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Introduction  

 The American Dream has become an inherent part of American identity, a sort of 

national motto. Yet, due to the popularity of this article of faith, the meaning of the American 

Dream and what it encompasses is often taken for granted. Many people mistake the 

American Dream as being only about working hard to make it to the top and enjoying visible 

signs of material prosperity. However, the American Dream is as much about ideals as 

material gains. These ideals will be the primary focus of this document. The American Dream 

is a diverse set of dreams for many different dreamers. Thus, the list of incarnations of the 

ideals that will be discussed in this document is not exhaustive.  

 I decided to write about this topic after reading an article Frank Rich wrote in New 

York Magazine in 2018 on the 10th anniversary of the Great Recession. It is entitled “In 2008, 

America Stopped Believing in the American Dream.” The article starts with a positive 

description of the state of American society: no major terrorist attack since 9/11, a low 

unemployment rate, no massive American troops sent to war, the first African American 

President being ranked as the most admired person in America by the 2018 Gallup Poll. The 

picture Frank Rich draws is pleasant. Yet, he continues with a presentation of bleaker facts (a 

high suicide rate, near daily mass shootings, an opioid epidemic) before stating:  

even our current run of ostensible prosperity and peace does not mitigate the one 
conviction that still unites all Americans: Everything in the country is broken. Not 
just Washington, which failed to prevent the financial catastrophe and has done 
little to protect us from the next, but also race relations, health care, education, 
institutional religion, law enforcement, the physical infrastructure, the news 
media, the bedrock virtues of civility and community.1 
 

This dark mood in a context of relative economic growth and a low unemployment rate was 

real – and is all the more so today since economic growth and unemployment is far from its 

 
1 Frank Rich, “In 2008, America Stopped Believing in the American Dream” New York Magazine. 5 Aug. 2018, 
online, Internet, 8 Apr. 2021. Available: https://nymag.com/intelligencer/2018/08/frank-rich-2008-financial-
crisis-end-of-american-dream.html. 
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2018 level due to the mishandling of the Covid-19 pandemic. Yet, blaming this dark 

assessment on Donald Trump alone would be giving him too much credit and would be wrong 

on many levels. This feeling has been building up for a long time and Trump exploited this 

discontent. In 2015, when he announced his intention to run for president, he declared: 

“Sadly, the American Dream is dead”2 – and he claimed to be the one that would revive it. I 

thus decided to take stock of America’s “broken” society through the lens of the American 

Dream. The challenges that the American Dream’s ideals face will be examined in this 

document to try to make sense of why the American Dream seems “dead” to many observers.  

 The first part of the document will state what the American Dream means. Its original 

definition will be examined, as well as the context in which it was coined. The element of 

subjectivity the term possesses and the way its meaning evolved since its creation will also be 

discussed. The American Dream encompasses many ideals, but four major ones will be 

focused on in this document: upward social mobility, equality (of rights and opportunity), 

freedom (from fear), and democracy. After defining the American Dream in this first part, I 

will examine the challenges it faces today.  

 The second part of this document will focus on the decline of social mobility and the 

rise of wealth inequality. These declining ideals have played a major role in shattering the 

American Dream in the eyes of many Americans. After World War Two and especially since 

the 1980s, free-market global capitalism has achieved dominance and spread the belief that it 

would benefit everyone. Yet, the 2008 economic crisis showed that clearly it did not. Many 

lost their jobs, homes, and savings, and the widely held belief that capitalism would end up 

benefiting everybody has been abandoned by many. Instead, it is increasingly apparent that 

unregulated capitalism has made the affluent greedier while the rest of the population spends 

more and yet earns as much as or less than they used to, thus racking up huge amounts of 

 
2 Donald Trump: “The American Dream is Dead", 2015, online, Internet, 8 Apr. 2021. Available: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=a5pYa5cxLEo. 
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debt. As unregulated capitalism was fully embraced between 1980 and 2021, three main 

changes occurred: the financialization of the economy, the powershift from Labor to Capital, 

and rising debt-fueled consumerism. Capitalism also invaded and disfigured sectors that serve 

the public good: healthcare and education. The ways in which profits have been prioritized 

and privatized over the general interest of society and the public sphere – thus increasing 

inequality of opportunity and blocking upward social mobility and fulfillment of the 

American Dream – will be examined in this part.  

 The third part of this document will examine racial inequality. Equality of rights and 

opportunity is central to the American Dream. Yet it has never been entirely achieved. 

African Americans and other racial minorities have been excluded from accessing the same 

opportunities open to white Americans by individual acts of racism, but also by American 

institutions, laws, and norms. Persistent structural racism and the ways in which it perpetuates 

racial exclusion will be examined in this part. Its denial and the table-turning claim that anti-

white racism exists and is the real problem today will also receive attention.  

 The fourth part of this document will consider the illusion of the “freedom from fear.” 

Freedom is a core American value. The American Dream’s original definition points out the 

ability of the United States to be a land in which “life should be better, richer, and fuller.”3 

Thus, to many Americans this life cannot exist without freedom. I chose to focus on one type 

of freedom – the fourth freedom defined by President Franklin Delano Roosevelt in 1941: the 

“freedom from fear” – because there is no “better, richer, and fuller” life if one has to live in 

constant fear. Since Roosevelt was referring to armaments when talking about the “freedom 

from fear,” the issue of gun violence and police violence will be studied. Yet more largely, 

two other aspects which bring fear to Americans or people wishing to join the United States 

 
3 James Truslow Adams, The Epic of America. (Boston Massachusetts: Little, Brown, and Co., 1931), p.404. 
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today will be looked at: never-ending economic insecurity and hostile immigration policies 

under former President Donald Trump. 

 The fifth and last part of this document will look at the challenges that American 

democracy is facing. The American Dream is a dream of being an empowered citizen, who 

can shape one’s own destiny and thus the destiny of the country. Therefore, democracy is an 

inherent part of the American Dream. The ways in which democracy is challenged today will 

be investigated: starting from the Electoral College, to the decline of labor unions, and the 

vicious cycle of the concentration of wealth and power, to the return of populism and fascism.  

 This document tackles a vast array of issues. It can be read as a book with different 

stories, a newspaper with different opinion articles, or it can be read as a sequential narrative 

whole. No matter how it is read, I hope it can help readers to connect the dots between issues 

that may seem distant but that are in fact interrelated. Moreover, I hope this document can 

underscore the importance of major issues the US is facing now and why it should matter to 

both Americans and the world. The American Dream has inspired many people globally and 

America has been considered a model to many nations. Thus, when America fails to lead by a 

positive example, it has consequences not only for its own people and environment but for the 

entire planet. 
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I. Defining the American Dream over Time 

A. Defining the American Dream 

The term “American Dream” was first coined by James Truslow Adams in his 1931 

book The Epic of America. It was a book about the history of the United States for general 

readers. Even though the term “American Dream” was coined only in the 20th century, Adams 

explains that it was present from the country’s very beginning. It can even be linked first to 

the Pilgrims who fled religious persecution to establish a destiny for themselves; then to the 

founding fathers who shaped their own future and that of many others by leading the war of 

independence and building the framework of the US government; and finally, to all 

immigrants who fled their country of origin to start a new life in America.  

James Truslow Adams defines it this way: 

The American Dream, that dream of a land in which life should be better, richer, 
and fuller for every man, with opportunity for each according to his ability or 
achievement.4  
 

There are several key words in this definition. First, the words “better, richer, and 

fuller” describe a life of fulfillment. They echo the right in the Declaration of 

Independence to the “pursuit of Happiness” in that these are abstract ways of defining a 

good, fulfilled life. Most importantly, it means that it will not signify the same thing for 

everybody. Secondly, “opportunity” points to the belief that America is a land of 

enterprising projects like no other, where one can achieve upward social mobility. This 

belief has been strong from the start of the US when people were ready to live in harsh 

conditions to be able to take advantage of the opportunities America had to offer and it 

is still true today, pushing many people to migrate to the US. Thirdly, two other key 

words are “for every man” and “for each” which means that the American Dream is a 

 
4 Adams, The Epic of America, p.404. 
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dream of equality. Everything America has to offer should be offered to everybody 

equally. Fourthly, “according to his ability or achievement” means that one is the agent 

of one’s future. The American Dream is a dream of being an empowered citizen, of 

being free to shape one’s destiny. Finally, the word “dream” is significant. It means that 

it is not real, especially at the time Adams was writing, yet it can become reality. The 

term American Dream was coined in 1931, in a time of extreme hardship: The Great 

Depression. The daily reality was grim: “opportunity” was scarce with a high 

unemployment rate; life was not “better, richer, and fuller,” many lost their savings, 

their jobs, their homes, and were heavily in debt. Besides economic inequality and low 

social mobility, political inequality was also high due to the Jim Crow Laws. By 

creating this term, Adams may have wanted to encourage future aspirations by 

recounting a past triumph. Convincing Americans that their country was unique in the 

opportunities it offered could have been a way to incite Americans to dream and act 

again, be the agent of their destiny, and fight back against a worldwide economic crisis. 

One might wonder if Adams was addressing nonwhites too. I would argue that he 

was not. Although he does not say that people of color are to stay excluded from the 

American Dream, he omits them from a list of immigrants. When talking about the 

presence of the American Dream from the foundation of the United States, he writes:  

If a distinction had developed between rich and poor, nevertheless even the 
poor were better off, freer and more independent than they had been in 
Europe. Above all, they had glimpsed the American Dream. English, Irish, 
Scotch, Germans all who had come to our shores had come to find security 
and self-expression.5 
 

Adams, who was an historian, fails to mention that not everybody came to the US willingly, 

and that far from finding security and self-expression, black people found themselves 

enslaved. Later in the book, he also seems to have a negative opinion about the reconstruction 

 
5 Adams, The Epic of America, p.68.  



 9 

amendments, saying that after the 14th Amendment, the “Congress continued its mad course” 

which led to Northern “carpetbaggers,” Southern “riffraff,” and “utterly ignorant negroes” to 

“form parties, elect the legislature and st[ea]l with the complete abandon of Boss Tweed and 

his gang in New York.”6 While he writes that the American Dream is about providing an 

“opportunity for each,” he seems to think that African Americans are not legitimate seekers to 

have the opportunity to shape the destiny of their city and country through suffrage. He also 

seems to find a difference between black people and other immigrants. When talking about 

immigration in the 19th century, he writes:  

This later demand for cheap white labor left us with another racial problem, 
although one somewhat less serious since, after a generation or two, these people 
can be absorbed, whereas the negro cannot.7 

 
He seems to think that black people are a special insoluble and therefore unsolvable problem. 

If that was truly his view, then Adams clearly did not imagine nonwhites to be part of the 

American Dream. 

 Yet, the American Dream’s meaning has changed over time and is not confined 

by Adams’s exclusionary vision. A “better, richer, and fuller” life can mean different 

things to people of varied backgrounds, and a “dream” can be interpreted differently and 

can inspire people in different ways depending on them and the period they live in. 

B. The Evolution of its Meaning  

This open-ended subjectivity is one of the reasons why the American Dream’s meaning 

has changed over time. The term American Dream was coined to represent a set of ideals 

which should be a model for American citizens and for the whole world. In his book, James 

Truslow Adams encourages people to keep on learning, to be bright and cultivated 

individuals, and to be the agent of their future. Thus, the term was first used in advertisements 

 
6 Adams, The Epic of America, p.286. 
7 Ibid, p.315. 
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for intellectual products such as books, plays, or church sermons in the 1930s and 1940s.8 

After defeating fascism in World War II, the term American Dream was very much about 

freedom, notably “freedom from fear” and from regimentation. The American Dream then 

began to be popularized in the 1960s with Martin Luther King’s “I Have a Dream” speech in 

1963, in which he explained his vision that was “a dream deeply rooted in the American 

Dream.”9 His dream was about greater social justice and community spirit thanks to greater 

economic and political equality. He wanted the American Dream to be extended to include 

African Americans. Thus, the ideals embodied in the American Dream were equality of rights 

and opportunity, democracy, community, and upward social mobility. However, as the term 

became popularized, its connection with these ideals weakened. In the 1970s and 1980s, home 

builders were using the term American Dream in their advertisements, “perhaps to make 

conspicuous consumption seem patriotic.”10 The increasing use of the term American Dream 

in advertising had two consequences: an increase in its association with mass consumerism as 

well as with homeownership. This growing dream of homeownership will later become public 

policy with President George W. Bush signing the American Dream Downpayment Initiative 

in 2003. This program subsidized home purchases by creating grants for low-income people 

to help them with down payments and closing costs – later on, contributing to the 2008 

financial crisis. As a result, today, many assume that the American Dream is only about social 

mobility and material prosperity. This simplification has been conveyed by advertising, mass 

media, and was carried on by members of former governments. The latest example was Ben 

Carson, the United States Secretary of Housing and Urban Development during Trump’s 

 
8 Robert J. Shiller, “The Transformation of the ‘American Dream’” The New York Times. 4 Aug. 2017, sec. The 
Upshot, online, Internet, 6 Apr. 2021. Available: https://www.nytimes.com/2017/08/04/upshot/the-
transformation-of-the-american-dream.html. 
9 Martin Luther King, “I Have a Dream,” 1663, online, Internet, 17 Mar. 2020. Available: 
https://kinginstitute.stanford.edu/king-papers/documents/i-have-dream-address-delivered-march-washington-
jobs-and-freedom. 
10 Shiller, “The Transformation of the ‘American Dream.’” 
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mandate, who said in a speech at the National Housing Conference on June 9th, 2017: “I worry 

that millennials may become a lost generation for homeownership, excluded from the 

American Dream.”11 Yet, this is not what Adams meant when he coined the term American 

Dream. The American Dream is not only about material prosperity, but about ideals. He 

writes:  

It is not a dream of motor cars and high wages merely, but a dream of a social 
order in which each man and each woman shall be able to attain to the fullest 
stature of which they are innately capable, and be recognized by others for what 
they are, regardless of the fortuitous circumstances of birth or position.12 
 

The American Dream does include social mobility; yet this does not translate itself into 

material prosperity only. The term American Dream is so popularized today that its meaning 

is often taken for granted, which “today appears to mean that in the US anything is possible if 

you want it bad enough.”13 Yet, as discussed earlier it includes so much more. The American 

Dream has come to embody a plurality of dreams among which four will be focused on in this 

document: social mobility, equality (of rights and opportunities), freedom (from fear), and 

democracy.  

In a period of high inequality low social mobility, a failure to provide “freedom from 

fear,” and a handicapped democracy, the American Dream and its “better, richer, and fuller” 

life can seem unreachable for many Americans.  

  

 
11 Ibid. 
12 Adams, The Epic of America, p.404. 
13 Jim Cullen, The American Dream: A Short History of an Idea that Shaped a Nation, (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2003), p.5. 
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II. Profits First: The Decline of Social Mobility and the Rise of 
Wealth Inequality  

A. Social Mobility and Inequality in Numbers  

Social mobility has been decreasing across every social class in America since the 

1940s, while inequality has risen, thereby failing to provide to “each” the “opportunity” and 

the “better” life characteristics of the American Dream. A study based on millions of tax 

records created a data set that shows the percentage of American children who earn more 

money than their parents earned at the same age. In the 1940s, the economy was growing fast, 

and the distribution of wealth gains across income quintiles was fairly even. Among the 1940s 

babies, 92% earned more than their parents did at the same age.14 The few 1940 children 

earning less than their parents were for the most part doing well and were generally earning 

less because their parents were rich.15 When the oldest baby boomers entered the job market 

in the 1970s, economic growth was slowing down due to the energy crisis. However, more 

than three quarters of them would still earn more than their parents. In the 1980s, economic 

inequality began to rise. Only half of the babies born in the 1980s made as much as their 

parents did.16 This decrease was not due merely to slower economic growth, but to unequal 

distribution of wealth. Today, the American economy is more productive than it was in the 

1980s, even though it is not growing as fast. Per-capita G.D.P is much higher now.17 This 

increase should allow children to live better than their parents, but many do not because of the 

unequal distribution of wealth. Chetty et al did two simulations to prove their point. In the first 

 
14 Raj Chetty et al., The Fading American Dream: Trends in Absolute Income Mobility Since 1940, (National 
Bureau of Economic Research, December 2, 2016), online, Internet, 26 Jan. 2021. p.9, Available: 
https://opportunityinsights.org/paper/the-fading-american-dream/. 
15 David Leonhardt, “The American Dream, Quantified at Last” The New York Times. 8 Dec. 2016, sec. Opinion, 
online, Internet, 26 Jan. 2021. Available: https://www.nytimes.com/2016/12/08/opinion/the-american-dream-
quantified-at-last.html. 
16 Chetty et al., “The Fading American Dream,” p.9. 
17 Per-capita G.D.P was of 12,274.792 in 1980, of 36,334.909 in 2000 (when 1980s baby began to enter the job 
market,) and was of 62,794.586 in 2018. “GDP per capita (current US$) - United States | Data,” n.d., online, 
Internet, 23 Mar. 2020. Available: https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.CD?locations=US. 
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one, they recreated the last decades with the same G.D.P. growth but without the post-1970 

rise in inequality. Then the number of 1980 babies who out-earn their parents went from 50% 

to 80%. In the second simulation, they kept inequalities but imagined that growth returned to 

its faster path. The rise was much smaller: from 50% to 62%.18  

The extreme economic inequality of the past forty years is a major impediment to social 

mobility and is also contrary to the American Dream itself. James Truslow Adams insisted on 

the fact that the realization of the American Dream should be “for every man,” “for each.” 

However, it is not the case since economic inequality has risen, with both the income gap and 

the wealth gap continuously widening. The richest households have experienced a larger gain 

in income than other social groups. According to the Economic Policy Institute (EPI), from 

1979 to 2018, the top 1% experienced a growth in real annual wages of 157.8%. Even more 

considerable, the top 0.1% more than doubled that wage growth, up by 340.7% from 1979. In 

contrast, the bottom 90% saw their wages grow by only 23.9%.19 Wage growth has a 

significant impact on perpetuating the wealth gap, as the bottom 90% is primarily reliant on 

wages. This unequal wage growth led to a reversal: the middle-class no longer owns the 

biggest share of US aggregate income, the upper-class does. This represents a major change 

as only 19% of American adults live in upper-class households whereas, the majority of the 

population, 52%, live in middle-class families.20 

 
18 Chetty et al., “The Fading American Dream,” p.3. 
19 Lawrence Mishel and Melat Kassa, “Top 1.0% of earners see wages up 157.8% since 1979” Economic Policy 
Institute, online, Internet, 27 Jan. 2021. Available: https://www.epi.org/blog/top-1-0-of-earners-see-wages-up-
157-8-since-1979/. 
20 Rakesh Kochhar, The American Middle Class is Stable in Size, but Losing Ground Financially to Upper-
Income Families, (Pew Research Center, 2018), online, Internet, 26 Jan. 2021. Available: 
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/09/06/the-american-middle-class-is-stable-in-size-but-losing-
ground-financially-to-upper-income-families/. 
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Not only is income inequality rising in the US, but it is also larger than in other advanced 

economies, with the US ranking first among the G7 countries. 

 

 

 

Less surprisingly, the upper-class owns the biggest share of US aggregate wealth. The 

top 1% alone owns about sixteen times more wealth than the bottom 50% combined and owns 

roughly as much as the bottom 90%.21 A very small portion of individuals possesses most of 

 
21 In 2020, the top 1 owned 30,8 % of the share of US aggregate wealth that is to say $34,69 T, the 90-99% 
possessed 38, 4% ($43,28 T), the 50-90% owned 29% ($32,67 T) and the bottom 50% had 1,9% ($2,25 T.) 
Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System, Distribution of Household Wealth in the U.S. since 1989, 
Survey of Consumer Finances and Financial Accounts of the United States (The Federal Reserve, n.d.), online, 
Internet, 26 Jan. 2021. Available: 

Figure 1: Share of U.S Aggregate Income from 1970 to 2018  
Source: “Trends in U.S. Income and Wealth Inequality” Pew Research Center. 9 Jan. 2020, online, Internet, 
26 Jan. 2021. Available: https://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2020/01/09/trends-in-income-and-wealth-
inequality/. 

