
american dream in american literature
The American Dream has long been a central theme in American literature, reflecting the
aspirations and struggles of individuals in a society that promises opportunity and success.
This ideal, often characterized by the pursuit of happiness, freedom, and prosperity, has
been depicted in various forms throughout literary history. From the founding texts of the
nation to contemporary works, the American Dream serves as a lens through which authors
explore the complexities of American identity, social class, race, and personal fulfillment.

Historical Context of the American Dream

The concept of the American Dream can be traced back to the early days of the United
States. It emerged in part from the ideals of the Enlightenment and the belief in progress
and individualism. The phrase "American Dream" itself gained prominence in the 1930s
with the publication of James Truslow Adams' book, "The Epic of America," where he
defined it as the idea that every American should have the opportunity for prosperity and
success, regardless of social class or circumstances of birth.

Throughout American history, this dream has been both celebrated and critiqued. It has
inspired countless individuals to pursue their ambitions, yet it has also revealed the
disparities and inequalities that exist within society. As such, American literature has
served as a crucial medium through which these themes are examined.

The American Dream in Early American Literature

In early American literature, the American Dream was often linked to the ideals of
exploration and the pursuit of land and wealth. Works from this period reflect the
burgeoning sense of identity and the challenges faced by settlers.

Colonial Literature

Colonial writers such as Anne Bradstreet and Jonathan Edwards grappled with the notion of
success and the divine implications of human endeavors. In Bradstreet's poetry, for
instance, the tension between earthly desires and spiritual fulfillment is evident. This
duality laid the groundwork for later explorations of the American Dream.

Romanticism and the Frontier

The Romantic period saw a shift in focus toward individualism and the sublime beauty of
nature. Authors like Nathaniel Hawthorne and Edgar Allan Poe explored the darker aspects
of the American Dream. In Hawthorne's "The Scarlet Letter," the quest for personal



redemption is intertwined with societal expectations, highlighting the conflict between
individual desires and communal morality. Poe's works often delve into themes of isolation
and despair, serving as a counter-narrative to the ideal of the American Dream.

The American Dream in the 20th Century

The 20th century marked a significant evolution in the representation of the American
Dream. As America underwent industrialization and urbanization, literature began to reflect
the complexities of modern life, including issues of class, race, and gender.

The Great Gatsby and the Jazz Age

F. Scott Fitzgerald's "The Great Gatsby" is perhaps one of the most iconic critiques of the
American Dream. Set in the Roaring Twenties, the novel follows Jay Gatsby's pursuit of
wealth and status in an effort to win back his lost love, Daisy Buchanan. Through Gatsby's
tragic story, Fitzgerald illuminates the hollowness of material success and the moral decay
underlying the pursuit of the American Dream. The green light at the end of Daisy's dock
symbolizes Gatsby's unreachable aspirations and the elusive nature of the dream itself.

Social Realism and the American Dream

In the wake of the Great Depression, authors like John Steinbeck and Richard Wright
highlighted the struggles of the disenfranchised. Steinbeck's "The Grapes of Wrath"
portrays the plight of the Joad family as they seek a better life in California, only to confront
systemic injustice and economic hardship. Wright's "Native Son" delves into the racial
dimensions of the American Dream, illustrating how systemic oppression complicates the
quest for success and belonging.

Contemporary Perspectives on the American
Dream

In recent decades, American literature has continued to evolve in its exploration of the
American Dream, reflecting the diverse experiences of contemporary society.

Multicultural Voices

The American Dream is no longer a singular narrative but a tapestry of voices that reflect
the nation's diversity. Authors such as Jhumpa Lahiri, Sandra Cisneros, and Junot Díaz offer
insights into the immigrant experience and the redefinition of the American Dream. In
Lahiri's "The Namesake," for example, the protagonist navigates cultural identity and



familial expectations, ultimately crafting a personal version of the dream that honors both
his heritage and his aspirations.

Critiques of the American Dream

Modern literature also includes critical examinations of the American Dream's viability.
Works like "Americanah" by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie and "The Brief Wondrous Life of
Oscar Wao" by Junot Díaz challenge the traditional notions of success and belonging,
emphasizing the impact of race, class, and gender on individuals' pursuits. These narratives
reveal that the American Dream is not universally attainable and often involves navigating
systemic barriers.

The American Dream Today

As society grapples with issues such as economic inequality, social justice, and
environmental sustainability, the American Dream continues to be a relevant and contested
concept. Contemporary authors are increasingly addressing the disillusionment that many
feel regarding the dream, questioning its accessibility and relevance in today's world.

Literature as a Reflection of Society

Literature serves as a mirror reflecting the aspirations and frustrations of contemporary
society. Writers like Colson Whitehead, in "The Underground Railroad," and Yaa Gyasi, in
"Homegoing," explore the legacies of slavery and systemic racism, highlighting how
historical injustices continue to shape individuals' dreams. These narratives underscore the
ongoing struggle for equality and recognition in the pursuit of the American Dream.

Hope and Resilience

Despite the challenges, many contemporary works also celebrate resilience and hope.
Authors like Angie Thomas, in "The Hate U Give," convey the importance of community and
activism in the pursuit of justice and equality. These narratives emphasize that the
American Dream is not solely about individual success but also about collective efforts
toward a more just society.

Conclusion

The American Dream remains a powerful theme in American literature, evolving over time
to reflect the complexities of society. From early colonial texts to contemporary novels,
authors have grappled with the ideals and realities of the dream, offering diverse
perspectives on its attainability and significance. As America continues to change, literature



will undoubtedly play a crucial role in shaping and questioning the narratives surrounding
the American Dream, reminding us of both its allure and its limitations. Through these
literary explorations, readers are invited to reflect on their own dreams and the broader
societal structures that shape them, ultimately contributing to an ongoing dialogue about
what it truly means to pursue happiness and success in the American landscape.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of the American Dream in F.
Scott Fitzgerald's 'The Great Gatsby'?
In 'The Great Gatsby', the American Dream is portrayed as an illusion that leads to
disillusionment. Gatsby's pursuit of wealth and status ultimately reveals the emptiness of
the American Dream, highlighting themes of class disparity and the moral decay of society
in the 1920s.

How does John Steinbeck's 'The Grapes of Wrath'
critique the American Dream?
In 'The Grapes of Wrath', Steinbeck critiques the American Dream by illustrating the
struggles of the Joad family during the Great Depression. The novel depicts the dream as
unattainable for many, emphasizing the socio-economic barriers and the harsh realities
faced by the disenfranchised.

In what ways does Toni Morrison's 'Song of Solomon'
explore the American Dream for African Americans?
Toni Morrison's 'Song of Solomon' explores the American Dream from an African American
perspective, highlighting themes of identity, heritage, and self-discovery. The protagonist,
Milkman Dead, embarks on a journey to uncover his roots, suggesting that the American
Dream is tied to personal and cultural history rather than just material success.

How does the concept of the American Dream evolve in
contemporary American literature?
Contemporary American literature often presents a more nuanced view of the American
Dream, reflecting a diverse range of experiences. Authors explore themes of
disillusionment, intersectionality, and globalization, illustrating how the dream varies across
different demographics and societal contexts.

What role does immigration play in the perception of
the American Dream in literature?
Immigration plays a crucial role in shaping the perception of the American Dream in
literature, often representing hope and opportunity. Works by authors like Jhumpa Lahiri



and Sandra Cisneros examine the challenges and aspirations of immigrants, highlighting
the complexities and contradictions of achieving the dream in a new land.
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