
crime and the american dream
crime and the american dream have long been intertwined concepts in the study
of American society and culture. The American Dream, symbolizing success,
prosperity, and upward mobility through hard work, has been a defining ethos
of the United States. However, the reality of achieving this dream is often
complicated by systemic inequalities, social pressures, and economic
hardships. Crime emerges as a significant factor in this dynamic, reflecting
the struggles faced by many individuals who find legitimate paths to success
blocked or limited. This article explores the complex relationship between
crime and the American Dream, examining sociological theories, economic
influences, and cultural narratives that connect these themes. The discussion
also delves into how crime both challenges and is shaped by the pursuit of
the American Dream, offering a comprehensive view of this multifaceted issue.
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Historical Context of Crime and the American
Dream
The relationship between crime and the American Dream has deep historical
roots. Since the formation of the United States, the ideal of achieving
success through merit and hard work has been central to the national
identity. However, disparities in opportunity and systemic barriers have
often led marginalized groups to experience the American Dream as
unattainable. Throughout history, this gap has sometimes resulted in
increased crime rates, particularly in economically disadvantaged
communities. Understanding the historical context helps to illuminate how
crime has been both a consequence and a response to the challenges inherent
in the pursuit of the American Dream.

Early 20th Century and Urbanization
The rapid urbanization and industrialization of the early 20th century
brought significant social and economic changes that influenced crime
patterns in the United States. Many immigrants and rural migrants moved to



cities seeking better opportunities, but overcrowding, poor living
conditions, and limited jobs often led to poverty. Crime, including theft,
gang activity, and corruption, became more prevalent in urban centers as some
individuals turned to illegal means to survive or succeed.

Post-World War II Economic Boom
The post-World War II era is often seen as a golden age for the American
Dream, characterized by widespread economic growth and expanding middle-class
prosperity. However, this period also highlighted persistent inequalities,
particularly along racial and socioeconomic lines. While many Americans
achieved upward mobility, others were systematically excluded, contributing
to the emergence of crime as a form of resistance or necessity in
marginalized neighborhoods.

Sociological Perspectives on Crime and Social
Mobility
Sociologists have extensively studied the connection between crime and the
American Dream, focusing on how social structures and inequalities influence
criminal behavior. Various theories provide frameworks for understanding why
some individuals resort to crime in their pursuit of success.

Strain Theory
Strain theory, developed by sociologist Robert K. Merton, posits that crime
occurs when there is a disconnect between culturally prescribed goals (such
as wealth and success) and the legitimate means available to achieve them.
When individuals are unable to attain the American Dream through approved
channels like education and employment, they may experience strain or
frustration, leading some to adopt criminal methods.

Social Disorganization Theory
This theory focuses on the breakdown of social institutions like family,
school, and community in certain neighborhoods. Areas with high poverty,
residential instability, and weak social networks often experience higher
crime rates. The theory suggests that the disintegration of social order
hampers collective efficacy, making crime more likely as informal social
controls weaken.



Labeling Theory
Labeling theory examines how societal reactions to individuals can contribute
to criminal behavior. When people are labeled as deviants or criminals, they
may internalize this identity and continue engaging in crime. This process
can be exacerbated for those already marginalized in society, perpetuating
cycles of criminality and exclusion from mainstream opportunities associated
with the American Dream.

Economic Factors Influencing Crime in Pursuit
of the American Dream
Economic conditions play a critical role in shaping the relationship between
crime and the American Dream. Income inequality, unemployment, and lack of
access to quality education significantly impact individuals' ability to
achieve upward mobility legally, sometimes pushing them toward criminal
activities.

Poverty and Crime Rates
Poverty is a well-documented predictor of crime. Individuals living in
impoverished conditions often face limited access to resources necessary to
pursue the American Dream legitimately. Economic desperation can increase the
likelihood of crimes such as theft, drug trafficking, and fraud as
alternative means of financial gain.

Unemployment and Economic Instability
Periods of economic downturn and high unemployment correspond with spikes in
certain types of crime. Joblessness not only reduces legitimate income
sources but also impacts mental health and social ties, which can contribute
to criminal behavior. The instability undermines the traditional pathways to
the American Dream, increasing incentives to engage in illicit activities.

Education and Opportunity Gaps
Access to quality education is a fundamental component of the American Dream.
However, disparities in educational resources and outcomes often correlate
with crime rates. Schools in economically disadvantaged areas may be
underfunded and less effective, limiting students' future prospects and
increasing the risk of involvement in criminal activities.



Cultural Narratives and Media Representation
The interplay between crime and the American Dream is also reflected in
cultural narratives and media portrayals. Popular culture often dramatizes
the pursuit of success, sometimes glorifying criminal behavior as a shortcut
or necessary evil to achieve wealth and status.

Crime in Literature and Film
Many novels, movies, and television shows explore themes of crime intertwined
with the quest for the American Dream. Characters who turn to crime to
overcome social barriers illustrate the tensions between societal ideals and
harsh realities. Such portrayals can shape public perceptions about crime,
success, and morality.

The Myth of Meritocracy
The dominant cultural narrative of meritocracy suggests that anyone can
succeed if they work hard enough. However, media representations sometimes
reveal the cracks in this myth by highlighting systemic obstacles and the
lengths to which people go to circumvent them, including illegal means. This
narrative duality influences how society understands crime in relation to the
American Dream.

Impact on Public Opinion and Policy
Media coverage of crime and success stories affects public opinion and,
consequently, policymaking. Sensationalized reports of crime linked to
poverty or certain demographics can reinforce stereotypes and justify
punitive policies rather than addressing root causes related to economic and
social inequality.