Figure 2: Comparison of Income Inequality across G7 Countries 
Notes: This chart is based on the Gini coefficient, ranking from 0 (perfect equality) to 1 (complete 
inequality.) 
Source: “Trends in U.S. Income and Wealth Inequality” Pew Research Center. 9 Jan. 2020, online, Internet, 
26 Jan. 2021. Available: https://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2020/01/09/trends-in-income-and-wealth-
inequality/. 
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the wealth in the US. According to the Institute for Policy Studies, three men (Jeff Bezos, Bill 

Gates, and Warren Buffett) own as much as the bottom 50% of Americans.22 This is precisely 

what James Truslow Adams pointed out as contrary to the American Dream:  

A system that steadily increases the gulf between the ordinary man and the super-
rich, that permits the resources of society to be gathered into personal fortunes 
that afford their owners millions of income a year, with only the chance that here 
and there a few may be moved to confer some of their surplus upon the public in 
ways chosen wholly by themselves, is assuredly a wasteful and unjust system. It is 
perhaps as inimical as anything could be to the American Dream.23 

 
The top 1%, but more generally, the upper-class households are the only ones who 

recovered from the Great Recession since with high income from investments they are less 

reliant on home equity and salaries. From 2001 to 2016, the upper-class families increased 

their median net worth by 33%, whereas middle-class households experienced a loss of 20% 

and lower-class households 45%.24  

Some factors have accentuated inequality such as a redesigned economy which severely 

hurts workers – especially low skilled workers. Since the 1980s, capitalism has had various 

impacts on society including the financialization of the economy, more globalization, 

consumerism; and it has also invaded social sectors such as healthcare and education, 

widening the gap between the richest citizens and everybody else. US wealth inequality is 

such that it threatens the American Dream ideals of equality of opportunity and social 

mobility as the wealthier people tend to sabotage the “opportunit[ies]” of the less affluent in 

order to maximize their personal gains. 

 
https://www.federalreserve.gov/releases/z1/dataviz/dfa/distribute/chart/#quarter:0;series:Net%20worth;demogra
phic:networth;population:1,3,5,7;units:shares;range:2005.2,2020.2. 
22 Chuck Collins, Omar Ocampo, and Sophia Paslaski, Billionaire Bonanza 2020: Wealth Windfalls, Tumbling 
Taxes, and Pandemic Profiteers, (Institute for Policies Studies, 2020), Available: https://ips-dc.org/wp-
content/uploads/2020/04/Billionaire-Bonanza-2020.pdf. 
23 Adam, The Epic of America, p.414. 
24 Horowitz, Igielnik, and Kochhar, “Trends in U.S. Income and Wealth Inequality.” 
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B. A Redesigned Economy  

1. The Financialization of the Economy  

The term “financialization” describes a trend which dates from the 1980s in which 

investment banking became of prime importance to the workings of the economy.25 This trend 

contrasted significantly with the post-war economy which was driven by industrial production 

and the trade of goods and did not primarily rely on sophisticated financial products as is the 

case today. Research has shown that financialization leads to deeper inequality, slower 

growth, and higher unemployment. Thus, it challenges the American Dream ideal of equality 

and makes upward social mobility harder to experience for many. 

Financialization was accelerated by financial deregulations during Ronald Reagan’s 

presidency and continued during Bill Clinton’s presidency. As the New Deal regulations were 

dismantled, the finance sector grew, and the emphasis switched from making things to making 

money from money. The finance industry rose from 11% of GDP in 1950 to 21% in 2010, 

while the manufacturing sector fell from 28% to 11%.26 Corporate profits from the financial 

sector have kept on rising, totaling 20% of all corporate profits at the end of 2019 against 

14.5% for manufacturing in the same year.27 However, the financial industry employs 

relatively few people, half that of the manufacturing sector, and that has barely changed 

despite its growing share of GDP and corporate profits (as illustrated in the following figure).  

 
25 Gerald F. Davis and Suntae Kim, “Financialization of the Economy,” Annual Review of Sociology. 41.1 
(2015): 203–221. 
26 Noam Chomsky, Requiem for the American Dream, Documentary, 2015, online, Internet, 21 Jun. 2020. 
Available: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wp6Rbgv1MLg. 
27 “Table 6.16D. Corporate Profits by Industry” US Bureau of Economic Analysis, 28 Jan. 2021, online, Internet, 
1 Feb. 2021. Available: 
https://apps.bea.gov/iTable/iTable.cfm?reqid=19&step=3&isuri=1&1921=survey&1903=239#reqid=19&step=3
&isuri=1&1921=survey&1903=239. 
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Moreover, the financialization of the economy is partly responsible for the decline in 

employment in the manufacturing industry. The financial services sector, whose primary goal 

was to advise companies on where to invest their money to maximize their growth, is now 

looking for quick financial returns instead of the long-term achievement of corporate growth 

and corporate-community partnerships. As a result, the finance sector has stopped its 

commitment to investment and innovation in domestic production that could benefit all 

American workers within the US economy and focused primarily on moving money around to 

benefit investors.  

Not only does the financial industry invest less in long-term manufacturing goals that 

could be beneficial to workers, but there is also an increasing engagement in financial 

activities from non-financial firms. Non-financial corporations went from an estimate of 28% 

of total investments in financial instruments before 1980 to fully half by 2000.28 The most 

striking example is General Electric which switched its focus from producing products to 

 
28 Donald Tomaskovic-Devey and Ken-Hou Lin, “Financialization: Causes, Inequality Consequences, and Policy 
Implications” North Carolina Banking Institute. 18 (2013): 29, p.180. 

Figure 3 : Full-Time Equivalent Employees by Industry  
Source: “Table 6.16D. Corporate Profits by Industry” US Bureau of Economic Analysis. 28 Jan. 2021, 
online, Internet, 1 Feb. 2021. Available: 
https://apps.bea.gov/iTable/iTable.cfm?reqid=19&step=3&isuri=1&1921=survey&1903=239#reqid=19&ste
p=3&isuri=1&1921=survey&1903=239. 
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money management in recent decades. At its peak, GE Capital (the company’s financial 

services firm) accounted for over half of GE’s profits and its total assets went from $371 

billion in 2001 to nearly $700 billion in 2008.29 This shift to financial services has had several 

consequences: it has reduced the bargaining power of labor unions and the centrality of 

production, and has led to lower employment, increased inequality among workers, and 

income transfers to executives and capital owners.30 

 The financialization of the economy widens the wealth and income gaps. Workers’ 

wages stagnate because of non-financial firms investing in financial assets instead of 

production and because shareholder-oriented firms are obsessed with reducing labor costs 

leading to stagnant wages, but also to the decline of defined benefit pension plans, and 

reduced retiree health benefits. While workers’ wages stagnate, wages in the finance sector 

rise. In 2008, employees in investment banking and securities industries in Manhattan earned 

six times more than the average Manhattan worker and twenty times more than the average 

workers in the US.31 Stagnant wages also mean that wealth increasingly comes from assets. 

According to the Congressional Budget Office, in 2017, capital income made up only 2%-3% 

of total market income for households in each of the bottom four quintiles, against 17% of 

total income for households in the highest quintile, and 36% for those in the top 1%.32  This is 

due to the fact that the distribution of financial assets has become increasingly unequal. 

Between 1989 and 2016, the average value of family financial assets has risen by only 15% 

for the bottom quintile, against 230% for the top decile.33 Researchers calculated that the top 

 
29 “The Pitfalls of the ‘Financialization’ of American Business,” Knowledge@Wharton, 28 Jun. 2016, online, 
Internet, 2 Feb. 2021. Available: https://knowledge.wharton.upenn.edu/article/pitfalls-financialization-american-
business/. 
30 Tomaskovic-Devey and Lin, “Financialization: Causes, Inequality Consequences, and Policy Implications,” 
p.167. 
31 Davis and Kim, “Financialization of the Economy,” pp.19-20. 
32 The Distribution of Household Income, 2017, (Congressional Budget Office, October 2020), online, Internet, 2 
Feb. 2021. Available: https://www.cbo.gov/publication/56575. 
33 Sarah A Donovan et al., The U.S. Income Distribution: Trends and Issues, (Congressional Research Service, 
January 13, 2021), p.36. 
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10% alone owns 84% of all Wall Street portfolio value.34 It means that those who have extra 

money to invest can enjoy seeing a return on their investment, while those who cannot join 

such markets are shut out from that method of wealth creation. This discrepancy also explains 

why the middle-class – mostly dependent on monthly income from selling their labor – was 

still relatively weak after the 2008 crisis. The average middle-class family’s net worth in 2020 

is still more than $40,000 below where it was in 2007.35  

 Financialization has increased inequality and made upward social mobility harder to 

experience as it led to stagnant wages and low employment for those outside the finance 

industry while yielding large profits for those able to participate in this industry. It also put an 

end to aspirations that are characteristic of the American Dream. The dream of getting rich 

from your day job (or as Adams put it, from your own “ability or achievement”) was 

considerably damaged as one now increasingly must rely on assets to “get ahead.” The 2008 

crisis also crushed another dream: the idea that owning a house was always a good thing. The 

idea was that if you suffered from a financial setback, you could always easily sell your house 

or temporarily borrow against its value. However, as mortgages were being sold like hotcakes 

to homeowners, a bubble grew and when the bubble burst, home values tumbled, and debts 

became overwhelming, and foreclosures multiplied.  

The unregulated gamble of predatory lending that led to the Great Recession had a 

worldwide and disastrous impact, yet the people responsible were barely punished. This 

impunity suggests that things will go on the same way. Especially since companies such as 

Siemens, JP Morgan, Rolls Royce, and Johnson & Johnson paying lobbyists and lawyers 

 
34 Robert Gebeloff, “Who Owns Stocks? Explaining the Rise in Inequality During the Pandemic” The New York 
Times, 26 Jan. 2021, sec. The Upshot, online, Internet, 2 Feb. 2021. Available: 
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/01/26/upshot/stocks-pandemic-inequality.html. 
35 Nelson D. Schwartz, “The Recovery Threw the Middle-Class Dream Under a Benz” The New York Times, 12 
Sep. 2018, sec. Business, online, Internet, 2 Feb. 2021. Available: 
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/09/12/business/middle-class-financial-crisis.html. 
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billions to stop proceedings for alleged wrongdoing has become commonplace.36 Moreover, 

as Rana Foroohar points out in her book Makers and Takers (2016), a quarter of American 

graduate students earn a master’s degree in business, more than the combined share in the 

legal, health, and computer science fields. She explains that this “misallocation” of talent has 

significant consequences for the US ability to generate growth and innovation.37 It also means 

that financialization is likely to continue, leading to high inequality, high unemployment rates 

and stagnant wages, challenging the American Dream’s ideals of equality of opportunity and 

upward social mobility through one’s hard work.  

2. Globalization, Capitalism, Technology: The Power Shift from Labor to 

Capital 

Financialization is not the only change in the US economy in the postwar era which 

challenges the American Dream’s ideals of social mobility and equality. The sharp power 

shift from Labor to Capital is another one. The winner-takes-most economy has led to deep 

inequality and has made the path to social mobility harder to achieve, as job insecurity has 

become the norm. Globalization, capitalism, and technology are often blamed for that. 

In a speech before the US senate in 1997, Alan Greenspan, then chair of the Federal 

Reserve, explained that the slower increase in wages was “the consequence of greater worker 

insecurity.”38 His analysis was based on a survey which indicated that workers in large firms 

were increasingly afraid of being laid off. In 1996, the unemployment rate was going down 

slowly after reaching a peak at 7.5 % in 1992 but was still at 5.4%.39 Despite a lower 

 
36 John Kay, “Personal Liability is the Means of Deterring Repeat Offences of Corporate Crime” John Kay, 21 
Jan. 2017, online, Internet, 2 Feb. 2021. Available: https://www.johnkay.com/2017/01/21/personal-liability-
means-deterring-repeat-offences-corporate-crime/. 
37 “The Pitfalls of the ‘Financialization’ of American Business.” 
38 “Testimony of Chairman Alan Greenspan before the Committee on Banking, Housing, and Urban Affairs, 
U.S. Senate” Federal Reserve Board, 26 Feb. 1997, online, Internet, 5 Feb. 2021. Available: 
https://www.federalreserve.gov/boarddocs/hh/1997/february/testimony.htm. 
39 “US: Annual Unemployment Rate 1990-2018” Statista, online, Internet, 5 Feb. 2021. Available: 
https://www.statista.com/statistics/193290/unemployment-rate-in-the-usa-since-1990/. 
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unemployment rate in 1996, 46% of the people questioned feared to be laid off against 25% in 

1991 when the unemployment rate was higher.40 This fear is triggered not only by the fact that 

being fired can represent a considerable loss of revenue – and of health insurance, but also by 

the suspicion that redundant employees are not likely to find as good a job as what they lost. 

Their fear is justified: people who lost their job are increasingly re-employed in part-time 

jobs. In 2000, people being re-employed in part-time jobs represented one in seven people; in 

2010, it was one in four. Even workers who found new full-time jobs tend to earn about 17% 

less than they would have had they not lost their jobs.41 In addition, the longer someone stays 

unemployed, the harder it is to find a job. According to a Brookings Institution analysis, for 

those who lost their job during the Great Recession, the odds of finding a new full-time job 

were one in five at the outset, one in ten after seven months, and one in seventeen after two 

years.42 This feeling of job insecurity was nourished by a high unemployment rate at the 

beginning of the 1990s, which ultimately stabilized around 5%, until hitting a new peak 

following the Great Recession at 9.6% in 2010.43 It was also the result of a considerable job 

loss in manufacturing. Between 2000 and 2014, the manufacturing industry lost about five 

million jobs. This has often been blamed on globalization. After the Asian financial crisis of 

1997-8, the US manufacturing trade deficit rose sharply, peaking at $558.5 billion in 2005.44 

Other people blamed job insecurity and job loss on automation.  

However, as Robert Kuttner argues in his book Can Democracy Survive Global 

Capitalism? (2018), job losses in manufacturing are not to be blamed on globalization, 

 
40 “Testimony of Chairman Alan Greenspan.” 
41 Jacob S. Hacker, The Great Risk Shift: The New Economic Insecurity and the Decline of the American Dream, 
Expanded and fully revised second edition, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2019), p.60. 
42 Ibid, p.63. 
43 “US: Annual Unemployment Rate, 1990-2018.” 
44 Robert E. Scott, “Manufacturing Job Loss: Trade, Not Productivity, Is the Culprit” Economic Policy Institute, 
11 Aug. 2015, online, Internet, 5 Feb. 2021. Available: https://www.epi.org/publication/manufacturing-job-loss-
trade-not-productivity-is-the-culprit/. 
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capitalism, and technology only. They were the results of laissez-faire deregulatory policies. 

He writes:  

Domestically, we do not allow child labor, or unsafe labor, or labor that pays less 
than a minimum wage […] To allow the fruits of such labor to enter via the back 
door of trade was a conscious political choice by elites.45 

 
Taking the example of China, the first President Bush vetoed two trade bills that approved 

China’s access to the US market provided they showed progress on human rights. Bill Clinton 

supported those bills, however, when he was elected, he persuaded Congress not to write this 

requirement into a law. Instead, he passed an executive order which was to deny benefits to 

China if no progress on human rights and market opening was noticeable. When the deadline 

arrived in 1994, little had changed. However, instead of imposing penalties, President Clinton 

revoked his own order. In 2000, China was granted “permanent normal trade relations.” This 

is the kind of political choice Kuttner opposes. Moreover, high unemployment rates were 

blamed on labor market “rigidities” such as minimum-wage laws and unions which according 

to laissez faire economists gave Labor too much bargaining power to price itself above its 

“market-clearing” wage.46 According to them, this resulted in an “inefficient” labor market 

and inflation. As a result, many national labor protections were dismantled. This reinforced 

the power shift from Labor to Capital. The winners were American multinational companies 

which enjoyed offshore manufacturing at low prices and bankers who got to deal with China, 

which became America’s largest creditor.47 As a result, US manufacturing declined, jobs were 

lost, and wages were dragged down because of increasing competition. Yet, it is difficult to 

blame only outsourcing and automation. Other countries met the same changes without the 

same decline in manufacturing. Germany has some of the world’s highest-paid workers and 

 
45 Robert Kuttner, Can Democracy Survive Global Capitalism?, (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2018), 
p.224. 
46 Market-clearing is the process by which the supply of a commodity (here, the wage) is equated to the demand 
so that there is no left-over supply or demand. 
Ibid, p.98.  
47 Ibid, p.202. 
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still has 19% of its workforce working in manufacturing – against 10.5% in the US.48 This is 

largely due to Germany’s national labor policies which protect its workers more.49 

 It is worth asking why the US does not have such policies and instead embraces so-

called “free trade” policies. One of the reasons is that Capital benefits from job insecurity. If 

workers feel insecure, they are less likely to ask for decent wages and working conditions and 

will grudgingly accept what they are offered. This fear increases management’s power over 

Labor. Many jobs that used to be regular are now contingent because diminishing labor costs 

and increasing labor flexibility has become the main goal of Capital and has been tolerated by 

the government. Between 2005 and 2015, total US employment increased by 9.1 million jobs. 

During this same decade, nonstandard employment grew by 9.4 million. In other words, what 

appeared to be a strong recovery after the Great Recession consisted only of jobs that people 

usually take when they do not have any other choices.50 Part-time and contingent workers 

represented only 10% of the workforce in the 1950s; in the 2010s, it was 20% of the 

population.51 These types of jobs considerably reduced labor costs. A study found that an 

individual can expect a much lower wage and fewer benefits per hour if he or she works part-

time rather than full-time.52 Contingent workers also enable employers to avoid minimum 

wage, overtime, and antidiscrimination laws, as well as from contributing their share of Social 

Security, Medicare, workers’ compensation, and unemployment insurance taxes.53 

Furthermore, competition between workers increases. Today, outsourcing does not mean 

moving jobs abroad; it also means moving them online. This means that workers compete on 

a national and global level. It also means that subcontracting to low-wage markets no longer 

 
48 M. West Darrell and Christian Lansang, Global Manufacturing Scorecard: How the US Compares to 18 Other 
Nations, (Brookings Institution, July 10, 2018), online, Internet, 5 Feb. 2021, Available: 
https://www.brookings.edu/research/global-manufacturing-scorecard-how-the-us-compares-to-18-other-nations/. 
49 Kuttner, Can Democracy Survive Global Capitalism?, p.192. 
50 Ibid, p.100. 
51 Hacker, The Great Risk Shift, p.73. 
52 Ibid, p.74. 
53 Kuttner, Can Democracy Survive Global Capitalism?, p.100. 
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touches only low-skilled and semi-skilled workers. Computer programmers, for example – 

among which 91% have gone to college – can easily be replaced by someone anywhere in the 

world as their programs can be transmitted digitally.54 Many entrepreneurs now take 

advantage of digital technology to put workers in competition. They turn the labor market into 

a spot market where wages fluctuate with shifting supply and demand.55 Platforms such as 

Uber, TaskRabbit (which provides clients a list of workers who are available for a variety of 

tasks), and Mechanical Turk (created by Amazon, which allows people to perform microtasks 

for clients using their personal computers) create a competition between workers. The winner 

is the one who will accept the lowest wage to perform the task. Under the pretext of more 

flexibility and freedom, these jobs offer low wages and enable entrepreneurs – such as the 

billionaire Travis Kalanick, former co-founder of Uber – to collect most of the profits. It also 

allows entrepreneurs to avoid any responsibility under labor laws as these workers are not 

their employees in a legal sense.56 This has been tolerated by the government and permitted 

thanks to the decline in unions (the latter will be examined in part V). 

