Reading 1: What is the American Dream?

By: S.E. Smith

The term “American Dream” is used in a number of ways, but essentially the American Dream is an idea which suggests that all people can succeed through hard work, and that all people have the potential to live happy, successful lives. Many people have expanded upon or refined the definition of the American Dream, and this concept has also been subject to a fair amount of criticism. Many people believe that the structure of American society belies the idealistic goal of the American Dream, pointing to examples of inequality rooted in class, race, and ethnic origin which suggest that the American Dream is not attainable for all.
The idea of an American Dream is older than the United States, dating back to the 1600s, when people began to come up with all sorts of hopes and aspirations for the new and largely unexplored continent. Many of these dreams focused on owning land and establishing prosperous businesses which would theoretically generate happiness, and some people also incorporated ideals of religious freedom into their American Dreams. During the Great Depression, several people wrote about an American Dream, codifying the concept and entrenching it in American society.

For people who believe in the American dream, anything is attainable through hard work. The concept plays on the idea that American is a classless society, although it is obviously not, as any honest examination of the United States will reveal. The idealistic vision of the American Dream also assumes that people are not discriminated against on the basis of race, religion, gender, and national origin, another thing which is unfortunately not true in the United States.

Critics of the American dream also point out that many versions of the dream equate prosperity with happiness, and that happiness may not always be that simple. These critics suggest that the American Dream may always remain tantalizingly out of reach for some Americans, making it more like a cruel joke than a genuine dream.

People with a more skeptical view of the American Dream sometimes say that the American Dream represents the possibility of living better than your parents did, and a desire among parents for their children to lead happy lives. This is especially true in the immigrant community, as many immigrants have come from extremely difficult circumstances.

Someone who manages to achieve his or her version of the American Dream may be said to be “living the dream,” and everyone has a unique interpretation of what the American Dream might be. Fundamentally, the American Dream is about hope and the potential for change, and one could argue that people who enact change in some way, even a small way, are living the dream.

Source: http://www.wisegeek.com/what-is-the-american-dream.htm
Reading 2: The American Dream

What is the American dream?

A unitary definition does not exist–the American dream probably has a different meaning to every US citizen. For some it is the dream of freedom and equality, for others it is the dream of a fulfilled life or even the dream of fame and wealth.

In general, the American dream can be defined as being the opportunity and freedom for all citizens to achieve their goals and become rich and famous if only they work hard enough.

History of the American dream

The first settlers hoped for freedom of religion; in their home countries they had been persecuted because of their religious and political views. Bad living conditions in Europe and the hope for better living standards in America attracted more and more settlers to migrate to the new world. The booming US industry during the first half of the 20th century caused the myth “from rags to riches”.
The American dream today

Today’s role of the American dream is a matter of discussion. Some think that the American dream is still a viable element today, for others it is only an illusion.

The American dream focuses on the success of the individual (not the wellbeing of the whole population). On the one hand, this has advantages, e.g. lower taxes, little interference of the state. On the other hand, the same advantages are disadvantageous for society: there is no social fond for the poor and there is no serious interest in important issues like environmental protection etc.

Discussions on the American dream

The American dream is often a topic for essays or debates. The questions raised are usually:

· Is the American dream still alive?

· Is the American dream still working?

· Is the American dream still worth pursuing?
 The following thoughts might be useful when talking/writing about the American dream:

· Do all US citizens have equal opportunities or are there still conflicts concerning the origin or believes of certain groups?

· If we say that everyone can become rich if they work hard enough–does that mean that the poor are only too lazy? (Or do we have to take other factors into account, too?)

· Why does it have to be the “American dream”? Wouldn’t the same dream be possible in other countries?

· What makes so many people want to live in the United States?

· If you had the choice, how would you decide: take the opportunity to become rich and successful thanks to low taxes or pay higher taxes from which the jobless can benefit (you might be jobless as well one day, but not necessarily)?

· What are the advantages / disadvantages (for the individual and society) if people only try to pursue their very own dreams?
Reading 3: The American Dream: Happiness, Say Teens
ByMiranda Hitti

WebMD Health News

Jan. 13, 2005 -- The American dream is all about happiness, not careers or material goods, and it's within reach. That bright-eyed view comes from teenagers on the cusp of independence and their own pursuit of happiness as adults.

Nearly 640 teens aged 13-18 discussed the American dream with Harris Interactive pollsters last month. The survey was conducted for the Job Shadow Coalition, which encourages young people to "shadow" workplace mentors to explore career possibilities.

The poll presented seven definitions of the American dream. Participants picked the one that sounded right to them. Here are the results:

· "Simply being happy, no matter what I do" (47%) 

· "Having a house, cars, and a good job" (38%) 

· "Being able to provide for my family" (30%) 

· "Having the career of my dreams" (27%) 

· "Being rich and/or famous" (20%) 

· "Owning my own business" (7%) 

· "Being 'the Boss'" (5%)

Six percent chose "other" and 5% said they weren't sure.

Most participants (71%) said they believe the American dream is achievable today. More boys than girls were sure of that (75% vs. 68%). What does it take to turn the American dream into reality? The teens had opinions on that, too.

Education topped their list. A four-year or bachelor's degree is a must, said 31%. Twenty percent said a graduate degree, such as an MBA or master's degree, was needed, while 7% said a PhD was required. 

Twelve percent thought some college or trade school was fine, while 4% thought a high school diploma or GED would do. Education level didn't matter to 16%, and 11% weren't sure how much schooling was required.

When it came to money, the teens were split. Many said income made no difference (28%). But 24% said it takes an income of at least $100,000 to fund the American dream. Eighteen percent said the dream required earning at least $50,000 per year. Eleven percent weren't sure. Fewer teens thought the dream needed a salary of more than $250,000 or a million dollars a year (8% and 9%, respectively). Hardly anyone (3%) said the American dream was doable at the lowest income level (at least $25,000 per year). 

Source: http://teens.webmd.com/news/20050113/american-dream-happiness-say-teens
