. The state of 

Mississippi one of our most conservative states, created a bill 

to change abortion laws and Mississippi rejected it. Ohio also 

rejected the threat of abolishing teachers’ contracts. If we can 

grow our middle class then the chances for our poor to achieve 

social mobility increase. Both parties are loosing faith in our 

government. Our government needs better regulations on our 

institutions. The government needs to revamp our institutions to 

restore the American Dream. 
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