 As Capital holds more and more power over Labor, a select few increasingly collect 

all the profits, creating a plutonomy,57 while workers suffer from stagnant wage and job 

insecurity. As journalist Chrystia Freeland notes, “the rich of today are also different from the 

rich of yesterday.”58 This new elite is often of first- and second-generation wealth and is often 

composed of hard-working and highly educated people. The big difference between 

hereditary elite and the new plutocrats is that the latter know what a struggle “normal life” is, 

 
54 Hacker, The Great Risk Shift, p.68-9. 
55 Kuttner, Can Democracy Survive Global Capitalism?, p.103 
56 Ibid, p.101. 
57 A plutonomy is a term which refers to the science of the production and distribution of wealth. Some scholars, 
most notably, Noam Chomsky, have used it to refer to a society where the wealth is concentrated in the hands of 
a few and where economic growth has become dependent on that same wealthy minority. 
Chomsky, Requiem for the American Dream.  
58 Chrystia Freeland, “The Rise of the New Global Elite” The Atlantic, 4 Jan. 2011, online, Internet, 5 Feb. 2021. 
Available: https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2011/01/the-rise-of-the-new-global-elite/308343/. 
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wealth is new to them, and they are eager to get more. The desire to accumulate wealth for 

oneself was severely criticized by Adams: 

We cannot become a great Democracy by giving ourselves up as individuals to 
selfishness, physical comforts, and cheap amusements. The very foundation of the 
American Dream of a better and richer life for all is that all, in varying degrees, 
shall be capable of wanting to share in it.59 

 
However, today, this pursuit of wealth for one’s own pleasure (and to avoid the pain of low-

wage labor in the gig economy) has become normalized and is now central to global 

capitalism. Moreover, some of these elites are meritocrats with high self-regard who think 

they very much deserve to be who they are and possess what they have, and as a result, they 

can be indifferent or condescending to the suffering of others. This virtuous meritocratic 

feeling is nurtured by a sense of community between an international plutonomy which finds 

that they have more in common with one another than with their fellow citizens.60 

 Today’s unregulated capitalism challenges some of the ideals of the American Dream 

as it normalizes job insecurity, making upward social mobility a privilege instead of an 

“opportunity for each” and raising inequality along the way.  

3. Consumerism: Manufacturing Desires  

 Another change in the postwar economy which challenges the American Dream is the 

never-ending growth of consumerism. Consumerism emerged in the 1700s when the 

industrial revolution allowed the transfer of production from home to factories, thereby 

producing more products at a lower cost. It intensified with early time-saving automation and 

the emergence of the middle class which could consume more goods. Consumerism later 

increased in the 1950s and 1960s as goods became less expensive to produce, hence cheaper, 

wages increased, and marketing campaigns developed to boost consumer desires. Advertising 

used flattery and patriotism to sell more products. After the Great Depression and World War 

 
59 Adams, The Epic of America, p.411 
60 Freeland, “The Rise of the New Global Elite.” 
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II, consuming was presented as a patriotic act, as a way to do good for the nation and for 

oneself. Households became modernized with cars, refrigerators, TVs, and other household 

items. Consumerism increased even more in the 1970s and 1980s with the beginning of 

outsourcing to countries with lower labor costs, enabling US workers with stagnant wages to 

continue to consume inexpensive foreign-made products which enabled prices to decrease. 

Today, shopping has become easier, cheaper, and more frequent with online shopping, 

alluring credit schemes, and advertisements that are everywhere. In 2017, spending on goods 

such as jewelry, watches, luggage, books, and phones was $240 billion in the US, twice as 

much as in 2002. Americans are spending 20% more on clothing than they did in 2000, with 

the average American buying 66 items of clothing a year. Americans are also spending more 

on electronics, even though they are less expensive than they used to be.61 People are 

accumulating products, even as they lose emotional value. Some articles are so cheap that 

people do not think twice about buying them. This accumulation of goods contributed to an 

increase in the size of American homes: the average square footage of houses in the US 

increased by 23% in the last two decades, while the number of storage facilities doubled.62 

This increased storage capacity for stuff coincided with a decrease in the average American 

family size.63 

 Consumerism now takes center-stage in the US. So much so that it has become an 

integral part of the American Dream. People are displaying their material success with luxury 

goods or with an abundance of goods – what Thorstein Veblen called conspicuous 

consumption: the tendency to buy a product to prove one’s social status more than for its mere 

utility.64 Today, owning fancy brands determines some people’s idea of what a good life is. A 

 
61 Jackie Lay, America’s Dopamine-Fueled Shopping Addiction, (The Atlantic, 2019), online, Internet, 1 Apr. 
2020. Available: https://www.theatlantic.com/video/index/583372/consumerism/. 
62 Ibid. 
63 “Average Size of a Family in the US 1960-2020” Statista. 2020, online, Internet, 8 Feb. 2021. Available: 
https://www.statista.com/statistics/183657/average-size-of-a-family-in-the-us/. 
64 Thorstein Veblen, The Theory of the Leisure Class, (United States: Macmillan Company, 1899). 
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“life that should be better, richer, and fuller for every man” is therefore thought to be achieved 

through consumption.  

 Consumerism is also another indicator of the powershift from Labor to Capital. 

Through advertisements, corporations “manufacture desires.”65 People want to possess their 

products because they aspire to the image of success corporations have foisted on them. This 

is what Veblen calls the “fabrication of customers.”66 Corporations guide puppet-like 

customers with the strings of advertising, which represented $223.7 billion in ad expenditure 

in the US in 2018. This is more than twice as much as in China, the second largest market in 

the word.67 This huge machine fabricates desires and customers and traps people into a 

superficial life where material pursuit trumps spiritual and moral concerns.  

 In the end, consumerism’s exaggerated attention to material over spiritual matters 

harms the American Dream in several ways. First, it deprives people of their freedom. Since 

businesses manufacture customers’ desires, consumerism affects their way of life by 

enslaving them to certain habits. Going to the mall on Saturday for example is not a 

spontaneous desire, it is a habit that is foisted on people by corporations. As advertisements 

surround everybody, people are trapped in an endless circle of earning and spending. James 

Truslow Adams anticipated this in 1931, at a time when advertising and propaganda became 

increasingly professionalized, with Edward Bernays creating “public relations” and many 

strategies that would become central to today’s Internet-boosted marketing techniques. Adams 

warned his readers:  

The great business leaders are likely to lead us astray rather than to guide us. [...] 
[We are], therefore, goaded by every possible method of pressure or cajolery to 
spend [our] wages in consuming goods.68 
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The temptation is such that people spend more than they can afford. In order to gain 

higher social status, lower-class people imitate high-status people by consuming over-priced 

goods and services. This is what Veblen calls “pecuniary emulation.”69 The result is higher 

personal debts and less savings. Since 1982, the Americans’ personal savings rate has 

decreased from 11% to below zero according to the US Department of Commerce.70 Another 

factor that can explain this phenomenon is that today, the credit-card industry is no longer for 

wealthier people. Lending companies target consumers in high school without requiring 

financial qualifications or providing guidance. People are thus piling up debt at a very young 

age. Credit cards have made the action of shopping so easy that people do not always realize 

the money they are spending. Today, personal debts have become normalized. The average 

credit card holder has at least four cards and on average, each household with a credit card 

carries $8,398 in credit card debts.71 This impacts freedom since some people are trapped by 

their debts and have to work longer hours and during the weekends. It can even lead to stress 

and depression as people have less time to spend with their family and friends.72 Moreover, 

consumerism also challenges social mobility. Since people have debts and save less, it is 

harder for them to climb the social ladder and they can more easily be subject to economic 

insecurity. Finally, it also accentuates inequality between those who can afford all this 

consumption, and those who cannot and have to take on debt to keep up appearances.  
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C. Health & Education: Industries like any Other? 

1. The Healthcare System 

Sectors such as healthcare and education are no exception to the accumulation of profits 

by Capital. This prioritization of profits – allowed by privatization and low regulations – leads 

to high costs of health services and drugs. For instance, in Holland, a hip replacement surgery 

costs 21% of the average price in the US73 and the US price of Humira, a drug used to treat 

rheumatoid arthritis among other pathologies, was triple the price for the same drug in 

Germany in 2017.74 These high costs have dramatic consequences. Healthcare spending is 

almost twice as high as the OECD average:75 in 2017, the US spent 17.1% of its GDP on 

healthcare, when countries such as the United Kingdom spent 9.6%.76 As a result, medical 

expenses pushed seven million people below the federal poverty line in 2018 with around 

530,000 people declaring medical bankruptcy every year.77 The US healthcare system with its 

high costs and private insurance system creates and perpetuates inequality and can represent 

an impediment to social mobility. It prevents many people from having a “better, richer, and 

fuller life.” In that sense, it represents an impediment to the American Dream.  

 To begin with, one needs to understand how privatization and low regulations lead to 

high costs – ultimately creating inequalities between those who can afford such costs and 

those who cannot. Contrary to some other developed countries which have universal 

healthcare, medical insurance, and a government proactively regulating costs, the US 

healthcare system is mostly run by private corporations. Just like in other markets, companies 
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compete for customers’ money. Except here, corporations are hospitals, specialist physicians, 

doctors, insurers, and pharmaceutical companies, and customers are people with sick bodies. 

What makes this “market” of sick bodies so prosperous is that healthcare is not something one 

can do without, which means that whatever the price is set to be, “customers” are generally 

going to pay it. Furthermore, competition is weak in the US healthcare system. This is 

illustrated by the following chart. The Herfindahl-Hirschman Index measures market 

concentration. A high HHI means a low competition and a high market power.78  

 

 

  

 

Insurers, specialist physicians, and hospitals are above the high concentration threshold, with 

hospitals being largely so. Primary care physicians are between the moderate and high 

concentration levels and have rapidly increased. This high market power means that providers 

and insurers can easily dictate their prices. Between 2007 and 2014 hospital prices increased 

by 42% for inpatient care and 25% for outpatient care.79 Hospitals are the biggest cost in 

America’s $3.5 trillion healthcare system. They represent 44% of personal expenses for the 

 
78 Market power is the ability of a firm to raise its prices without losing any customers. In highly competitive 
markets, firms have no market power.  
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In 2007–14” Health Affairs. 38.2 (2019): 184–189. 

Figure 4: Market Concentration by Healthcare Sector, 2010-2016  
Source: Ryan Nunn, Jana Parsons, and Jay Shambaugh, A Dozen Facts about the 
Economics of the U.S. Health-Care System, The Hamilton Project (Brookings Institution, 
March 2020). 
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privately insured.80 Their high and variable prices can be explained by various factors: 

excessive medical testing, high salaries (the average physician’s wage is 3.84 times the US 

median wage,81 twice as much as the average physician’s wage in other high-income 

countries,)82 and spending in luxury hospitality (hospitals looking like seven-star hotels,83 

offering organic food by celebrity chefs, and private rooms only).84 Between 2007 and 2018, 

list prices of branded pharmaceutical products also increased by 159%.85 When some other 

countries have their government to conduct large-scale negotiations and set a price ceiling, the 

US leaves pricing to market competition. Thus, companies such as AbbVie can set a high 

price for its Humira drugs at $19,000 a year in 2012 and raise it even higher: at $38,000 

today. In 2016, Humira accounted for nearly two-thirds of AbbVie’s $25.6 billion revenue.86 

These providers also seem untouchable, hospital trade groups, medical centers, and 

pharmaceutical companies are major political donors, in effect bribing politicians to fend off 

government intervention to defend the interests of patients. Furthermore, hospitals have 

become the biggest employers in numerous cities, replacing manufacturing in several rust-belt 

cities such as Cleveland and Pittsburgh. It means that they have political leverage, and that 

people are less likely to rebel against their high prices when they feel their jobs depend on 

them.87 
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 Due to such high costs and the lack of universal coverage, Americans generally spend 

a lot on health insurance which often offers weak coverage. The first large insurance 

company, Blue Cross, was founded in 1929. After WWII, the federal government had 

instituted a wage freeze to curb inflation. As a result, the system of health insurance boomed 

because companies offered benefits such as health insurance to their employees instead of 

higher wages.88 Today, for 49.6% of the population, health insurance is provided by their 

employers.89 The federal government provides public health insurance for the poor with 

Medicaid and for people over 65 with Medicare. Despite the implementation of the 

Affordable Care Act (ACA) in 2010 which decreased the number of Americans uninsured 

from 17.8% in 2010 to 10.9% in 2019,90 too many people are still uninsured (roughly 30 

million). For those who are too young to qualify for Medicare, have too much money for 

Medicaid, and do not get insurance from their jobs – or do not have jobs – they have to pay 

for private insurance which is very expensive. Since the ACA has increased the number of 

people insured – and prevented insurers from refusing to cover people with pre-existing 

conditions – insurers have to cover more people (and more unhealthy people). As a result, 

insurers found new tactics to maximize their profits. In the US, there are three components of 

coverage: deductible, copay, and coinsurance. A deductible is the amount of money a person 

has to pay before their insurance plan starts to pay. For example, with a $2000 deductible, a 

person will have to pay the full cost of most health services until reaching this amount, at 

which point their plan will begin to pay. Generally, plans with higher premiums have lower 

deductibles and plans with lower premiums have higher deductibles. A copay is a fixed dollar 
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amount an insured person has to pay for each covered service. It is usually less than $25, for 

example, it can be $20 for a doctor visit and $10 for a prescription. A coinsurance is the 

percentage of a cost for a covered service the insured has to pay after the deductible is paid. 

For instance, the insured will pay 20% of a prescription and his coinsurance plan will pay the 

rest. Between 2007 and 2017, the amount deductibles are fixed at doubled.91 They have also 

become increasingly common: in 2018, 85% of covered workers enrolled in a plan with a 

deductible against 59% 10 years before.92 It means that not only have out-of-pocket costs 

risen, but they are in the form of substantial upfront costs which represent more of a financial 

shock than copays and coinsurance which are spread out over the course of the year. Roughly 

20% of people under 65 with health insurance say they have problems paying their medical 

bills.93 In order not to raise their premiums, insurance companies not only increased 

deductibles but also increasingly narrowed patients’ networks. Insurers squeezed out 

providers that were too expensive or that would not negotiate their prices, so that they did not 

have to spend too much money.94 As a result, people have to find providers that are in their 

networks who sometimes are far away, which in case of an emergency is practically 

impossible. Sometimes, providers themselves can decide to stop participating in a network if 

they consider an insurer’s contracted payment offerings are too low. Some physicians can 

even decide not to participate in any network at all so that they can charge whatever they 
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want.95 Today, “narrow networks”96 make up about half of all exchange networks across the 

US.97 It led to a phenomenon known as “surprise bills.” Elisabeth Rosenthal, a former 

emergency room physician and current journalist, describes some of the typical scenarios:  

A patient having a heart attack is taken by ambulance to the nearest hospital and 
gets hit with a bill of over $100,000 because that hospital wasn’t in his insurance 
network. A patient selects an in-network provider for a minor procedure, like a 
colonoscopy, only to be billed thousands for the out-of-network anesthesiologist 
and pathologist who participated.98 
 

Such bills are “surprises” to the insured who are often not aware of who is and who is not in 

their networks. Such information often lacks clarity. Some providers are in the network for 

some procedures but not for others. Networks themselves are unstable: a person’s doctor can 

be in their network when they subscribe to their insurance, but can leave some time after that, 

in that case, they will no longer be covered for his services. Moreover, studies have found that 

30% to over 50% of hospital bills contain errors.99 One of the other reasons why medical bills 

lack clarity is because they are written with codes.100 Even signing up to an insurance plan can 

be confusing, nearly one in five uninsured says they are so because they find it too difficult or 

because they cannot find a plan that meets their needs.101 This complex system leads to high 

administration costs. In 2003, a study found that non-medical administration (i.e., paperwork) 
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made up 31% of US healthcare costs. This is twice the administrative costs in Canada’s 

healthcare system.102 

This complex and expensive healthcare system results in unequal access to care. In 

2019, there were still 28.9 million people uninsured, 73.7% of whom said it was because the 

cost of coverage was too high.103 This concerns mainly low-income people and the middle-

class: 34.6% of people earning less than $20,000 and 39.5% of people earning between 

$20,000 and $39,999 are uninsured.104 Low-income workers are less likely to get coverage 

from their employers: less than one third, against nearly 60% of high-income workers get 

coverage from their employers. People without health insurance are less likely to have regular 

preventive care and more likely to forgo care because of its high costs. As a result, uninsured 

people use the expensive emergency room as their primary physician. Unequal access to 

healthcare ends up leading to disparities in health. Poor adults are five times as likely as those 

with incomes above 400% of the federal poverty level to report being in poor or fair health.105 

It creates a vicious cycle: poverty leads to illness as people cannot afford preventive care; 

then, facing healthcare’s high costs, illness ultimately leads to greater poverty. Among the ten 

million Americans suffering from cancer between 2000 and 2012, 42% were forced to drain 

all of their assets in order to pay for care.106 It leads to greater inequality as low-income 

people have to spend a greater proportion of their income on healthcare than richer people do, 

and it also decreases the chance of social mobility for people who get sick. These people lose 
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a considerable amount of their savings to healthcare, and it is also harder for them to succeed 

at school or to maintain a full-time job while being chronically ill. Medical debts also prevent 

people from having an equal “opportunity” “according to [their] ability or achievement” as 

they cannot afford to take the risks they would need to succeed, while more affluent people 

are able to do so. Thus, the healthcare system creates and perpetuates inequality and makes 

upward social mobility harder to experience, challenging the realization of the American 

Dream. Besides, people who cannot afford care do not live a “better, richer, and fuller” life 

but instead have to live with their pain. 

There are other reasons than the costs of healthcare to explain the causal link between 

poverty and illness: lifestyles and environments. Six in ten adults have a chronic disease in 

America, four in ten have two or more. These diseases can be caused by unhealthy lifestyles 

such as poor nutrition, tobacco, lack of physical activity, and excessive alcohol use.107 Those 

unhealthy lifestyles are often themselves caused and perpetuated by poverty. For instance, in 

2011, smoking was reported by one out of four adults from families who earn less than 

$35,000 a year, three times the rate of those from families who earn $100,000 a year or 

more.108 This can be explained by the environment low-income people are segregated in. 

Low-income people tend to be stuck in poor neighborhoods which have a high density of 

tobacco retailers. Moreover, their poverty has been instrumentalized by more affluent people 

as poorer people have often been the target of the tobacco industry for their marketing 

campaigns. Moreover, it can be harder for them to quit smoking as they might experience 

high levels of stress and have limited access to assistance.109 Low-income people are also 

more likely to live in neighborhoods with air and water pollution of near-by highways, 

 
107 “Chronic Diseases in America” Center for Disease Control and Prevention. 12 Jan. 2021, online, Internet, 15 
Feb. 2021. Available: https://www.cdc.gov/chronicdisease/resources/infographic/chronic-diseases.htm. 
108 Steven H Woolf et al., How Are Income and Wealth Linked to Health and Longevity?,  (Urban Institute, April 
2015). 
109 Khullar and Chokshi, Health, Income, & Poverty. 



 37 

extractive industries (mining and drilling), and polluting factories. This situation widens the 

gap with more affluent people who can afford medical care and a healthier lifestyle, which 

also benefits their children. Studies have shown that socioeconomic conditions experienced 

during childhood have an impact on health status throughout adulthood.110 

 In short, poverty itself leads to worsening health due to unhealthy lifestyles which are 

encouraged by housing segregation and businesses’ marketing campaigns targeting the less 

affluent. This will be illustrated in a case-study on obesity. The healthcare system also creates 

and perpetuates inequality by prioritizing profits over delivering good care to all, leading to 

the worsening health of non-affluent people. This will be illustrated in a second case-study on 

the opioid crisis. 

a) The Obesity Problem 

Being overweight is a major issue in the US, touching 73.6% of people over twenty 

including 42.5% suffering from obesity. It is also a health issue that is highly unequal, with 

low-income people being more likely to be suffering from obesity. Moreover, obesity widens 

inequality and can make upward social mobility harder to experience, thus making the 

American Dream harder to fulfill. 

A person is defined as obese when their body mass index (BMI) is 30 or greater. 

Obesity is responsible for one in five deaths of adults aged 40 to 85.111 Recently, the impact 

obesity can have has been brought to light with Covid-19 since obesity can trigger serious 

consequences such as hospitalization or death following a Covid-19 infection. Yet, obesity 

can have many other negative impacts such as increasing the risk for type 2 diabetes, high 
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blood pressure, stroke, and several types of cancer.112 People are also two to three times more 

likely to die from a heart disease if they had been overweight or obese as teens.113 In 2018, 

18.5% of children aged 2-19 years old were obese.114 Obesity also costs a lot: its total impact 

is estimated to be between 4% and 8% of the US GDP which is comparable to the 2018 

defense budget ($643 billion) and Medicare ($588 billion).115 

Obesity can be caused by several factors: genetics, lifestyle, and social and economic 

factors. Lifestyle is the most widely known factor: lack of physical activity, unhealthy diet, 

lack of sleep, and too much stress (both of which can lead to an intense desire to eat more 

calories). Social and economic factors can prevent some people from having a healthy 

lifestyle, such as not having enough money to eat healthy food, and not having a safe place to 

exercise. Genetics, however, is often unacknowledged by public opinion. There is a 

widespread misconception that obesity is an issue of willpower alone. Genetics determines the 

amount of body fat a person stores and how efficiently a person’s body metabolizes food into 

energy.116 Obese people also have the hormones that signal hunger and fullness working 

differently than non-obese people.117 Still, lifestyle has a substantial impact: it can act as a 

preventive factor for non-obese persons and can help obese people to lower their weight and 

thus the risk for their health.  