Policy Implications and Crime Prevention
Strategies
Addressing the complex relationship between crime and the American Dream
requires multifaceted policy approaches that tackle underlying social and
economic factors.

Investing in Education and Job Training
Enhancing access to quality education and vocational training provides
individuals with legitimate opportunities to achieve economic success. Such



investments reduce barriers to the American Dream and lower the appeal of
criminal alternatives.

Community Development and Social Services
Strengthening community institutions and providing social support services
can improve social cohesion and reduce crime. Programs that address housing,
healthcare, and youth engagement help build environments conducive to lawful
success.

Criminal Justice Reform
Reforming sentencing laws, improving rehabilitation efforts, and reducing
systemic biases in the criminal justice system contribute to breaking cycles
of crime and exclusion. Fair treatment enhances individuals’ chances to
reintegrate into society and pursue the American Dream legitimately.

Comprehensive Crime Prevention Strategies

Early childhood education programs to address developmental disparities

Employment initiatives targeting at-risk populations

Community policing models that foster trust and cooperation

Mental health and substance abuse treatment services

Housing policies that reduce neighborhood segregation and poverty
concentration

Frequently Asked Questions

How does the concept of the American Dream influence
criminal behavior?
The American Dream, which emphasizes success and upward mobility, can
sometimes create pressure leading individuals to commit crimes as a means to
achieve financial or social goals when legitimate opportunities are limited.



In what ways does socioeconomic inequality impact
crime rates in the United States?
Socioeconomic inequality often correlates with higher crime rates, as
individuals in disadvantaged communities may face limited access to
education, employment, and resources, potentially leading to higher instances
of criminal activity as a survival or coping mechanism.

How is the American Dream portrayed in literature
and media related to crime?
Literature and media often depict the American Dream as a double-edged sword,
where the pursuit of success can lead to moral compromises, corruption, and
crime, highlighting the tension between ambition and ethical boundaries.

What role does systemic racism play in the
relationship between crime and the American Dream?
Systemic racism can hinder marginalized groups from accessing the
opportunities promised by the American Dream, contributing to disparities in
crime rates, arrests, and incarceration, as well as perpetuating cycles of
poverty and limited social mobility.

Can crime be seen as a response to the failure of
the American Dream for some individuals?
Yes, for some individuals, crime may be perceived as an alternative route to
achieving the goals of the American Dream when traditional paths are blocked
due to economic hardship, discrimination, or social exclusion.

How do policies aimed at reducing crime address the
challenges associated with the American Dream?
Effective policies often focus on addressing root causes such as poverty,
education inequality, and lack of economic opportunities, aiming to create a
more equitable society where the American Dream is accessible without
resorting to crime.

Additional Resources
1. The Great Gatsby by F. Scott Fitzgerald
This classic novel explores the dark side of the American Dream through the
story of Jay Gatsby, a wealthy man who throws lavish parties in hopes of
rekindling a past romance. Set in the Roaring Twenties, the book delves into
themes of ambition, wealth, and moral decay. Crime and corruption lurk
beneath the glittering surface of the Jazz Age.



2. American Psycho by Bret Easton Ellis
A chilling and satirical portrayal of 1980s Wall Street excess, this novel
follows Patrick Bateman, a wealthy investment banker who leads a double life
as a brutal serial killer. The book critiques the hollow pursuit of material
success and the dark undercurrents of consumer culture. It raises questions
about identity, morality, and the destructive nature of the American Dream.

3. Native Son by Richard Wright
Set in 1930s Chicago, this powerful novel tells the story of Bigger Thomas, a
young African American man trapped by poverty and systemic racism. Following
a tragic crime, Bigger’s story exposes the brutal realities of racial
injustice and the limitations imposed on Black Americans chasing the American
Dream. The book is a stark examination of societal failure and personal
desperation.

4. Bonfire of the Vanities by Tom Wolfe
This satirical novel captures the greed, ambition, and social conflicts of
1980s New York City. When a wealthy Wall Street trader becomes involved in a
hit-and-run accident, the ensuing scandal exposes the racial and class
tensions underlying the American Dream. Wolfe’s sharp wit highlights the
moral ambiguity and corruption in the pursuit of success.

5. Crime and Punishment in America by Elliott Currie
This nonfiction work examines the American criminal justice system and its
impact on society, especially on marginalized communities. Currie discusses
how economic inequality and social policies influence crime rates and justice
outcomes. The book provides a critical analysis of how the American Dream is
intertwined with issues of crime and punishment.

6. The Outsiders by S.E. Hinton
A coming-of-age novel that explores the struggles between socioeconomic
classes in 1960s America. The story of Ponyboy Curtis and his gang highlights
themes of loyalty, violence, and the desire for a better life. It reflects on
the harsh realities faced by working-class youth chasing the promise of the
American Dream.

7. The Wire: Truth Be Told by Rafael Alvarez
Based on the acclaimed TV series, this companion book offers insights into
the crime-ridden city of Baltimore, exposing systemic failures in
institutions like the police, schools, and politics. The narrative shows how
the elusive American Dream is complicated by entrenched social and economic
problems. It presents a multifaceted look at crime and urban life in America.

8. In Cold Blood by Truman Capote
A pioneering work of true crime literature, this book reconstructs the 1959
murder of a Kansas family. Capote explores the motivations of the killers and
the impact of the crime on the community. The story raises questions about
morality, justice, and the fragile nature of the American Dream in small-town
America.

9. Death of a Salesman by Arthur Miller



Though a play rather than a novel, this seminal work addresses the
disillusionment with the American Dream through the tragic story of Willy
Loman, a struggling salesman. The narrative reveals the pressures to succeed
and the consequences of chasing material success at the expense of personal
values. It’s a poignant critique of the societal ideals tied to crime,
failure, and aspiration.
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