American Dreams: The Big Ideas

The desires and efforts of individuals and groups to improve their personal, political, and economic standing within American society
These are some of the important ideas to consider when using the theme of American Dreams to interpret events and circumstances in American History:

The Land of Milk & Honey: The Dream of an American Paradise.  

The perception that an egalitarian and republican society founded on principles of natural rights and meritocracy provides avenues for social mobility, political freedom, material prosperity, and religious pluralism absent or unattainable in immigrants’ respective places of origin.  This American Dream envisions immigration to America as a deliverance of a chosen people to a promised land.  From the Old Testament, Exodus 3:8: “So I have come down to deliver them from the power of the Egyptians, and to bring them up from that land to a good and spacious land, to a land flowing with milk and honey.”  This vision encompasses equal opportunity for individual, family & community betterment and success.  An imagined place of affluence, abundance, wealth, comfort, rest, and leisure. 

Rags to Riches: The Dream of Individual Success Through Work Rather Than Privilege.

The vision of a classless, egalitarian society held the promise of rising from powerless poverty to influential wealth through diligent labor and frugal living irrespective of birth, family, and ancestry.  Benjamin Franklin’s Poor Richard's Almanac admonished readers that “early to bed, and early to rise, makes a man healthy, wealthy, and wise,” “God helps them that help themselves,” and “The sleeping fox catches no poultry.”  The youthful characters of nineteenth-century dime novelist Horatio Alger personified the “American Dream” of rags-to-riches as his teenage heroes achieved social mobility within a laissez-faire market capitalist system rewarding self-help, sobriety, courage, determination, and a strong Protestant Work Ethic.    

See Also: Andrew Carnegie’s “Gospel of Wealth”; classic liberalism;

A City Upon a Hill: The Dream of an Ideal Commonwealth and Social Contract.  

John Winthrop’s 1630 sermon, “A Model of Christian Charity” envisioned the puritan’s New World settlement (Massachusetts Bay Colony) as a purified Protestant community with a righteous covenant with God for England and the Old World to emulate.  Winthrop’s vision that “the lord make it like that of New England: for we must Consider that we shall be as a City upon a Hill, the eyes of all people are upon us” has been quoted by American Presidents John F. Kennedy and Ronald Reagan evoking the spirit of American exceptionalism in democratic government and the social compact between the governed and governing.  

President-Elect Kennedy’s 9 January 1961 speech to the General Court of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts stated “Today the eyes of all people are truly upon us--and our governments, in every branch, at every level, national, state and local, must be as a city upon a hill--constructed and inhabited by men aware of their great trust and their great responsibilities.  For we are setting out upon a voyage in 1961 no less hazardous than that undertaken by the Arabella in 1630. We are committing ourselves to tasks of statecraft no less awesome than that of governing the Massachusetts Bay Colony, beset as it was then by terror without and disorder within.”

See Also: Providentialism; Millennialism; Millenarianism; Utopianism; Communalism; Intentional Societies
The Yeoman Republic: The Dream of a Modern Republic Founded Upon Land-Owning Citizen Farmers.

Jeffersonian republicanism contended that freehold ownership instilled the yeoman (small, citizen-farmer) with political independence, self-reliance, rugged individualism, and civic-mindedness. In turn, this independence empowered the yeoman to protect American democracy, local autonomy and the republican virtues of the nation.  In contrast to the landless peasants, serfs, laborers of the Old World, the American Yeoman gained and preserved personal liberty through land ownership.  The vision also imagines America as the ideological descendant of the classic order and pastoral democracy of the ancient republics of Greece & Rome.  

See Also: The Fee Simple Empire; the Labor Theory of Property; the New Garden of the World; The New Israel; The New Eden; Romanticism; Primitivism
The Melting Pot: The Dream of a Homogenous Nation of Immigrants.  

A vision that disparate immigrant cultures will share a common American experience and fuse into a composite culture uniquely and exceptionally “American.”  The emergence of a unifying American National Identity and Character would prevent the social ills that plagued the Old World—class conflict, ethnic tensions, radical ideology, labor unrest, permanent unemployment, and recurring poverty.  This metaphor also assumed racial assimilation and identified certain immigration streams as “unassimilable”—such as the Chinese.  

Hector St. Jean de Crevecoeur first introduced this American idiom in Letters from an American Farmer (1782): “What then is the American, this new man? . . . leaving behind him all his ancient prejudices and manners, receives new ones from the new mode of life he has embraced, the government he obeys, and the new rank he holds. He becomes an American by being received in the broad lap of our great Alma Mater. Here individuals of all nations are melted into a new race of men, whose labors and posterity will one day cause great changes in the world.”  Israel Zangwill’s 1908 play titled The Melting Pot institutionalized this concept further in American thought.  A line from the play exclaims, “Understand that America is God's Crucible, the great Melting-Pot where all the races of Europe are melting and reforming! A fig for your feuds and vendettas! Germans and Frenchmen, Irishmen and Englishmen, Jews and Russians—into the Crucible with you all! God is making the American.”

See Also: Frederick Jackson Turner’s “Frontier Thesis”; Social Safety-Valve Theory; Exclusionism; Gate-Keeper Nation.

First American Dreams: The Dreams of Non-Immigrant Indigenous Cultures.

Native American self-history and cosmogyny contrasts profoundly from non-native visions of America.  Native American oral history of their immemorial places of creation, homelands, and migrations envision their own American Dreams that differ in worldview and content.  

Manifest Destiny: The Dream of Expanding American Territory & Culture.

Journalist John L O’Sullivan coined this phrase in his 1845 article “Annexation” appearing in the Democratic Review advocating for the annexation of Texas. O’Sullivan’s assertion that it was the United States’ “manifest destiny to overspread the continent” reflected a longstanding complex of beliefs in the divinely-ordained expansion of Anglo-Saxon Protestant America.  Broadly conceptualized, this vision perceives the racial, cultural, and ideological superiority of America and the nation’s obligation to globalize its Constitutional democracy and republican institutions and society.  

See Also: Imperialism, Colonialism, Expansionism, “The White Man’s Burden”; the Northwest Passage; Passage to Indian.

“I Have a Dream”: The Dream of Racial Equality, Pluralism & Multiculturalism.

Martin Luther King’s famous “I Have a Dream” speech delivered on 28 August 1963 on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial at the Capitol Mall in Washington D.C. articulated the questions posed by generations of Americans marginalized, disenfranchised, and excluded from seeking or achieving the “American Dream.”  King exclaimed, “I say to you today, my friends, so even though we face the difficulties of today and tomorrow, I still have a dream. It is a dream deeply rooted in the American dream. I have a dream that one day this nation will rise up and live out the true meaning of its creed: ‘We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all men are created equal.’ . . . I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation where they will not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their character.”  

King’s speech not only gave voice to past historical actors who had been silenced by institutionalized racism and white supremacy, but he inspired future generations to continue asking: How do visions or imaginations of the American Dream match its realization or attainment?  Do racial, ethnic, religious, and national groups embrace contrasting or conflicting American Dreams?  How have conflicting American Dreams been reconciled?  Have cultures of conquest, colonialism, slavery, assimilation, genocide,  ethnocide, and racial supremacy quashed American Dreams espoused by non-white groups?. 
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