 
112 “The State of Obesity 2020: Better Policies for a Healthier America” Trust for America’s Health. n.d., online, 
Internet, 24 Feb. 2021. Available: https://www.tfah.org/report-details/state-of-obesity-2020/. 
113 Katelyn Newman, “Obesity in America: A Guide to the Public Health Crisis” U.S. News. 9 Sep. 2019, online, 
Internet, 24 Feb. 2021. Available: https://www.usnews.com/news/healthiest-communities/articles/2019-09-
19/obesity-in-america-a-guide-to-the-public-health-crisis. 
114 “Childhood Obesity Facts” Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. 11 Feb. 2021, online, Internet, 24 
Feb. 2021. Available: https://www.cdc.gov/obesity/data/childhood.html. 
115 David S. Ludwig and Kenneth S. Rogoff, “The Toll of America’s Obesity” The New York Times. 9 Aug. 
2018, sec. Opinion, online, Internet, 24 Feb. 2021. Available: 
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/08/09/opinion/cost-diabetes-obesity-budget.html. 
116 Newman, “Obesity in America: A Guide to the Public Health Crisis”  
117 “What is Obesity?” Obesity Action Coalition. n.d., online, Internet, 24 Feb. 2021. Available: 
https://www.obesityaction.org/get-educated/understanding-your-weight-and-health/what-is-obesity/. 



 39 

A survey covering 1988 to 1994 found that 22.9% of Americans were obese.118 It means 

that today’s obesity rates have almost doubled in 30 years. This sharp increase can be linked 

first to a change in food habits, encouraged by processed food businesses and second, to more 

sedentary habits with high daily amounts of screen time in the Internet age. Today, unhealthy 

food is cheaper and easier to eat than healthy food. As farm policies have made low-

nutritional commodities particularly cheap, it encouraged the food industry to market 

processed food mainly made of refined grains and added sugars, while whole fruits and 

vegetables are much more expensive and sometimes harder to find.119 Processed foods are 

more caloric, and these calories are emptier since they are made mainly from solid fat and 

added sugar. Fruits and vegetables are neglected in favor of processed food which are cheaper 

and quicker to cook. Today, only 12.2% and 9.3% of American adults meet the daily fruit and 

vegetable intake recommendation.120 People eat more sugar, heavily present in processed 

food, but also in sodas which have become increasingly popular. In the 1970s, 4% of US 

calories came from sugary drinks, today it represents 11%.121 Americans are also cooking less 

and eating out more: in 1960, almost a quarter of the money spent on food in the US was on 

food away from home. By 2011, it was nearly half. Eating out often means eating more: the 

average restaurant meal is more than four times larger than it was in the 1950s.122 It also often 

means eating less healthy as fast foods have flourished everywhere: today, three in four 

Americans eat fast food monthly and half weekly.123 This growing unhealthy eating is not 
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surprising when looking at the advertisement budget of the junk food industry. This industry 

targets mainly the youth. In 2009, fast food restaurants represented 40% of advertising 

expenditure marketing to youth and carbonated beverages 22.1%, while fruits and vegetables 

represented 0.4%.124  

Americans are also less active, only a third of adults get the recommended amount of 

exercise.125 This can be linked to the fact that both jobs and leisure activities are increasingly 

sedentary: in 1960, nearly half the jobs in the private sector required at least moderate 

physical activity, but in 2010, less than 20% demanded this much physical work.126 People 

also spend more time on screens. This concerns children too: the average 8- to 12-year-old 

American kid spends 4 hours and 44 minutes each day, and teens spend an average of 7 hours 

and 22 minutes on their screens.127 This high amount of screen time is also due to the 

environment people live in: only one in five homes have parks nearby.128  

The supplementary problem is that obesity affects Americans unequally. The less 

education people have, the more likely they are to be obese: 36.2% of people without a high 

school degree or equivalent are obese against 25% of college graduates.129 Racial minorities 

are also more affected by obesity: 49.6% of African American adults are obese, 44.8% of 

Hispanic adults, against 42.2% for non-Hispanic white adults.130 This is mainly due to 

economic factors: people with higher degrees tend to earn more than people without one, and 

minorities are still suffering both from past and persisting discriminations which prevent them 
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from accumulating as much wealth as white people do. White average wealth is still 6.7 times 

greater than African American average wealth.131 Low-income people cannot afford regular 

healthy nutritious meals which are often more expensive than less nutritious, calorie-dense, 

high-carbohydrate ones. Besides, they tend to live in low-income neighborhoods which have 

limited access to fresh nutritious food. In low-income neighborhoods, fast-food is on average 

twice as common as fresh food. In the US, 23.5 million people do not have access to a 

supermarket within a mile of their home. The most extreme example is Mississippi, where 

70% of food stamp eligible families live 30 miles or more from the nearest grocery store.132 

Mississippi is the state with the highest rate of obesity.133 Low-income and minority youth are 

also often targeted by advertising for fast-food, candy, sugary drinks, and snacks. In 2013, 

African American children and teenagers viewed 70% more food ads than their white 

counterparts. In 2017, this discrepancy grew to 86% for children and 119% for teenagers. This 

can be explained by an increase of more than 50% from 2013 to 2017 in food-related 

advertising spending on black-targeted TV.134 Once again, profit-driven companies favor their 

own interest over the well-being of the less affluent. Moreover, while low-income people tend 

not to be able to afford gym memberships and sport clubs, they also tend to be segregated in 

neighborhoods which have limited access to green spaces and facilities for regular exercise.135  

Not only are some people more likely to become obese or overweight than others, but 

obesity also widens inequality. As low-income people have more chances to become obese 

than more affluent people, they are also more likely to have higher healthcare costs. For 

example, diabetes can mean financial ruin for low-wage workers as insulin now costs up to 
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$900 a month.136 This creates a vicious cycle: poverty leads to poor lifestyle, which can lead 

to overweight or obesity, increasing the risk of health issues at high costs, leading to more 

poverty and poor lifestyles. This vicious cycle is accentuated and perpetuated by the 

segregation of low-income people to poor neighborhoods and the exploitation of their misery 

by junk food businesses. Obese people also suffer from discrimination. Discrimination can 

impact their social mobility and widen inequality, even after people lose weight. Studies 

found that when presented with two hypothetical candidates, employers are less likely to hire 

a formerly overweight person. Obese people are often blamed for their disease which can 

prevent them from going up the social ladder. Furthermore, the effect of shame and stigma 

have long-term consequences: overweight people are more likely to be suffering from anxiety 

and depression and weight shaming can lead them to binge eating and avoidance of exercise 

because they feel too embarrassed about their own body.137 Obese people also suffer from 

discrimination within the healthcare system. They face several difficulties during their 

treatment. As early as the diagnosis, problems arise. Doctors tend not to look beyond a 

person’s excess weight and link a patient’s other issues to their obesity.138 Physical 

examinations can be complicated: scales and scanners like a CT or M.R.I. are sometimes not 

built for the weight and size of obese people. Scanners have weight limits of 350 to 450 

pounds. While scanners for heavy people are manufactured, over 90% of emergency rooms do 

not have one. Yet, CT or M.R.I. imaging is needed to diagnose the cause of patients’ ills such 

as trauma, acute abdominal pain, lung blood clots, and strokes. Once the diagnosis is made, 

some doctors refuse to operate on obese people as they judge operations on them too risky. 
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Some hospitals fear their ratings will fall if too many patients have complications. A lower 

score can mean reductions in reimbursements by Medicare and can also lead to penalties for 

hospitals and doctors. Finally, when it comes to medication, drug doses have often not been 

calibrated for obese patients and may thus be inefficient.139 It means that some people 

suffering from obesity have untreated health issues and have to live in pain. They are deprived 

of an equal “opportunity” to live a “better, richer, and fuller” life. 

Obesity is thus a challenge to the American Dream as wealth inequality is perpetuated 

by housing segregation and exploited by junk food businesses to maximize their profits at the 

cost of low-income people and people of color. The latter are thus deprived of an equal 

opportunity to climb the social ladder and to have appropriate care, and thus a “better, richer, 

and fuller” life. 

b) The Opioid Crisis  

The opioid crisis is a man-made epidemic resulting from the prioritization of profits 

over delivering good care to all. It illustrates how the healthcare system, instead of being 

instrumental in providing a “better, richer, and fuller” life to all, has prioritized the interest of 

a few leading to the death of many. Opioids are substances that are intended to be used for 

pain relief under a doctor’s supervision. They have similar effects to those of morphine and 

can be highly addictive. Today, more than 130 Americans die every day from opioid 

overdose. Every 15 minutes a baby in America is born suffering from opioid withdrawal.140 

Today’s opioid crisis has its roots in the 1990s when prescriptions for painkillers 

became more common. From 1999 to 2018, more than 232,000 people died from overdoses 

involving opioid prescriptions. Overdose deaths involving opioid prescriptions were more 
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than four times higher in 2018 than in 1999.141 Today’s opioid epidemic was caused by the 

medical healthcare system itself. More precisely, it started with one company, Purdue 

Pharma, and its drug OxyContin, which was later followed by several other pharmaceutical 

companies and their network of complicit distributors. Prior to the introduction of OxyContin, 

physicians were skeptical about prescribing opioids on a long-term basis because they feared 

addiction. However, in 1980, a letter to the New England Journal of Medicine by Dr. Hershel 

Jick and Jane Porter stated that the risk of addiction was less than 1%.142 Despite its lack of 

strong evidence, the article was widely cited to support the use of opioids. Opioid use 

increased gradually, until 1996, when it started accelerating rapidly. This acceleration was due 

to the introduction of Purdue’s Oxycontin in 1995. Purdue revolutionized the way opioids 

were marketed. They tried to persuade both patients and doctors that their drug was more 

effective and safer than the opioids that were used before. Purdue hired an army of 

salespeople to meet doctors and tell them their drug was safe, they published papers and gave 

lectures, they funded organizations such as the American Pain Society (APS) which in turn 

advocated the use of opioids in pain-treatments. For example, in 1995, the APS launched a 

campaign called “Pain is the Fifth Vital Sign.”143 This campaign encouraged doctors to 

address pain as a vital sign and thus to use more aggressive methods to reduce it such as 

opioids. Oxycontin was also advertised on TV. As a result, patients suffering from pain 

increasingly asked to be prescribed this drug.144 Within four years, Purdue Pharma doubled 

the size of its salesforce. In 2016, it was estimated that Purdue earned more than $35 billion 
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from OxyContin sales and that its owners, the Sackler family, had a net worth of $13 

billion.145 There have been several lawsuits against Purdue since 2000. These lawsuits 

enabled access to some of the firm’s private documents. Among the findings, it was 

confirmed that the Sackler family knew the addictive risk of their products. In 2001, early on 

in the epidemic, several public reports about overdose deaths involving OxyContin were 

published. One of them stated that there were 59 overdose deaths involving OxyContin in one 

state. In an email, Richard Sackler wrote about this report: “This is not too bad. It could have 

been far worse.”146 This illustrates well the profits of one small group of people being 

prioritized over the general public interest. It also means that thousands of deaths were 

knowingly caused by the greed and stealth of a few individuals.  

Pharmaceutical companies were not the only group to be blamed for this crisis. Doctors, 

pharmacists, the Drug Enforcement Administration, and public officials all played a part in 

allowing the opioid epidemic to spiral out of control. Many doctors who were overprescribing 

opioids lost their license, some of them went to jail, despite their being misinformed by 

pharmaceutical companies.147 Some pharmacists were also blamed, most notably, the giant 

retailer Walmart which was sued for fueling the opioid crisis. It was accused of knowing that 

its system for detecting questionable prescriptions was inadequate and ignoring its employees’ 

warnings about suspicious prescriptions. In Florida, one doctor was reported by several 

employees as “shady,” overprescribing to patients who showed signs of “narcotic abuse.” 

Despite that, between 2014 and 2018, Walmart filled more than 3,500 prescriptions for this 

doctor.148 The Drug Enforcement Administration has also failed to address this epidemic. It 
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has relied upon abusive police tactics, doubling down on prosecuting prescribers, leading 

major heroin seizures and high-profile prosecutions, while stopping the expansion of mobile 

methadone clinics, and shutting down addiction treatment providers without arranging 

alternative treatments for patients.149 Many people who used to be prescribed opioids turned 

to heroin and fentanyl. As heroin was severely targeted, traffickers focused on a more 

compact and powerful drug: fentanyl. Fentanyl is a synthetic opioid 50 times more powerful 

than heroin.150 In 2018, more than 31,000 deaths involved synthetic opioids. This is more 

deaths than from any other type of opioid. Synthetic opioid-involved death rates increased by 

10% from 2017 to 2018 and accounted for 67% of opioid-involved deaths in 2018.151 Public 

officials were also blamed for not acting in society’s interest. Investigations into Purdue dates 

back to 2000. However, Purdue gave money to public officials for them to keep documents 

secret as part of the settlement agreement. Thus, some people believe that had public officials 

acted in the public interest, the epidemic could have been controlled earlier and with less loss 

of life.152  

The opioid epidemic subverts the American Dream for two reasons. First, the profits of 

a few have been prioritized over a “better, richer, and fuller” life for many. Secondly, if one is 

an addict, one is not free to shape one’s destiny and thus cannot have an equal “opportunity” 

“according to his ability or achievement.” Although the Covid pandemic has drawn attention 

away from the opioid crisis, this crisis is still very much topical. An estimated 19,416 

individuals died of drug overdoses in the first three months of 2020 compared with 16,682 in 

the same three-month period in 2019.153 
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2. The Higher Education System  

Both the healthcare system and the higher education system have been prioritizing 

profits over delivering good care and education for all. What should arguably be an affordable 

public good for citizens has largely become a high-priced private product for customers, 

leaving students with no other choice than to take on debts. Prices in higher education – as 

well as prices in healthcare – have gone way up since the 1980s. Just as the government was 

reluctant to perform its role as regulator in healthcare, a similar situation has occurred with 

higher education, leading prices to increase in higher education as they did for pharmaceutical 

products. The issue is that today, a college degree has become the equivalent of a high school 

degree fifty years ago: it is now often a prerequisite to obtaining most well-paying jobs. 

Americans with a college degree earn on average 75% more than those who only have a 

high school diploma.154 Yet, high school is treated as a public good, while college is 

regarded as a private choice and personal responsibility. As a college degree has become 

increasingly necessary to climb the social ladder, higher education’s high costs have become a 

substantial impediment to social mobility and equality of opportunity, and thus to fulfilling 

the American Dream.  

Higher education has not always been considered a personal responsibility. In the 

1940s-1960s, there was a realization that education enormously benefitted society as a whole. 

Thus, in 1944, President Roosevelt passed the G.I. Bill which offered to cover tuition and 

living expenses for veterans who wished to enroll in higher education. It was a way to thank 

them for their military service and prepare them to continue to serve their country in non-

military civilian employment. It enabled access to education to many who would never have 

been able to go to university otherwise. Over two million veterans took advantage of this bill. 
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This law paved the way to the Higher Education Act of 1965. “This law means that a high 

school senior can apply to any college and not be turned away because his family is poor,” 

explained Lyndon B. Johnson when he implemented the law. The Higher Education Act 

established the federal student aid program and the Pell Grant Scholarships. However, in the 

1980s, conservatives, notably Reagan, promoted the idea that it was not the government’s job 

to educate Americans. As he put it: “the state should not subsidize intellectual curiosity.” 155 

This led to major defunding of universities both on the federal and state level, even as 

education has become more of a necessity than an optional “intellectual curiosity.” State 

funding has decreased by 40% between 1980 and 2010, and college tuition has acted as a 

“release valve” and has gone up by 230%.156 State defunding is not the only explanation for 

higher prices in higher education. Colleges also spend a lot, and not always on educators and 

education.  

As public spending decreased, universities started to act more and more like businesses. 

To make up for the cuts, they have to be highly attractive in order to lure more students, 

especially richer students, as well as foreign and out-of-state students who pay on average 

double the in-state tuition. This led to a race which increased prices almost everywhere as 

every university had to keep up by adding more programs and more facilities at a faster 

rhythm than their competitors. More spending was done on amenities such as swimming 

pools, lazy rivers, or out of proportion student centers and on hiring new staff such as 

prestigious athletic coaches and administrators that have nothing to do with education. Since 

1975, college staff grew by 75% in the faculty department against 240% in administration.157 

This has changed the view of education for young Americans, who now want to live the 

“college experience.” Although many statistics prove that going to college means higher 
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earnings and higher chances of having a job, the idea that it is the only way to succeed – and 

that by definition, other paths are of last resort – is advertised by universities to attract more 

students. Yet, it is not always true. The construction sector for instance is often overlooked by 

students, parents, and high school career counselors and often considered as a fallback. 

Students are advised to have higher aspirations and go to college – a sort of propaganda that is 

driven by universities seeking “customers.” It puts some students in a position where they can 

fail and lose confidence, when they could have gone to a technical training program that 

would have guaranteed them a well-paid job. Laborers in construction are paid an average of 

$42,320 a year, carpenters $53,150, starting plumbers between $50,000-60,000, and managers 

$103,960. Training time differs from four-week introductory courses to two-year trade school 

certificates. Contrary to what is advertised by universities, it does sound like a safe option. All 

the more so since the construction industry is experiencing a labor shortage. In 2020, there 

were between 223,000 and 332,000 job vacancies in this sector, while unemployment peaked 

at 15%.158 Yet, the higher education system has become more entrepreneurial and very good 

at attracting more students. Presidents are like CEOs, with similar wages: nineteen presidents 

or chancellors of public universities make one million dollars or more in total compensation, 

with the average total compensation for chief executives of public institutions reaching 

$544,136.159 Students are openly treated like customers, assessing their experience with 

consumer satisfaction surveys at the end of each class.  

One might wonder if this does not alter the quality of education as it seems that students 

have a lot of distractions provided to them on campus and that universities are turning away 
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from a strictly educational mission. Education may no longer be the primary concern if a 

university’s goal is to obtain a high ranking within the market which would then enable them 

to charge more. Also, many school faculties are more rewarded for their research productivity 

than for their teaching. Teaching is not the sole focus, on the contrary, it can get in the way of 

one’s research, scholarship, and grant-writing activities, notably in sciences. The research 

metric may have no relationship to whether students are learning or finishing what they 

started. According to the National Center for Education Statistics, for those who started their 

bachelor’s degree at a four-year degree-granting institution in fall 2010, only 41% of first-

time, full-time undergraduates received it within four years, 56% succeeded in five years, and 

60% in six years.160 The threat to learning that arises from a business-like management of 

universities was denounced as early as 1918 by Thorstein Veblen in his book The Higher 

Learning in America: A Memorandum on the Conduct of Universities by Business Men: 

It appears, then, that the intrusion of business principles in the universities goes to 
weaken and retard the pursuit of learning, and therefore to defeat the ends for 
which a university is maintained.161 
 
The apogee of higher education as a business is for-profit higher education. At first, for-

profit schools were an alternative to overcrowded university colleges which offered 

vocational training and education to people who would normally not have access to it, such as 

young adults who need more flexibility as they work at the same time or people whose school 

record would not have been accepted in traditional higher education. Yet, for-profit schools 

turned out to be highly profitable. As more people wished to enroll in higher education, 

community colleges could not keep up and turned a lot of students away. This underserved 

market attracted investors. From 1998 to 2008, enrollment in for-profit schools more than 

tripled, to about 2.4 million students. Three-quarters are at colleges owned by either huge 
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publicly traded companies or private equity firms. To maximize their profit, they try to enroll 

as many students as possible and then nudge them to apply for government grants and 

guaranteed loans. Like businesses, these for-profit universities put the emphasis on sales and 

marketing to optimize their profits. Among thirty companies, the 2012 Harking report, a 

report on for-profit colleges, found that an average of 22.4% of revenue went to marketing 

and recruiting, 19.4% to profits, and only 17.7% to instruction. According to this same report, 

taxpayers spent $32 billion in 2011 on companies that manage for-profit colleges, while the 

majority of students they enroll leave without a degree, half of those within four months.162 

Besides, their training and education have been called into question multiple times for not 

fitting with what is required on the job market.163 The issue not only lies in the sometimes 

poor level of instruction, but also in the high cost of these for-profit institutions. Associate 

degree and certificate programs at for-profit colleges cost about four times as much as degrees 

at community colleges and public universities.164 In order to afford these high costs, students 

take on debt. In 2018, 88% of students at for-profit schools took out loans, compared with 

about 66% at public colleges and 75% at private non-profit colleges.165 

Student debt is a major issue – be it for a non- or for-profit school. In 2020, the total 

student loan debt reached $1.56 trillion.166 Student debt is the most collectible debt there is as 

it is non-dischargeable in bankruptcy. The federal government can garnish wages, intercept 

tax refunds, it can sue students, they can become ineligible for federal employment and any 

other federal benefit.167 Defaulting on a loan also destroys one’s creditworthiness at a time 
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when young Americans try to establish a career, buy a home, and might want to start a family. 

In 2019, the student loan delinquency or default rate was 10.8%.168 However, this statistic is 

true if you follow those borrowers for only three years – the standard metric. However, if you 

look at a larger period of time, such as five years, the rate of those in financial distress is 

much higher: roughly 30% within five years.169 Once you are in default, your debt grows. 

This is highly problematic, as it can condemn young Americans to pay a never-ending debt 

for most or all of their lives.  

 The current higher education system fails to reduce inequalities and instead 

exacerbates them. These high costs create a kind of elite higher education system to which not 

everybody has access. Americans spend about $30,000 per student a year. This is nearly twice 

as much as in the average developed country.170 For those who cannot afford it, it compels 

them to work to pay for their education, thus, making it difficult for them to spend as much 

time studying as other non-working students. Not to mention the stress it creates to juggle 

with both work and university, as well as the pressure to succeed to refund one’s student loan. 

These high costs create unequal educational conditions. Often, these conditions were already 

unequal before higher education. Minority neighborhoods and low-income neighborhoods 

often have schools which are less funded than richer neighborhoods and lower-income 

student’s parents are often less educated and cannot offer the same help and network as more 

affluent parents can. These factors create early discrepancies in working conditions and 

opportunities. The percentage of those who obtain their bachelor’s degree who are in the top 

income quartile is greater than that of the other quartiles combined.171 Moreover, in the most 

prestigious institutions, 70% of students come from the top income quartile and only 5% from 
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the bottom income quartile. This perpetuates inequality because degrees from the most 

prestigious institutions allow their graduates to earn more than others: 45% more than those 

who receive college degrees elsewhere.172 

The high cost of higher education and the inequality it exacerbates have created 

discontent and distrust. In recent years, a new movement has taken hold, notably in San 

Francisco: the “UnCollege” movement. It encourages high school graduates to skip college 

and “hack” their education. For many, higher education has become more of an impediment 

to the American Dream than a path leading to it, thus the “UnCollege” movement is for some 

an alternative path to the American Dream, as they become the agent of their own future. The 

“UnCollege” movement started with the Thiel Fellowship in 2010, created by the billionaire 

Peter Thiel. It offered 24 college students a $100,000 to drop out of college and start their 

own business. Since then, 20 to 25 students are selected each year. This was largely inspired 

by the career history – and the successful American Dream – of the billionaires Mark 

Zuckerberg, Steve Jobs, and Bill Gates, all of whom dropped out of college. It was also born 

out of the idea that it is not worth paying so much for college, particularly since everyone 

cannot attend a prestigious school. Several programs exist today such as the UnCollege 

program which offers a gap year to “explore, focus, and launch.” To the criticism that he was 

putting young people at risk, Dale Stephens, founder of the UnCollege program answered: 

I think it’s much riskier to go to college and take on $20,000 of debt for a year, 
and then have miserable job prospects when you get out and have to start repaying 
that debt. That seems like a really high risk to me.173  
 

The current higher education system, where profits are the sole focus, exacerbates 

inequality and makes social mobility harder to fulfill as higher education, which is often 

 
172 Anthony P. Carnevale and Jeff Strohl, “How Increasing College Access Is Increasing Inequality, and What to 
Do about It” in Rewarding Strivers. by Richard D. Kahlenberg., (The Century Foundation, 2010), p.31. 
173 Rossi, Ivory Tower. 



 54 

advertised as essential, can be a risky investment which cannot be afforded by all, and 

thus can represent an impediment to the American Dream.   
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III. Racism: The Ultimate and Persisting Subversion of Equality 

The American Dream is a dream of equality of rights and opportunity. Thus, the 

persistence of racial inequality jeopardizes the American Dream. 

A. Structural Racism  

Racial inequality in the US is engraved within and perpetuated by society. This is now 

called structural racism. The Aspen Institute defines structural racism as follows:  

A system in which public policies, institutional practices, cultural representations, 
and other norms work in various, often reinforcing ways to perpetuate racial group 
inequity. It identifies dimensions of our history and culture that have allowed 
privileges associated with “whiteness” and disadvantages associated with “color” 
to endure and adapt over time. Structural racism is not something that a few 
people or institutions choose to practice. Instead, it has been a feature of the 
social, economic, and political systems in which we all exist.174  
 

Structural racism or systemic racism segregates and diverts racial minorities from upward 

social mobility by making it more difficult for them to secure quality jobs, education, 

healthcare, housing, and equal treatment in the criminal justice system. Here are a few 

examples of structural racism: black workers earn 85 cents for every dollar earned by white 

workers175 and the black unemployment rate was twice the white unemployment rate in the 

first quarter of 2020 (6.3% for African Americans, 4.8% for Hispanic Americans, and 3.1% 

for white Americans).176 This makes it harder for racial minorities to accumulate wealth, thus 

widening the wealth gap: in 1963, the average wealth of white families was $121,000 higher 

than the average wealth of nonwhite families; by 2016, the average wealth of white families 
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($919,000) was over $700,000 higher than the average wealth of black families ($140,000) 

and of Hispanic families ($192,000). It means that in 2016, white family wealth was 

respectively seven times and five times greater than African American and Hispanic family 

wealth.177 Concerning education, structural racism can be seen in the differential treatment of 

black and white students. A study found that black students are 54% less likely than white 

students to be recommended for gifted-education programs (after adjusting for factors such as 

students' standardized test scores). Yet, black students are three times more likely to be 

recommended for the program if their teacher is black rather than white.178 Regarding 

healthcare, the latest successful attempt to exclude African Americans was done by the states 

which refused to expand Medicare. Under the 2010 Affordable Care Act, Medicaid was 

expanded for adults with incomes up to 138% of the federal poverty level. While this 

expansion was written as a requirement for all states, a 2012 Supreme Court ruling in 

National Federation of Independent Business v. Sebelius decided otherwise. Some states, 

mostly in the South, added harsh work requirements for the participation in the Medicaid 

program. In 2017, 58% of the African American population lived in the South. While the 

ACA did help 2.8 million African Americans to get coverage, the states’ restrictions made it 

much less efficient. In 2018, 9.7% of African Americans were uninsured against 5.4% of 

white Americans.179 Structural racism can even be found within medicine. A 2016 survey of 

222 white medical students and residents shows that half of them endorsed at least one myth 

about physiological differences between black people and white people (such as differences in 

pain management, the fact that black people’s nerve endings are less sensitive than white 
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people’s, and that their skin is thicker than white skin).180 Due to these beliefs, some African 

Americans can receive inadequate treatments. A 2013 review of studies found that black and 

Hispanic people received inadequate pain management treatment compared with their white 

counterparts.181  

 Structural racism prevents African Americans from having the same opportunity and 

treatment as their white counterparts. In that sense it challenges the American Dream. All the 

more so as people of color’s condition is instrumentalized and perpetuated by some 

corporations and politicians. Since structural racism can take various forms in several areas, 

two other areas will be analyzed in more depth in two case-studies: housing and the criminal 

justice system.  

1. Perpetuating Racial Exclusion: The Impact of Housing Segregation 

Neighborhoods of concentrated poverty are not inevitable; they were born out of 

discriminatory public policies and private practices. African Americans were pushed from one 

place to another to suit white people’s desires. Before the civil war, enslaved black people 

were kept close to their masters for them to control slaves’ work and prevent revolts. When 

slavery was abolished, black people were pushed out of sight, in ghettos. Several 

discriminatory practices were put into place to keep racial minorities separated from white 

people. In 1933 began what Richard Rothstein, author of The Color of Law (2017), calls a 

“state-sponsored system of segregation.”182 It was the fourth year of the Great Depression and 

millions of people had lost their homes to foreclosure or were headed in this direction. 

President Franklin Roosevelt created the Home Owner’s Loan Corporations (HOLC) to buy 
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soon-to-be foreclosed mortgages and refinance them into new government mortgages so that 

people could keep their homes. Yet, maps were made by the HOLC which color-coded in red 

the neighborhoods that were considered risky investments in order to discourage bank loans, 

mortgages, and insurance there. This was called redlining. Almost any areas where African 

Americans lived or lived nearby were colored in red. Many private banks copied federal 

redlining practices when making their mortgage decisions. These red neighborhoods would 

thus receive no investments and be doomed to decay. In 1934, the government created the 

Federal Housing Administration (FHA). It subsidized home builders to mass-produce entire 

subdivisions for white people and required that none of the homes be sold to African 

Americans. It was done on the ground that if African Americans bought homes within or near 

these suburbs, the property values of the white homes they were insuring would fall and thus 

their loans would be at risk. The FHA’s Underwriting Manual stated that “incompatible racial 

groups should not be permitted to live in the same communities” and advised to build walls or 

highways to make sure that African Americans would not go in white districts.183 In the 1950s 

came the so-called “urban renewal” projects which destroyed many black neighborhoods and 

displaced their residents in the same areas. It was denounced in the 1960s, most notably by 

James Baldwin: “urban renewal means Negro removal.”184 With the 1956 Federal-Aid 

Highway Act, it became increasingly common to destroy poor racial minority neighborhoods, 

or to use highways as dividing lines between black and white districts. Public housing also 

nourished segregation. Instead of alleviating poverty and offering new opportunities to low-

income racial minority families, it reinforced segregation as public housing was built in 

already poor, racially segregated communities. Public housing reinforced the concentration of 

poverty: sufficient funding was not provided, the 1969 Brooke Amendment capped rents at 
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30% of the tenant’s income, and the Reagan administration later gave homeless individuals 

priority for public housing. These facts pushed families who could afford better options to flee 

and led to a high concentration of poverty in these neighborhoods. Besides, public housing 

often included multi-bedroom units which means that these accommodations were mostly 

occupied by large families, creating an “unnatural adult-child ratio that contributed to 

vandalism and disorder.”185  

These discriminatory policies have had two impacts on racial minorities: a lower rate of 

homeownership and a poorer quality of life and opportunities. First, homeownership for 

African Americans has virtually remained unchanged since housing segregation was made 

illegal by the 1968 Fair Housing Act. In 1968, the homeownership rate for African Americans 

was 41.1%.186 In 2020, 74.5% of white people, 49.1% of Latinos, and 44.1% of African 

Americans owned their home.187 One of the reasons for this persistent pattern is the legacy of 

redlining and segregation which have limited people of color’s access to traditional credit and 

instead have largely exposed them to predatory lending sources. A study shows that majority-

nonwhite census tracts across Atlanta, Detroit, Houston, and Oakland have 35.1% fewer 

traditional banking establishments than majority-white tracts, while there are twice as many 

alternative banking establishments offering lower quality credit, such as payday loans,188 in 

majority-nonwhite census tracts than in majority-white tracts.189 These unequal 

homeownership rates prevent racial minorities from accumulating wealth as white people do. 

Indeed, home equity is one of the most important forms of wealth for working- and middle-
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class families. Moreover, homeownership increases intergenerational economic mobility as 

parental homeownership increases young adults’ homeownership propensity by 7 to 8 

percentage points.190  

Secondly, the neighborhood one lives in has an impact on many other areas: quality of 

education, quality of food available, safe and healthy recreational facilities, job opportunities, 

exposure to crime and violence. All of the latter have a substantial influence on one’s physical 

and emotional well-being, as well as upward social mobility. Regarding education, since 

schools rely heavily on local taxes, richer predominantly white neighborhoods have greater 

property tax revenue to support their school system while school districts that predominantly 

serve students of color have less funding. In 2016, despite serving the same number of 

students, school districts that predominantly served students of color received $23 billion less 

in funding than mostly white school districts. On average, nonwhite districts received about 

$2,200 less per student than predominantly white districts.191 This lower funding naturally has 

an impact on the quality of the school system: schools which predominantly serve poor, or 

minority students have higher incidence of school violence, poorer infrastructures, more less-

experienced teachers, and poorer internet connection. Educational outcomes are also lower 

than those in predominantly white schools.192 Even if school segregation was ruled illegal by 

the 1954 Brown vs. Board Supreme Court decision, the percentage of high poverty schools 

with mostly African American or Hispanic students has more than doubled since 2000.193 In 

2016, more than half of American schoolchildren were in racially concentrated districts, 
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where over 75% of students had the same skin color.194 Regarding healthcare, due to housing 

segregation, a majority of African American and Hispanic neighborhoods are more likely to 

lack hospitals and other healthcare providers. A study found that the odds of lacking primary 

care physicians are 67% for predominantly African American neighborhoods, and 27% for 

mostly Hispanic neighborhoods. For African American neighborhoods, the higher the degree 

of segregation is, the higher the odds of primary care physician shortage are. Besides, 

healthcare providers located within African American and Hispanic neighborhoods tend to 

offer lower-quality care.195 Moreover, as mentioned earlier regarding obesity, poor minority 

neighborhoods tend to lack access to adequate nutritious food and safe places to exercise. 

Thus, racial minorities have higher obesity rates and experience more food insecurity which 

can trigger many illnesses such as diabetes, hypertension, and heart and lung disease. The 

latest example of the impact of structural racism on people of color’s health was Covid-19. 

African Americans and Latinos are respectively 1.9 times and 2.3 times more likely to die 

than white Americans.196 Since the illnesses just mentioned are among the risk factors for 

developing a severe case of Covid-19, racial minorities are more likely to die. Furthermore, 

racial minorities are less able to engage in social distancing and it was evaluated that only one 

in five black workers and roughly one in six Hispanic workers were able to work from home 

as they were often “frontline workers.”197 Finally, poor minority neighborhoods tend to have 

fewer local job opportunities and greater exposure to crime and violence which can negatively 

impact both mental health and upward social mobility.  
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Discriminatory public polices created housing segregation which has had several lasting 

impacts on people of color. Housing segregation has perpetuated inequality, as people of color 

have been deprived of equal access to safe neighborhoods with good schools, efficient 

healthcare providers, and well-paying jobs, making upward social mobility and a “better, 

richer, and fuller” life harder to experience “for every man.”  

2. Perpetuating Racial Exclusion: From Slavery to Mass Incarceration 

Mass incarceration is also part of structural racism, confining black people to inferior 

positions and depriving them of equality of treatment and opportunity. Whenever African 

American people asserted their independence or showed some success, strategies were put 

into place to fight back against it. When the 13th Amendment was passed to abolish slavery, it 

created a loophole:  

Neither slavery nor involuntary servitude, except as a punishment for crime 
whereof the party shall have been duly convicted, shall exist within the United 
States, or any place subject to their jurisdiction.198 
 

This loophole was exploited as soon as the Reconstruction period started. Convict leasing, a 

system of forced penal labor, was used to take back African Americans’ freedom and exploit 

them. They were arrested in mass as white people invented trivial offenses such as vagrancy, 

loitering, or being a group of black people out after dark.199 The mythology of black 

dangerousness and criminality was born. At the same time, the lynching of black people under 

the idea that they had done something criminal was increasingly common. Black people were 

publicly tortured and assassinated. When this form of open terrorism became unacceptable, 

oppression and exclusion were perpetuated in a way that was more legal: segregation through 

the Jim Crow Laws. These laws legalized segregation and the white preference that African 
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Americans be of second-class status. When the laws were abolished in the 1960s, exclusion of 

black people was sustained through another strategy: mass incarceration.  

 Mass incarceration started in the 1970s under President Nixon who created the rhetoric 

that would be used for several decades: the need to be “tough on crime,” using the famous 

slogans about “law and order” and a “war on drugs.” He defined drug abuse not as a health 

issue, but a crime issue, calling it “America’s public enemy number 1.”200 It was a political 

strategy, dubbed the Southern strategy, whose goal was to encourage white Southerners to 

join the Republican party by sowing division within the Democratic party; but it was also a 

strategy to stop black people from gaining power through movements such as Black Power or 

the Black Panther Party. Nixon’s advisor, John Ehrlichman, later admitted that picturing black 

people as drug addicts and criminals was a strategy to weaken their movements:  

The Nixon campaign in 1968, and the Nixon White House after that, had two 
enemies: the antiwar left and black people. You understand what I’m saying? We 
knew we couldn't make it illegal to be either against the war or black, but by 
getting the public to associate the hippies with marijuana and blacks with heroin, 
and then criminalizing both heavily, we could disrupt those communities. We 
could arrest their leaders, raid their homes, break up their meetings, and vilify 
them night after night on the evening news. Did we know we were lying about the 
drugs? Of course we did.201 
 
The prison population grew from 357,292 in 1970 to 513,900 in 1980. Yet, it is under 

President Reagan that the rhetorical war became a literal one. Even though drug abuse was 

not an issue at the time for most people, Reagan was determined to define it as a major 

problem.202 Crack cocaine was defined as the main enemy and punished much more severely 

than powder cocaine – the latter being favored by more affluent people such as Wall Street 

traders. The 1986 Anti-Drug Abuse Act wrote this difference of treatment into law: the 

possession of 5g of crack cocaine resulted in a minimum sentence of 5 years of prison without 
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parole while the act mandated the same sentence for possession of 500g of powder cocaine.203 

There is a significant difference between the two: crack cocaine is cheaper, and thus mostly 

used by low-income minorities. Today, African Americans are still 3.6 times more likely than 

whites to be arrested for selling drugs and 2.5 times more likely to be arrested for possessing 

drugs; while whites are actually more likely to sell drugs and as likely to consume them.204 

The focus was put heavily on the type and quantity of drugs and not on the role the offender 

played; this means that low-level offenders were given the same sentences as major offenders. 

This explains why today 93% of those convicted of drug trafficking are low-level 

offenders.205 One year after Reagan’s mandate, in 1990, the prison population had grown 

from 513,900 in 1980 to 1,179,200.206 Being “tough on crime” had become one of the most 

important issues for American public opinion. Thus, after suffering two successive losses, 

Democrats had to adapt. Bill Clinton campaigned on a much tougher stance than Democrats 

usually do. Once elected president, he implemented major laws that arguably led to a 

substantial increase in mass incarceration: the three-strike laws, mandatory minimum 

sentencing, and the truth-in-sentencing. The three-strike laws sentence people who commit 

one severe felony after two previous convictions to mandatory life sentence in prison. 

Mandatory minimum sentencing requires offenders to serve a predefined term for certain 

crimes, which is defined by the legislation, not by the judicial system. It means that judges – 

in theory the most neutral party in court – are no longer to consider the circumstances around 

a crime, but instead a mandatory minimum is set by prosecutors, 95% of whom are white.207 
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The truth-in-sentencing requires offenders to serve a substantial portion of the prison sentence 

imposed by the court before being eligible for release – usually about 85% of the prison 

sentence. It virtually removed the right to parole. These laws meant that more people were 

sentenced to jail time and that they were to stay imprisoned longer. In 1990, the US prison 

population was 1,179,200; in 2000, it was 2,015,300.208 There has been a 500% increase in 

the incarceration rate in the past forty years and 67% of the prisoners are people of color when 

they represent only 37% of the population.209  

 Racial minorities’ exclusion is not only a political strategy used both to gain power 

and to repress minorities, but it also proved itself to be highly profitable. Both prison 

operators and vendors make profits out of mass incarceration. As the US prison population 

boomed due to the war on drugs, the Bureau of Prisons started contracting with private 

prisons which act as an extension of the public system. The system of private prisons is still 

minimal in comparison to public ones. In 2016, one in twelve prisoners was incarcerated in a 

private prison.210 Still, private prisons pose a humanitarian issue because their goal is not 

rehabilitation but rather profits. It is in their interest to have as many people incarcerated as 

possible, to hold them there longer, and to provide them with the barest necessities to 

maximize their profits. GeoGroup and CoreCivic – the two main companies that own and 

manage private prisons – respectively had revenues of $2.48 billion211 and $1.98 billion212 in 
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2019. Corrections Corporation of America’s (now-Core Civic) 2010 Annual Report sums up 

well the extent to which they rely on mass incarceration to make profits:  

Our growth is generally dependent upon our ability to obtain new contracts to 
develop and manage new correctional and detention facilities. This possible 
growth depends on a number of factors we cannot control, including crime rates 
and sentencing patterns in various jurisdictions and acceptance of privatization. 
The demand for our facilities and services could be adversely affected by the 
relaxation of enforcement efforts, leniency in conviction or parole standards and 
sentencing practices or through the decriminalization of certain activities that are 
currently proscribed by our criminal laws.213 
 

To gain more control, GeoGroup and CoreCivic used to be members of the American 

Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC), before leaving in 2010 when the organization’s 

actions became known to the public. ALEC is a lobbying organization composed of both 

politicians – roughly one in four state legislators are members214 – and corporations. Its goal 

is to write conservative laws that will benefit at least one of their corporate funders. At the 

time of GeoGroup and CoreCivic membership, ALEC proposed the three-strike laws, 

mandatory minimum sentences, and truth-in-sentencing. These laws provided an influx of 

prisoners to prison operators. The fact that there were more people incarcerated and more 

low-level offenders was profitable: overcrowded prisons have a lower price-per-inmate figure 

and low-level offenders have lower incarceration costs because they are placed in minimum 

and medium security prisons which require fewer staff.215 It means that they cost less to 

prison operators, which can make more profits out of taxes. Now that public opinion on mass 

incarceration has become more negative, notably thanks to the Black Lives Matter movement, 

ALEC members such as the American Bail Coalition promote less incarceration but more 

tools such as GPS monitors (produced by the American Bail Coalition). Operators are not the 

only one to make profits out of punishment. The prison phone industry, for example, is 
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estimated to be a $1.2 billion industry, dominated by two companies, Global Tel Link and 

Securus Technologies.216 These companies inflate the price they charge to inmates and their 

families. For instance, in Maryland, if you earn the minimum wage, you will have to work 

one hour and a half to afford a ten-minute phone call.217 These companies take advantage of 

the emotional distress of inmates to maximize their profits. Other companies in healthcare, 

such as Corizon Health which earns about $1.4 billion in annual revenue, have been accused 

of providing little care and poor-quality care to cut their costs. Between 2011 and 2016, 

Corizon Health has been named as a defendant in at least 660 malpractice lawsuits.218 The 

problem is that these companies sign long-term contracts which means that no matter how 

poor the service is, they are going to be paid anyway. Thus, it pushes them to cut their costs to 

maximize their profits. Prisons have also been accused of underfeeding inmates for them to 

buy products at high costs at the commissary. Basic commissary items such as cereals and 

canned soup can cost five times the retail price.219 Finally, because of the 13th Amendment 

loophole, penal labor is allowed in the US, and in some prisons, is mandatory. Inmates work 

for no wages or a very low one – between 23 cents to $1.15 an hour.220 Prisoners can work for 

the prison itself, cooking or cleaning, which enables prisons to make even more profit instead 

of paying a company to provide those services. Inmates can also work for other companies. 

UNICOR, a prison labor program provides prison-made goods and services to private 

companies at rock-bottom prices. While this program was created with the intention of 

teaching prisoners job-skills to help their rehabilitation, the lack of wage, or the very low 
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wages they are provided create a labor-market incentive for mass incarceration as they 

produce products at a very low price. Besides, the fact that 67% of prisoners are people of 

color221 makes it hard not to compare today’s penal labor with slavery – especially 

considering the poor conditions of life in prison. As everybody tries to maximize their profits, 

mass incarceration has become monetized, and the goal of rehabilitation does not seem to be a 

priority.  

 Mass incarceration is not only perpetuated by the legislative system and encouraged 

by financial interests, but also by the judicial system which is highly unequal. First, it treats 

people better if they are rich and guilty than if they are poor and innocent. Once arrested, the 

defendant – innocent or guilty – can post bail. For those who cannot afford it, they have to go 

to prison. As Bryan Stevenson, a lawyer and social justice activist, puts it: “Wealth, not 

culpability, shapes outcomes.”222 This is all the truer as people with low-income tend to live 

in low-income neighborhoods. These neighborhoods tend to have more police patrols than 

richer neighborhoods, and thus more arrests. This hurts racial minorities more as they have 

higher poverty rates: 18.8% in 2019 for African Americans, 15.7% for Hispanic Americans, 

against 7.3% for white Americans.223 After being proposed to post bail, what typically 

happens is that defendants are pressured into taking plea bargains.224 As federal laws dictate 

similar behavior and are written broadly, prosecutors have multiple charges from which to 

choose.225 Thus, they can threaten defendants who would like to exercise their right to trial 

with longer sentences than they would have if they take the plea. On average, federal 
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defendants who choose to exercise their right to a jury trial receive a sentence three times 

longer than those who plead. This results not only in the virtual loss of the jury trial – today, 

97% of federal convictions are the result of guilty pleas226 – but also in the loss of the 

opportunity to confront police misconduct in criminal proceedings. For innocent defendants 

whose rights have been violated by the police, jury trial is the only way to obtain 

accountability. However, due to the pressure of prosecutors, many do not dare to do it.227 For 

those brave enough, they are often offered last-minute generous plea deals that are described 

as a “one-time offer.” These pressure tactics often work, which means that police officers 

often know that they will not be held accountable for their actions. One of the reasons for 

dissuading defendants from exercising their right to trial is that there are so many people 

being arrested, that the system would collapse if everyone decided to go to trial.228 Moreover, 

the problem with this system – and especially with mandatory minimums – is that it gives too 

much power to prosecutors who not only pressure people into taking plea bargains, but also 

disproportionally punish people of color. Prosecutors give defendants points (based on the 

severity of their crime, the circumstances of their arrest, and whether or not they have prior 

convictions) to determine the minimum sentence required. In a study229 based on the state of 

Florida, it was found that prosecutors disregard the guidelines and sentence black defendants 

for longer prison terms in 60% of felony cases, 68% of serious first-degree crime, 45% for 

burglaries, and 30% for battery.230 
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 This system of mass incarceration is huge. The US represents 5% of the world’s 

population and 25% of the word’s prison population. Most importantly, as discussed 

previously, the system targets mainly minorities. The likelihood for a white man to go to 

prison is 1 in 17, when it is 1 in 4 for African Americans.231 Furthermore, the system fails to 

rehabilitate people as 83% of the released prisoners are rearrested within nine years.232 Not 

only is the system not working, but it destroys generations. A study shows that there would be 

20% less poverty in the US today if the mass incarceration of the last decades had not 

happened.233 Incarceration confines people in lower social classes. It diminishes social and 

economic opportunities for those who are already the most socio-economically disadvantaged. 

A study found that a criminal record reduces callbacks from employers by around 50% and 

this effect is larger for blacks than whites. Incarceration also impacts ex-inmates’ future 

employment and earnings. The same study found that incarceration was associated with a 

40% reduction in earnings, reduced job tenure, reduced hourly wages, and higher 

unemployment.234 Incarceration also has an impact on the overall quality of life of the family 

and the future of children. Half of all prisoners in the US have children under age 18.235 Since 

the majority of people going to prison are poor, racial minorities, and less educated, their 

children already have lower life chances as they are most likely to live in high-risk 

neighborhoods and to attend underperforming schools. On top of that, the incarceration of a 

parent can add impediments: loss of stability, loss of household income, and stigma. Studies 

have found that the incarceration of a parent can increase the likelihood of behavioral issues 

 
231 DuVernay, 13th. 
232 “Measuring Recidivism” National Institute of Justice. 20 Feb. 2008, online, Internet, 7 Mar. 2021. Available: 
https://nij.ojp.gov/topics/articles/measuring-recidivism. 
233 The Relationship Between Poverty & Mass Incarceration, (Center for Community Change), Available: 
https://www.masslegalservices.org/system/files/library/The_Relationship_between_Poverty_and_Mass_Incarcer
ation.pdf. 
234 Bruce Western and Becky Pettit, “Incarceration and Social Inequality” (2010): 19. 
235 Kim Howard and Richard V. Reeves, Will Less Incarceration Mean More Social Mobility?, (Brookings 
Institution, September 5, 2013), online, Internet, 7 Mar. 2021. Available: https://www.brookings.edu/blog/social-
mobility-memos/2013/09/05/will-less-incarceration-mean-more-social-mobility/. 



 71 

which can later result in criminality; children with a parent in prison also have higher rates of 

homelessness and infant mortality; and single parenthood is also associated with worse 

academic and social outcomes.236 Incarceration also means that parents are less equipped to 

provide financial help for their children.  

Thus, mass incarceration represents a major impediment to social mobility for people 

who are already disadvantaged. It confines racial minorities to lower-social classes, making 

sure they do not get too powerful, while reinforcing inequality between whites and people of 

color. This is highly contrary to the American Dream which promotes the idea that “every 

man” should be given “opportunity” to succeed and have a “better, richer, and fuller” life. 

B. Is Anti-White Racism the Problem? Denying Anti-Black Racism to 

Revive White Supremacism 

Far from being acknowledged by all, structural racism is denied by some white 

Americans who think they are the real victims of racism. A 2011 national survey showed that 

46% of Americans agreed that so-called “reverse discrimination” against whites had become 

as big a problem as discrimination against blacks and other minorities.237 What first started as 

a “white backlash” – a negative response to racial justice progress – has become a genuine 

belief among many that anti-white racism exists. This belief in anti-white racism is often 

accompanied by a feeling that white Americans are being dispossessed or “replaced,” by 

minorities. Some Americans tend to see racism as a “zero-sum game,” a vision that was 

openly shared by Senator Jeff Sessions during a 2009 Supreme Court hearing: “Empathy for 

one party is always prejudice for another.”238  
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 This feeling of dispossession and injustice has been instrumentalized and exacerbated 

by some politicians. From Richard Nixon to Ronald Reagan and the Tea Party to Donald 

Trump, portraying white Americans as forgotten heroes and black and Hispanic people as idle 

“takers” or predatory criminals has been common practice. Richard Nixon may have resigned 

but he passed on the template of how to picture the “silent majority,”239 the “forgotten 

Americans” as “good people. They're decent people; they work, and they save, and they pay 

their taxes, and they care”240 while waging a “war on drugs” that punished racial minorities 

more heavily than white people and heavily criticizing the welfare state and affirmative action 

policies for encouraging idleness and dependance. He also tried to attract white voters through 

flattery. He pictured them as self-sufficient, hard-working minorities who never complained 

and protested… unlike “uppity” blacks. People who identified as white and who had voted 

predominantly for Democrats, now increasingly turned to the Republican Party from 1968 

onwards.241 Ronald Reagan, an actor used to learning scripts, deployed the same strategy. He 

praised deserving white Americans who were victims, he claimed, of reverse discrimination242 

when white ethnics243 “unfairly” lost out to people of color “unfairly” benefiting from 

affirmative action. He states: 

The ethnic American has been called “the invisible man” of American society – 
and with good reason. Too often the government and media treat ethnics as if they 
did not exist. […] The ethnic has persevered in spite of government indifference, 
and even in the face of government-created obstacles. Often ethnic Americans 
have been displaced by affirmative action quotas.244 
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At the same time, he associated black and Hispanic people with drugs and criminality, 

implying that these minorities preferred to live on welfare rather than to work and were able 

to access better positions in society by stealing the place of more deserving people (read: 

whites) thanks to affirmative action. This discrediting rhetoric created contempt for 

affirmative action, as well as for any politics of wealth redistribution. This coded dog-whistle 

politics245 – because it is difficult to say openly one is opposed to equality – allowed the 

Republican party to normalize the idea that if white Americans suffered from a drop in their 

status, it was due to the favoritism that was granted to people of color.  

This feeling of being dispossessed by minorities was also exacerbated by major media 

outlets, which gave excessive coverage to black criminality and white innocence.246 The 

media greatly impacts people’s vision, especially before the Internet when there was less 

choice and segmentation. Even if the audience is aware that the representation of racial 

minorities is often stereotypical and cliched, by dint of repetition, it impacts their vision. 

Thus, the media can normalize inequality and transform bias into common sense.247 

Today’s feeling of dispossession arises from several factors. First, it is a reaction to 

racial minorities gaining more power. Barack Obama’s election gave the impression to some 

optimistic Americans that racial inequality had been overcome. In 2009, two in three 

Americans thought that racial equality had been reached.248 For others, it created a feeling of 

fear and panic at the realization that the positions that were once reserved to whites only could 

now be held by racial minorities. This realization intensified the feeling that white people 

were being dispossessed by racial minorities, in a context of economic crisis which made their 
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prosperity uncertain.249 This fear of white America’s decline was one of the reasons for the 

spike in gun sales and the creation of the belligerent Tea Party, a reactionary movement 

within the Republican Party which was determined to block President Obama’s egalitarian 

welfare policies. More than 60% of the Tea Party members questioned by The New York 

Times in 2010 thought that Obama was doing too much for the poor – which is a politically 

correct way of saying doing too much for black and brown people.250 Behind the Tea Party’s 

displays of patriotism and anti-tax libertarianism was virulent racism – a duplicitous strategy 

embraced later by Trump often without disguising the racism.  

Secondly, this feeling of dispossession also comes from a real decline in status for some 

white Americans. As was discussed earlier, social mobility has been decreasing, wealth 

inequality rising. Global capitalism hurts uneducated workers more than others, and higher 

education and healthcare have become too expensive for many. This leads to a lot of 

suffering. This suffering was investigated by Anne Case and Angus Deaton in their book 

Deaths of Despair (2020). They noticed that three years in a row, from 2014 to 2017, life 

expectancy had fallen for the US population as a whole. This had not happened since WWI. It 

was due to what they called “deaths of despair” – people increasingly dying from suicide, 

alcohol, and drug overdose. They found it concerned mostly middle-aged less educated white 

men. Since the early 1990s, white people between 45 to 54 with less than a bachelor’s degree 

saw an increase of 25% in their death rate, while those with a bachelor’s degree saw their 

mortality rate decrease by 40%.251 Case and Deaton’s alarming study depicts real suffering 

among white middle-aged less educated Americans. They also dedicate a whole chapter to 

black and white deaths. They underline that even though white death rates are rising when 
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death rates of black people are slightly decreasing, black people’s life expectancy is still much 

shorter than white people’s. They stress that what matters is levels of mortality, not rates. A 

white laborer lives on average four years longer than a black worker.252 Covid-19 has 

illustrated once again the extent to which people of color are much more exposed to serious 

complications and death than whites. Yet, the Case & Deaton study was oversimplified in the 

media and by politicians to fit with the narrative of the white American as the “forgotten 

hero,” the victim, whose life has become tragically shorter.  

While facts of slower social mobility and rising inequality cannot be denied, their 

feeling of decline is a feeling. It is subjective, triggered by the fear of being overtaken by 

minorities. This fear can push them to have destructive behaviors such as alcoholism or drug 

addiction.253 This is best exemplified by Trump’s voters who were said to be the “small 

people,” uneducated white men struggling due to globalization. While a contingent of Trump 

supporters were less educated white men, their incomes were often above the national 

average. Only one in six Trump voters were uneducated voters with an income under 

$50,000.254 It means that Trump’s election was more the result of a cultural anxiety than an 

economic one. The majority of Trump’s voters’ status was not declining, but they felt it was. 

This feeling was exacerbated by Trump’s rhetoric, just like it was by Nixon’s and Reagan’s at 

the time.  

Finally, the belief in the existence of anti-white racism also results from a lack of 

knowledge about the extent of racial inequality and white privilege. People who think that 

racial inequality is not topical anymore advocate a stance of so-called colorblindness – not 

taking race into account. Thus, they think that affirmative action is reverse discrimination. 

This belief often comes from a lack of knowledge of racial inequality. For instance, 40% of 
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young white Americans think they were penalized by grant awarding because they were not 

minorities, when they are actually eligible to 96% of grants and that the likelihood of them 

receiving one is 40% higher than for minorities.255 One of the most recent examples was the 

counter-movements “Blue Lives Matter” and “All Lives Matter.” While “Blue Lives Matter” 

clearly denies police violence, “All Lives Matter” purports to be colorblind. The issue with 

colorblindness is that by ignoring race, it ignores the reality of racial inequality which is that 

the likelihood for a black person to be killed by the police is 2.5 times higher than a white 

person’s.256 Not only do some white people ignore the extent of racial inequality, but they also 

do not recognize their privilege. White people inherited this privilege without knowingly 

contributing to it, thus, it is hard for them to acknowledge this advantage that has always 

given them a greater chance of access to the best jobs and the exclusivity of positions of 

power: “When you’re used to privilege, equity feels like oppression.”257 Besides, in an era of 

economic difficulties, slower social mobility, and skyrocketing inequality across all 

categories, it is hard to acknowledge that one is privileged relative to others.  

Structural racism and white privilege need to be acknowledged for, as James Baldwin 

said, “not everything that is faced can be changed, but nothing can be changed until it is 

faced.”258 It is up to elected officials, the media, schools, and activists to recognize publicly 

the singularity of the wrongs done to people of color, and the relative privilege white people 

have been living with. It is a civic duty in the name of justice and equality to live up to the 

American Dream’s ideals from which nobody should be excluded since they are ideals of 

inclusivity that date back to the Declaration of Independence and beyond. 
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IV. The Illusion of the “Freedom from Fear” 

A. A Violent Society  

1. Gun Violence  

In the midst of WWII, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt pronounced his famous 

“Four Freedoms Speech” in which he stated the “four essential human freedoms” that 

America wished “to make secure”: the freedom of speech, the freedom of worship, the 

freedom from want, and the freedom from fear.  

The fourth is freedom from fear—which, translated into world terms, means a 
world-wide reduction of armaments to such a point and in such a thorough fashion 
that no nation will be in a position to commit an act of physical aggression against 
any neighbor – anywhere in the world.259 
 

Yet, far from experiencing a “reduction of armaments,” today the US has the highest civilian 

gun ownership rate among other high-income countries. The US has approximately 120.5 

guns per 100 inhabitants. The second highest rate of firearm ownership among high-income 

countries is Canada with only 34.7 guns per 100 persons.260 Within the US, it is so cheap and 

easy to buy guns that any American can “commit an act of physical aggression against any 

neighbor.” The US gun homicide rate is 25 times that of other high-income countries.261 From 

2000 to 2013, the number of gun deaths in the US exceeded the number of Americans killed 

by AIDS, drug overdoses, the Iraq and Afghanistan wars, and terrorism combined.262 The 

American Dream contains a subjective dimension. For some Americans, gun ownership is 

part of the American Dream as it symbolizes an empowered, self-reliant, free citizen, and 

even freedom itself. For others, it represents a threat to the “freedom from fear” Roosevelt 
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sought to integrate into the American Dream since living in fear of getting shot is far from 

living a “life that should be better, richer, and fuller.”  

The Second Amendment to the US Constitution gives Americans the right to bear arms: 

30% own at least one gun and 72% have fired a gun at some point in their lives. For gun 

owners, the right to bear arms is a passionate topic: 73% of gunowners say they could never 

see themselves not owning a gun. When asked why they own a gun, 67% of gunowners say 

protection is a major reason why they own a firearm.263 Yet, as Firmin DeBrabander argues in 

his book Do Guns Make Us Free? (2015), more than personal protection, the motivation of 

the pro-gun movement is freedom from government interference.264 Contrary to Europe where 

guns belong to the state, in the US, guns belong to the people, which makes them self-reliant 

and, in their view, able to prevent a tyrannical government. Thus, to many, guns are 

fundamental to American freedom as they are instruments to protect all other freedoms. In 

that sense, gun control laws are seen as an attack on liberty, on America’s foundational ideals, 

and make the government the enemy of the people. A gun is not only seen as an essential 

freedom from government overreach but also a freedom to: the right to bear arms is an 

expression of freedom itself.265 About 74% of gunowners say that the right to bear arms is 

fundamental to their sense of freedom and 35% of non-gunowners view it as essential.266 

Yet, for millions of other Americans, gun violence negatively shapes their lives. Every 

year, an average of 38,826 people die from gun violence, over one hundred per day.267 

Shootings have a devastating impact on communities, and this is so even when nobody is 
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killed. It is estimated that two hundred people survive a gunshot wound every day, wounds 

which can lead to a lifetime of health complications.268 Moreover, guns make crime in the US 

more lethal. Research shows that offenders are more likely to kill their adversary if they 

anticipate he is armed.269  

Gun violence touches Americans unequally. It is disproportionally directed towards 

communities of color, religious minorities, and LGBTQ+ people. In 2019, 54% of reported 

hate crimes were motivated by racism, with nearly half of these crimes directed towards 

African American people, 21% were motivated by religious bias, most often against Jewish 

people, and 19% of hate crimes were motivated by anti-LGBTQ+ bias.270 On average, over 

10,300 hate crimes per year in the US involve a firearm. This is more than 28 every day.271 

Guns make hate more deadly. In fact, African Americans are ten times more likely than white 

Americans to die from gun homicide.272 Since the start of the Covid-19 pandemic, Asian 

Americans are also increasingly targeted by hate crimes, the latest example being the Atlanta 

spa shootings on March 16, 2021. LGBTQ+ people are also targeted by hate crimes: one of 

the most memorable examples was on June 12, 2016 when a man fatally shot 49 people and 

wounded 58 at an LBGTQ+ nightclub in Orlando. For many, a massive hate crime towards 

minorities such as this one feels like an attack on the entire community. Research shows that 
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following the Pulse nightclub shooting, LGBTQ+ people experienced emotional distress and 

were less likely to attend public venues such as LGBTQ+ nightclubs.273  

American adults are not the only ones against whom gun violence is directed. Firearms 

are the leading cause of death for American children and teens. More than 3,000 children and 

teens are fatally shot and 15,000 more are shot and injured every year, this is an average of 51 

young Americans every day. It is estimated that three million American children witness gun 

violence every year.274 This has a major impact on young people’s well-being. Children 

exposed to gun violence can suffer from depression, anxiety, and posttraumatic stress 

disorder. Stress related to gun violence can affect student performance and well-being at 

school. It also impacts their physical health: the lack of safety in their neighborhood or home 

can prevent them from being physically active outside.275 A survey of 13 to 24 years old 

found that 53% of 13 to 18 years old and 32% of 18 to 24 years old cite gun violence as a 

major worry. For both groups, gun violence outranked every other concern, including 

terrorism, racism, college affordability, and climate change. About 19% say they do not feel 

safe at school, 25% say that it is likely that a classmate will bring a gun to school, and 15% 

say it is likely there will be a shooting in their schools.276 On December 14, 2012, an armed 

man walked into Sandy Hook Elementary School in Newton, Connecticut and killed 20 

children, 6 adults, and himself. Between then and July 2020, there have been 2,654 mass 

shootings, with at least 2,908 killed and 11,088 wounded.277 
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Guns make crimes more deadly, but also suicides. While more than one-third of gun 

deaths are homicides, nearly two-thirds are suicides.278 Most people who attempt suicide do 

not die. Yet, having a gun makes death more likely: 90% of suicide attempts with a gun are 

fatal, while only 4% of attempts not involving a gun are fatal.279 Besides, the majority of 

people who survive suicide attempts do not die from suicide, only 7% do.280 However, guns 

make this second chance almost impossible.  

Guns also exacerbate domestic violence. In the US, women are 21 times more likely to 

be killed with a gun than women in other high-income countries. In average, 53 American 

women are fatally shot by their partner every month.281  

While for some, owning a gun is essential to their freedom, for many other Americans it 

is an impediment to their “freedom from fear.” For the latter, it challenges their American 

Dream of a “life that should be better, richer, and fuller” as gun violence lets fear 

exaggeratedly shape their lives. 
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2. Police Violence 

The police trigger fear more than a feeling of safety for some people, due to their 

sometimes-violent behaviors. In 2020, it was estimated that 1,127 people were killed by the 

police.282 Contrary to what one might think, there is no systematic causal link between crime 

rates and police violence. The following chart illustrates this well:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Taking the example of Buffalo (New York State) and Orlando (Florida), Buffalo’s violent 

crime rate (12 per 1000) is higher than Orlando’s (9 per 1000). Yet, from 2013 to 2016, 

nobody was killed in Buffalo, whereas 13 people were killed in Orlando.  

There is also a significant discrepancy between white and black experience of police 

violence. In 2020, black people represented 28% of those killed, when they only make up 

13% of the US population.283 These different experiences result in different relationships with 

the police. When white people think about the police, they tend to think about protection and 

service, while African Americans often fear the police, due to the disproportionate violence 
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Figure 5: Violent Crime Rates and Rate of Killings by Police in America’s 50 Largest Cities, 2013-
2018. 
Source: “Mapping Police Violence” Mapping Police Violence. 27 Feb. 2021, online, Internet, 19 Mar. 
2021.Available: https://mappingpoliceviolence.org. 
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used against them and mass incarceration of people who look like them. Black parents teach 

their children to be extremely careful with the police: put their hands above their head, be 

respectful, avoid sudden moves, because too many examples have shown that what was 

interpreted by law enforcement as disrespect, anger, or escape ended in incarceration or death. 

The police’s tendency to injure and kill the most vulnerable people has been brought to light 

since 2014 by the movement Black Lives Matter after several white-against-black killings 

triggered outrage: Trayvon Martin, Michael Brown, Eric Garner, Breonna Taylor, George 

Floyd, and many more. Although it is less covered by the media, other minorities are also 

victims of police violence: Hispanic and Asian Americans, Native Americans, women, 

LGBTQ+ people, people suffering from mental illness, as well as people with disabilities. 

There is an overall lack of data on police killings which makes it hard to identify the extent to 

which these minorities die from police violence. It has been estimated that Hispanic 

Americans are 1.7 times more likely to be killed by the police, while Native Americans are 

2.9 times more likely to be killed by the police. Yet, an analysis found that major national or 

regional newspapers rarely cover stories about Native American deaths. Besides, data are 

incomplete because Native Americans are sometimes not identified as such on death 

certificates.284 In 2020, 21% of the people killed had mental illness. Due to a declining state of 

mental health services in the US, the police are increasingly called for help to deal with 

people during a mental health crisis. Yet, due to a lack of proper training to deal with these 

difficult situations, it sometimes ends in death.285 Women also suffer from police violence. 

Although the number of black women killed by the police is lower than that of black men, 

they experience similar racial disparities. Often, black female victims of police violence were 
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perceived to be rude, uncooperative, or disrespectful to officers.286 Challenging a paternalist 

white society unfairly brought death to some of them. Women are also victims of sexual 

violence by police officers. Sexual misconduct is the second most frequently reported form of 

police misconduct.287 Yet, the numbers of sexual assault by officers are incomplete as victims 

are often reluctant to report the crime. It is estimated that for every sexual assault which 

makes the news, there are on average five more victims.288 Women can also suffer from 

psychological violence from the police. A study of Baltimore Police officers found that they 

often humiliated women and made those who reported sexual assault feel guilty, often failed 

to gather basic evidence – from 2010 to 2014, rape kits (forensic evidence) were tested in only 

15% of Baltimore sexual assault cases – and disregarded some complaints filed by 

prostitutes.289  

 Police violence can be attributed to several factors: lack of proper training, lack of 

accountability and data, and normalized structural racism. Police training is not regulated on a 

national level and is sometimes short and superficial. There are no federal minimum 

requirements for the amount of time cadets spend training or for what they need to study. For 

instance, Rhode Island requires 22 weeks of training, but Georgia requires a minimum of 11 

weeks. This is low when put in perspective with other job trainings in Georgia: for instance, 

barbers need to complete 37 workweeks only to qualify to take the licensing exam.290 In some 
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states, it is even possible to join a police department and go out on patrol with a gun before 

finishing the police academy training or even before enrolling in one. In 2012, Nancy 

Cummings, who had not yet attended police training, fatally shot Carleton Wallace in the 

back while trying to handcuff him. Moreover, from 2011 to 2013, more than two-fifths of the 

45,000 new local police recruits who received basic law-enforcement training did so at two-

year colleges, four-year colleges, or technical schools.291 The problem with these schools in 

comparison with state-run police academies is that they have a financial interest to enroll as 

many people as possible. Police departments usually conduct background checks and 

psychological screenings before they hire and train someone, whereas a college’s interest is to 

enroll as many students as possible to maximize their profits, thus, they may not thoroughly 

vet applicants. Furthermore, many programs at colleges are taught by retired policemen who 

use old military-style teaching methods and warn students that they will have to choose 

between killing or being killed.292 It is also hard to hold these colleges accountable. Two 

community colleges in Wisconsin and Pennsylvania were said to have given students the 

answers before the test, while another one in North Carolina was reported to have taught their 

students to pinch the inside of someone’s arm when arresting them to make it look like the 

person was resisting officers.293 Moreover, these colleges with old-school “warrior” methods 

tend not to attract women and racial minorities, which perpetuates a police force that is overly 

aggressive, male, and white; and therefore not representative of the population it serves. 

Police departments that run their own academies often offer better training because it is in 

their interest to do so since they train their own future employees. Thus, increasingly, these 

academies put the emphasis on de-escalating confrontations, working in cooperation with 

community members, and teaching recruits to recognize signs of mental illness.294 Yet, this 
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type of training is more expensive which makes it hard to persuade states to adopt it, 

especially at a time when some of the public asks to defund the police when really a better 

distribution of resources not a reduction is what is needed.  

 Police violence is also due to the lack of accountability and data. From 2013 to 2020, 

98.3% of killings by the police did not result in officers being charged with a crime.295 

Officers are not worried about repercussions because very often there are none. This was best 

illustrated by Daniel Pantaleo, former New York City police officer, whose chokehold killed 

Eric Garner as the officer waved to a camera filming the incident. He stayed on the job five 

more years before being fired. Derek Chauvin, who knelt on George Floyd’s neck for 8 

minutes and 46 seconds, had 17 prior misconduct complaints, but had never before been held 

accountable.296 These 17 misconducts did not impact his career at all. Not only are policemen 

often not punished, but they can keep on prosecuting and testifying at trials even if they have 

shown racial bias, violence, or dishonesty.297 Yet, it would be in prosecutors’ interest to 

decline prosecuting cases that rely on the words of officers who have demonstrated such 

behaviors since in many cases, especially for low-level offenses, the jury’s verdict rests 

entirely on whether they believe the officer’s testimony. The lack of data is also an issue. It is 

hard to know exactly how many people die in the hands of law enforcement. Data from the 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention and the Federal Bureau of Investigation often 

undercount police killings among all racial and ethnic groups.298 From 2003 to 2009, plus 

2011, the FBI counted about 383 “justifiable homicides by law enforcement” each year. Yet, 
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the US Bureau of Justice Statistics estimated that the actual number was closer to 928.299 This 

discrepancy is partly due to the fact that FBI data only includes self-reported information. 

Collecting data is challenging: some local police departments are unwilling to file a report 

when they kill someone, some states decline all participation, others submit numbers for some 

years and not for others, and some local numbers are reported to state agencies but then not to 

the federal government.300 In response to the lack of reliable data, newspapers such as the 

Washington Post301 and organizations such as Mapping Police Violence302 started collecting 

their own data. The lack of data on police killings blocks the ability of departments to 

encourage best practices and analyze the use of gun and physical violence to pass suitable 

policies that would reduce the number of people killed.  

 Finally, police violence is part of structural racism. In US history, the police have 

always been a source of violence against marginalized populations. In the South, policing 

emerged from the slave patrols in the 18th and 19th century which caught and sent back 

runaway slaves. In the North, municipal police departments stifled labor strikes and riots 

against rich people.303 In the 19th and 20th century, policemen were sometimes directly or 

indirectly involved in lynchings.304 Just like today’s officer-involved shootings, many 

perpetrators of lynchings were not punished. Researchers at the Economic Policy Institute 

found a correlation between historical lynchings and officer-involved shootings of African 

Americans. Counties which experienced a higher rate of historical lynchings have had larger 
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shares of officer-involved shootings of black people in the last five years. Also, as the number 

of historical lynchings increases, the share of modern officer-involved shootings of whites 

decreases.305 Lastly, structural racism nourishes stereotypes: while Native Americans are 

often stereotyped as being violent or addicted to alcohol and other drugs,306 African 

Americans are often represented in the news and entertainment media as violent criminals. 

Structural racism also created ghettos of concentrated poverty where opportunity is scarce and 

criminal behavior high.  

 Suspicion and fear can be seen on both sides. In a 2017 study, the Urban Institute 

surveyed three groups: members of criminally active groups, community residents, and police 

officers. Their study shows that there is a concrete lack of trust between residents and the 

police. It shows that the legitimacy of the police’s actions is called into question: 41% of 

residents and 72% of group members agreed that police often stop people for no good reason. 

When asked the degree to which they agreed with each statement on a scale of one (strongly 

disagree) to five (strongly agree), there was a clear discrepancy between the overall 

community survey and the black male survey. To the sentence “Most police in my 

neighborhood treat people fairly,” community residents’ rating was 3.14 while African 

American male community residents’ rating was 2.20. Officers’ rating also shows that they 

are aware of the lack of trust many residents have towards them: less than 10% agreed that the 

community they police trusts them and only 11% agreed that the community is welcoming to 

them, while 23% agreed that police officers have reason to be distrustful of most citizens. It 

shows that mistrust is mutually reinforcing.307 This lack of sympathy and trust creates a 

deadlock as it can lead to more suspicion and ultimately violence on both sides. Building 
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greater police legitimacy by forcing officers to live up to their motto, “to protect and serve,” 

would be beneficial to all: higher levels of legitimacy would lead to greater public compliance 

with the law and cooperation with the police, and thereby make both sides less antagonistic 

and ultimately safer.308  

Due to the violence of badly trained officers, the police can be seen as a threat more 

than a protection or public servant. Besides, this threat seems unstoppable since there is 

almost no accountability for police officers who are heavily armed and have the state on their 

side. The anxiety the police can create for some, especially for minorities, is an impediment to 

achieving “freedom from fear,” and thus to the American Dream of a life that should be 

“better, richer, and fuller” “for every man.”  

B. Economic Insecurity from the Cradle to the Grave 

Although Roosevelt used the expression “freedom from fear” to talk about armaments, 

taken on a larger sense, fear can take many forms in the lives of American people. One that 

has grown larger in the last decades is economic insecurity. This daily fear has taken a large 

part in Americans’ lives because they increasingly have to accept more risks and therefore 

uncertainty. Many of those risks have been examined in previous sections of this document. 

First, there is the risk of investing in one’s future: given the generally high price of post-

secondary education, many students take out loans that they will have to pay back for a good 

part of their life (if they can.) Secondly, jobs are increasingly risky with the rise of the “self-

employed” gig economy and the decline of the long-term full-time contract and its reliable 

health benefits and retirement pension. Thirdly, with the high cost of healthcare and the 

complex and inadequate health insurance system, a disease or an accident can lead many 

people to bankruptcy with or without insurance. Fourthly, due to an expensive education, 
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healthcare system, and lifestyle, Americans save less and take on more debts. As a result, 

more than 70% of them say they do not have enough saved to go more than six months 

without hardship in the event their earnings dry up.309 Moreover, upward social mobility has 

decreased, and downward mobility is increasingly common. Also, downward mobility is more 

painful than upward mobility is enjoyable due to so-called “loss aversion.” It means that a 

loss in wealth is psychologically deeply painful, even if it is made up for by equal or larger 

gains.310 Therefore an economic recovery might not feel like an improvement in life security 

to many. Economic volatility is now frequent and more jarring. Poverty affects many 

Americans at some point in their lives. When looking at US child poverty rates, one in five 

children experience poverty. This number is true if one focuses on one particular year. Yet, to 

know how many children experience poverty at some point in their childhood, the total 

number of children who spend at least a year in poverty before they turn eighteen needs to be 

counted. That number is estimated to be four out of ten but may be higher due to the shame 

associated with poverty that leads to underreporting.311 We will now examine how this fear of 

future economic hardships and bankruptcy never ends because retirement (i.e., no longer 

working for money after a certain age) has become as risky as everything else, and those risks 

increasingly fall on workers and their families alone.  

According to a 2018 Gallup Polls, 46% of adults fear that they are not prepared for 

retirement.312 Although the US has a social security system, according to the social security 

administration website, “Social security should be just one part of [one’s] retirement plan.” 

The website explains that social security should represent about 40% of one’s retirement 
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income.313 Thus, if one wants to maintain the standard of living one had before retiring, social 

security is not enough, employer-sponsored retirement plans are needed. There are two types 

of employer-sponsored retirement plans: defined-benefit plans and defined-contribution plans. 

In defined-benefit plans, employers guarantee a specific retirement benefit amount for each 

worker depending on their salary and years of service. Employees have no control over the 

funds until they are given to them when they retire. This means that the employer bears the 

risks that the return on investment will not be sufficient to cover the defined-benefit amount 

due to the employee. In a defined-contribution plan, the employee bears the risk. The most 

common type of defined-contribution plan is a 401(k). Employees, not employers, decide how 

much they want to contribute to their tax-free 401(k), the company can match the contribution 

if it wants, up to a limit it decides. Contributions are usually invested in mutual funds.314 

401(k)s are low risk for employers, require little work, and cost less to administer than 

defined-benefit plans which require finance professionals to decide where to invest and 

estimate how much an employee should get. It also means that all the risk falls onto the 

employees who have to assume the risk of both not investing well and outliving their savings. 

Contrary to defined-benefit plans which have an agency looking out for workers (the Pension 

Benefit Guaranty Corporation (PBGC)), with defined-contribution plans, there is no guarantee 

that workers will get adequate benefit for their entire retired life. Yet, defined-contribution 

plans have become increasingly common, and defined-benefit plans rarer: in 1984, more than 

80% of large and medium-size firms offered a defined-benefit plan; today only 25% do, and 

 
313 “Learn About Retirement Benefits” Social Security Administration. n.d., online, Internet, 25 Mar. 2021. 
Available: https://www.ssa.gov/benefits/retirement/learn.html#h1. 
314 A mutual fund is essentially a pool of money collected from several investors to invest in securities like 
stocks, bonds, money market instruments, and other assets. It is operated by professional money managers whose 
goal is to produce gains for the fund’s investors. Mutual funds give small investors access to professionally 
managed portfolios. 



 92 

this share keeps on falling. Meanwhile, 401(k) plans have seen their total assets rising from 

zero to roughly a quarter of the nation’s economy.315  

This shift to defined-contribution plans can be explained by several factors. First, 

offering defined-benefit plans was a way for employers to retain reliable skilled employees. 

However, now that long-term contracts are rarer, this argument no longer carries the weight it 

used to have.316 Secondly, labor unions pushed for defined-benefit plans. Now that there are 

fewer unions, employers are less likely to yield to their demands. Thirdly, defined-

contribution plans are cheap for employers. In the late 1970s, private employers gave more 

than 4% of workers’ compensation to pensions. By the late 1980s, they devoted around 2.5%. 

This is without taking into account the fact that about a third of workers who are offered a 

401(k) plan contribute nothing to them, which means that even employers who want to match 

their employees’ contributions, sometimes have nothing to hand over.317 Finally, the rise of 

the defined-contribution plans are linked to the personal responsibility rhetoric that has 

dominated American discourse since the 1980s: people should succeed and fail on their own. 

With a 401(k), people who know little or nothing about investing must choose on their own 

how much they should invest and where. If it grows, all the money is theirs; if it drops, all the 

losses are theirs too.  

In his book The Great Risk Shift (2019), Jacob S. Hacker notes three reasons why 

defined-benefits plans are less risky than defined-contribution plans. First, while for defined-

benefits plans savings are forced upon the employee: the employer pays workers in future 

income rather than current; for defined-contribution plans, the employee has to decide how 

much to save. This is an issue for two reasons. Knowing how much to save is complex, a 
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worker has to consider many variables that are hard to evaluate. Hacker sums up all the 

questions a worker has to answer to know how much he should save to retire:  

How much will I make in the coming years? How much of my pre-retirement 
income do I need to live in retirement? When will I retire, and how long will that 
affect my savings? What are the likely long-term trajectories of the stock and 
bond markets and the cost of living? Will I change or lose jobs? Will my health 
remain good? Will my employers offer me a pension, and of what sort? And 
what’s going to happen to Social Security?318 
 

These considerations are hard to calculate, especially as many factors are out of one’s control. 

For instance, four in ten retired workers had to leave their jobs earlier than planned because of 

layoffs, health problems, or sick relatives. As behavioral economists have found, people 

systematically fail to take these considerations into account in their planning. Defined-benefit 

plans have the advantage of “pooling many of these uncertain risks under the auspices of 

employers, who promise a guaranteed pension in retirement based on years of work, pay, 

family size, and the like.”319 Moreover, people tend to “procrastinate.” Many people find it 

difficult to make sacrifices in the present to ensure their future, especially when current 

resources are scarce. The system of “forced savings” of the defined-benefit plan thus 

overcomes this issue. Secondly, defined-benefit plans are professionally managed and avoid 

common errors such as overinvesting in company stock (which can result in total loss of 

pension if the company becomes bankrupt). This is what happened in 2005 with Enron, an 

American energy company. More than 60% of Enron’s pension assets were in the company’s 

stock. Thus, when Enron’s share price fell overnight from $90 to 26 cents, thousands of 

workers lost their jobs and most of their retirement savings as well.320 Many workers had 

essentially invested too much in company stock and were left with nothing. According to the 

personal responsibility ideology, workers are to blame, because they failed to properly invest. 

In defined-contribution plans, workers are expected to have the same results as money 
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managers. Yet, most workers do not have any investment expertise. Finally, as mentioned 

earlier, defined-benefit plans have the advantage of pooling the main risks to retirement 

income. In defined-contribution plans, all the risks: market risks, outliving one’s savings, 

deciding how much to save, and how to invest those contributions, fall onto workers 

themselves.321 

 Furthermore, as Hacker explains “401(k)s are almost tailor-made to produce 

insufficient retirement savings for ordinary workers – and indeed, this is one reason they’re so 

cheap for employers to run.”322 In the 1990s, the stock market went up, 401(k)s grew fast, yet 

retirement wealth of most Americans dropped. The median family approaching retirement 

ended the 1990s with 11% less in retirement wealth than the median family had in 1983. The 

proportion of near-retirement families that were likely to live on less than half their prior 

income in retirement also increased from less than 30% to more than 40% between 1989 and 

1998.323 Hacker recounts a conversation between a human resources manager and a speaker at 

a conference about strategies to motivate workers to participate in their 401(k):  

Am I missing something? How am I supposed to get my workers to 
contribute more? A typical participant at my company is forty-five, has two 
kids, makes $60,000, has no defined-benefit pension, and has maybe 
$50,000 in his 401(k) tops. When I show him the fancy projections, you’re 
telling me about, suggesting he needs a million dollars to have anything like 
the life he’s living now, he just says, “forget it. What’s the point?” So how 
am I supposed to get him to contribute more? 
There was a long silence. Then, one panelist was brave enough to jump in. If 
the typical worker only had $50,000 at age forty-five, the panelist responded 
that’s his own fault – he can’t retire.324  
 

This conversation underlines well the problem that average Americans face upon retiring, and 

the answer they get: personal responsibility. It is their fault if they did not manage to save one 

million dollars. This conversation illustrates well the problem because $50,000 is more than 
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most workers have on their 401(k)s, so if this man who had saved a substantial sum cannot 

retire, then few workers can.325 

Due to this inefficient system and its spread, more workers have to work longer, 

simply because they do not have enough money to retire. In 2016, almost 19% of Americans 

aged 65 and older worked, up from 12% in the early 1990s, which makes the elderly the 

fastest growing age group in the labor force.326 Many people with modest 401(k)s do so to 

delay claiming social security. Monthly social security benefits are higher if they are claimed 

later. If one retires at their full retirement age (66 for people born from 1943 to 1954 and 67 

for people born in 1960 and later) they will get bigger benefits. Besides, for each year they 

delay taking benefits beyond their retirement age (up to age 70), they earn a bonus.327 

However, not everybody can do that. Unemployment rates for people over 50 are increasing 

faster than for any other group and older workers tend to experience more often long-term 

unemployment. If they ever get re-hired, they usually take at least a 25% wage-cut.328 

Moreover, some people physically cannot keep on working, or have other obligations such as 

a sick relative to take care of. Another consequence of this retirement system is the increasing 

number of elderly people who experience downward mobility and poverty. In order to 

maintain their living standards during retirement, people need roughly 20 times their annual 

income in financial wealth, a person earning $50,000 annually would need $1 million beyond 

what they will receive from social security. Yet, in 2010, 75% of soon-to-be retired 

Americans had less than $30,000 in their retirement accounts. This means that for many 

retirees, downward mobility and even poverty becomes their reality. It is estimated that 
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almost half of middle-class workers will be poor or near poor in retirement.329 Finally, the rise 

of defined-contribution plans widens inequality. 401(k)s are advantageous for affluent people 

when they are disadvantageous for low-income people and the middle-class. The tax breaks 

that enable 401(k)s are worth the most to high-income people. Besides, affluent people are 

more likely to know where to invest, or to pay someone to advise them.  

This situation is likely to get worse. In 1983, only 6.6% of households’ private pension 

wealth was in defined-contribution plans; in 2007, more than half was. This increase is even 

stronger for households headed by workers under 47, from around 10% to more than 73%.330 

It means that almost all the private retirement wealth, except today’s oldest workers, are 

dependent on 401(k)s – and financial markets. It also means that economic insecurity, driven 

by risky education costs, risky jobs, risky debts, risky healthcare, and risky retirement, will 

haunt people all their lives – lives that are far from a life with “freedom from fear,” and thus 

of the American Dream’s “better, richer, and fuller” life. 

C. The Impact of Trump’s Immigration Policy: Does Immigrating to the US 
Today Mean Living in Fear of Humiliation, Deportation, and Death?  

The American Dream has been a driving force of immigration to the United States, a 

country largely built by immigrant labor. In 2019, there were more than 44.9 million 

immigrants331 in the US.332 The success stories of other immigrants, along with the lack of 

opportunities in their home countries push immigrants to make their way to America. They 

are often searching to fulfil their American Dream – defined broadly as their plan of self-

fulfillment in a favorable environment. Some look for “freedom from fear” – freedom from 

religious or political persecution – embodied in the first amendment of the Bill of Rights, 

 
329 Ibid. 
330 Hacker, The Great Risk Shift, p.115. 
331 Foreign-born persons living in the United States (non-citizens and citizens). 
332 Jeanne Batalova, Mary Hanna, and Christopher Levesque, “Frequently Requested Statistics on Immigrants 
and Immigration in the United States” migrationpolicy.org. 9 Feb. 2021, online, Internet, 29 Mar. 2021. 
Available: https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/frequently-requested-statistics-immigrants-and-immigration-
united-states-2020. 
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while others focus on the American Dream’s promise of providing “opportunity for each.” 

They dream of joining the American middle class at a minimum. Some were highly 

successful. In 2016, the National Foundation for American Policy published a report stating 

that 44 out of 87 American start-up companies worth $1 billion were started by immigrants.333 

Immigration brought a lot to the US too. Throughout US History, immigration has helped the 

country adapt to new economic realities. Today, those 44 start-up companies have created an 

average of 760 jobs per company in the US in 2017. Immigration has also shaped America’s 

reputation as a global leader in technology innovation, with companies such as Google, 

Yahoo, eBay, or Facebook which were all cofounded by immigrants. As noted by Suketa 

Mehta, the author of This Land is Our Land: An Immigrant’s Manifesto: “America has 

succeeded, and achieved its present position of global dominance, because it has always been 

good at importing the talent it needs.”334  

Success stories of immigrants “living the American Dream” are popular in America and 

around the world. Yet, there is relative silence on many stories of immigrants living in fear. 

Being an immigrant in the US or wishing to immigrate to the US, especially under President 

Trump, has been scary as an immigrant’s legal status is directly or indirectly in question 

nearly every day. Even though President Joe Biden has already put an end to some of Trump’s 

worst immigration policies, they caused a lot of suffering and fear among immigrants. This 

life of fear is far from the American Dream immigrants dreamed of. 

Trump called into question the status of current immigrants living in the US, making 

their future uncertain. First, due to thorough and cumbersome vetting to root out fraud, the 

naturalization process dramatically slowed down during Trump’s presidency. In 2019, the 

average processing time for naturalization was roughly ten months, an increase of almost 50% 

 
333 “How Does the American Dream Influence the US Economy?” Investopedia. n.d., online, Internet, 24 Mar. 
2020. Available: https://www.investopedia.com/ask/answers/061815/how-does-notion-american-dream-
influence-us-economy.asp. 
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since 2016 when the average was less than six months.335 In some places, such as Seattle and 

New York, it could exceed eighteen months, and even two years.336 These slowdowns left 

thousands of people seeking citizenship or permanent residency in fear about their uncertain 

future. Secondly, in January 2020, the Supreme court accepted Trump’s “Public Charge 

Rule.” It allowed the denial of a green card to immigrants who were likely to make even 

occasional or low use of public aid programs such as Medicaid, food stamps, or housing 

vouchers. This included people working and receiving very few and temporary government 

benefits. Lawyers relying on estimates published by the Department of Homeland Security 

commented on the fear and its consequences:  

The rule will cause hundreds of thousands of individuals and households, in many 
cases noncitizens not even subject to public charge scrutiny, to forego public 
benefits for which they are eligible, out of fear and confusion about the 
consequences for their immigration status of accepting such benefits. […] [That 
could lead to] increased malnutrition (especially for pregnant or breastfeeding 
women, infants, or children) and increased prevalence of communicable diseases, 
increased poverty and housing instability.337 
 

This rule had an effect on Medicaid enrolment: “we have documented evidence of people just 

disappearing off the rolls.”338 Having a safety net helps immigrants to move up the social 

ladder. “Instead, our government forces immigrants to choose between a green card and 

feeding their children,” creating stress about what decision they should make. Thirdly, Trump 

wanted to put an end to DACA, a program introduced in 2012 by Barack Obama to protect 

from deportation people who were brought into the US as under-age children. This 

represented a threat to these people nicknamed “Dreamers.” DACA is a status renewable 

every two years, which does not provide a pathway to citizenship but comes with several 

 
335 “National Average Processing Time (in Months) for All USCIS Offices for Select Forms By Fiscal Year 
(2016-2020)” USCIS Case Processing Times. n.d., online, Internet, 21 Nov. 2020. Available: 
https://egov.uscis.gov/processing-times/. 
336 “Processing Times per Service Center” USCIS Case Processing Times. n.d., online, Internet, 21 Nov. 2020. , 
Available: https://egov.uscis.gov/processing-times/. 
337 Adam Liptak, “Supreme Court Allows Trump’s Wealth Test for Green Cards” The New York Times. 27 Jan. 
2020, online, Internet, 26 Mar. 2020. Available: https://www.nytimes.com/2020/01/27/us/supreme-court-trump-
green-cards.html. 
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benefits such as the ability to get work permits, be enrolled in school, and to obtain health 

insurance from employers. Putting an end to DACA is particularly unfair as most of the 

Dreamers have lived in the US most of their lives. Indeed, the median age of entry into the US 

for a DACA recipient is six years old, and the most common age is three. Trump fought to 

end DACA all four years. Waiting for the courts’ decision, some Dreamers could no longer 

bear the anxiety this uncertain future triggered and decided to leave. This was the case of a 

29-year-old woman born in Toronto, who has been waiting 24 years for a solution:  

I no longer wish to be a bargaining chip for a border wall. I am no longer willing 
to be another sob story to win votes. I can no longer go to bed every night with the 
anxiety of such an unsecure future. But I am privileged that by chance I was born 
in a high-income country to which I can easily return. I am privileged to have the 
agency to leave. 
Isn’t that the great irony? To live the American Dream of opportunity and 
autonomy, I must leave.339 
 

Fourthly, Trump created a Denaturalization Section to underscore “the department’s 

commitment to bring justice to terrorists, war criminals, sex offenders, and other fraudsters 

who illegally obtained naturalization.”340 This could concern any naturalized immigrant, even 

if they had spent most of their life in the US and did not have any ties with the country they 

were born in. It “put a question mark next to every naturalized citizen’s name.”341 Prior to 

Trump’s election, denaturalization was considered a last resort, most often used against Nazis 

and war criminals who had concealed their identity to avoid prosecution. The Trump 

administration filed roughly three times as many denaturalization cases than the last eight 

administrations.342 Even when finally naturalized, immigrants still lived in fear during 

 
339 Tawheeda Wahabzada, “No Need to Deport Me. This Dreamer’s Dream Is Dead.” The New York Times.13 
Aug. 2019, sec. Opinion, online, Internet, 25 Mar. 2020. Available: 
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340 Katie Benner, “Justice Dept. Establishes Office to Denaturalize Immigrants” The New York Times. 26 Feb. 
2020, online, Internet, 26 Mar. 2020. Available: 
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/02/26/us/politics/denaturalization-immigrants-justice-department.html. 
341 Patricia Mazzei, “Congratulations, You Are Now a U.S. Citizen. Unless Someone Decides Later You’re 
Not.” The New York Times. 23 Jul. 2018, sec. U.S., online, Internet, 26 Mar. 2020. Available: 
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/07/23/us/denaturalize-citizen-immigration.html. 
342 “Justice Initiative Joins Call for Biden Administration to Halt Citizenship Stripping” Open Society Justice 
Initiative. 19 Jan. 2021, online, Internet, 29 Mar. 2021. Available: 
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Trump’s presidency. Finally, Trump created an overall atmosphere of fear that was 

unwelcoming to immigrants by calling them “animals,” “rapists,” “drug dealers,” and 

denigrating their childhood homes as “shithole countries.”  

 Trump also put in place restrictions on people who wished to immigrate to the US. 

First, the Trump administration took steps to restrain asylum343 cases. Even though the courts 

stepped in to stop several of their policies (at least temporarily), the Trump administration 

managed to create barriers for asylum seekers. For instance, they banned people from seeking 

asylum if they crossed any other country and did not apply there before applying in the US. 

They also implemented the Migrant Protection Protocols (MPP), also known as “Remain in 

Mexico” which forces Central Americans seeking asylum in the US to return to Mexico while 

their claims are processed. It forced thousands of asylum seekers to return to Mexico where 

they feared for their safety as many faced violence, and amid pandemic, unsanitary 

conditions. It also made it more difficult for them to have a fair review of their claims: only 

0.1% of asylum seekers affected by MPP were granted asylum.344 Secondly, the Trump 

administration also restricted refugee345 admissions. During Trump’s presidency, the number 

of refugees that could be admitted into the US was historically low. From 2017 to 2019, 

76,000 refugees were admitted. In comparison, in fiscal 2016 alone, 85,000 refugees were 

admitted.346 Restricting asylum and refugee admissions is unAmerican as it betrays America’s 

origins. The Puritans were persecuted and sought refuge in America. Thus, leaving other 

 
https://www.justiceinitiative.org/newsroom/justice-initiative-joins-call-for-biden-administration-to-halt-
citizenship-stripping. 
343 An asylum seeker is a person arriving in the country or already in the country who seeks humanitarian 
protection after suffering from persecution or having well-founded fear of persecution at home on the ground of 
race, religion, nationality, membership in a social group, or political opinion.  
344 “How the Trump Administration is Eliminating Asylum in the U.S.” International Rescue Committee (IRC). 4 
Feb. 2020, online, Internet, 29 Mar. 2021. Available: https://www.rescue.org/article/how-trump-administration-
eliminating-asylum-us. 
345 The difference between refugees and asylum seekers is that refugees apply for status outside the US whereas 
asylum seekers apply from within the US or at the border. 
346 Jens Manuel Krogstad, Key Facts about Refugees to the U.S., (Pew Research Center, October 7, 2019), 
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persecuted individuals live in fear in their country 400 years later is contrary to America’s 

core values. Finally, Trump implemented a “zero-tolerance policy.” Under this policy, each 

migrant who crossed the border illegally was to be prosecuted, even those seeking asylum. 

Since children are not allowed to be held in federal jail, they were separated from their parents 

and placed in the care of the Office of Refugee Resettlement (ORR). These children were 

treated as “unaccompanied alien children,” a category which usually serves children who 

voluntarily arrive at the border alone. Children then waited in government-run facilities until 

they were found relatives or sponsors to care for them while their immigration case was 

pending. It is hard to know exactly how many children were separated from their parents nor 

where their parents currently are since written evidence is not always available. Both parents 

and children were left to live with the fear that they will never see each other again.  

 President Biden put an end to some of these cruel fear-triggering policies. Among 

those were: ending the Public Charge Rule, preserving DACA, ending “Remain in Mexico,” 

revitalizing the refugee program to about 125,000 in 2022, and reuniting families separated at 

the border by establishing a “Task Force on the Reunification of Families.”347 The Biden 

Administration also announced the US Citizenship Act of 2021 which would create an eight-

year path to citizenship for most of the eleven million undocumented immigrants living in the 

US as of January 1. This would put an end to the fear many people are living in due to their 

uncertain future. Among other things, the bill also tries to make family reunification easier. 

Symbolically, there is a clear change in the vocabulary used. To introduce the bill on the 

website of the White House, the following words were chosen:  

The bill creates an earned path to citizenship for our immigrant neighbors, 
colleagues, parishioners, community leaders, friends, and loved ones—including 

 
347 Tori Bateman, “Biden’s Changes to the Immigration System Explained” American Friends Service 
Committee. 22 Jan. 2021, online, Internet, 29 Mar. 2021. Available: https://www.afsc.org/blogs/news-and-
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Dreamers and the essential workers who have risked their lives to serve and 
protect American communities.348 

 
In addition, the bill changes the word “alien” to “noncitizen” in US immigration laws. This 

symbolic change of terms set the tone of Biden’s presidency. It stresses his will to change the 

anxious atmosphere created by Trump into a more fraternal one by emphasizing the positive 

side of the immigrant presence in the US. Yet, this bill still has to win a majority. 

Furthermore, many challenges concerning immigration remain. One is the surge of people 

crossing the southern border since Biden’s election. The increased number of children being 

accepted to the US is leading to overcrowded facilities. Too many asylum seekers still live in 

fear as they found themselves in detention or stuck in years-long court proceedings. Thus, 

executive orders will not be enough to fix the American immigration system which needs 

deep changes in Congress agreed to by both major parties so that reforms are sustained from 

one election cycle to the next one. These changes are essential for immigrants to fulfill their 

American Dream. 
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V. America’s Broken Democracy  

A. The Electoral College: An Undemocratic and Unequal Institution  

 The American Dream is a dream of empowerment and agency. Thus, voting is at the 

center of the American Dream because it is a primary tool to be an active agent in the destiny 

of one’s country. It can be argued that the Electoral College is an impediment to the American 

Dream as it prevents American citizens from shaping the destiny of their country in an equal, 

fair, and democratic way. 

The Electoral College was instituted as part of the United States Constitution in 1787. It 

stated that electors would be appointed by states and would elect the US president for the 

people. Each state regardless of its population receives two electors corresponding to the 

number of senators. Additional electors are appointed according to the number of 

representatives in the state (this number is itself based on the size of the population and is 

determined every ten years by census.) Today, there are 538 electors which correspond to the 

435 representatives, 100 senators, and the 3 electors from Washington D.C. 270 electors are 

necessary to obtain a majority and be elected president. There were several reasons for the 

adoption of such a system. It was said to be a way to prevent a demagogue from becoming 

president, as the electors would, as Hamilton writes: “be most likely to possess the 

information and discernment requisite to such complicated investigations.”349 It also gives 

more power to low-population states as they receive two electors regardless of their 

population size. It was a way to give more power to slaveholding states too, as it came with 

the Three-Fifth Compromise which states that each slave is worth three-fifths of a person, 

thus increasing the population count in slave states so that they would gain more seats in the 

House of Representatives. A direct vote without the Three-Fifth Compromise would have 

highly penalized slave-states as slaves would have gone uncounted as persons and be 

 
349 Alexander Hamilton, “The Avalon Project: Federalist No 68,” n.d., online, Internet, 27 Feb. 2020. Available: 
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considered merely as private property like a mule or ox. In Virginia for example, which was 

the most populous state at the time, the slave population was as high as 40%. The Three-

Fifths clause allowed Southern white supremacists to have it both ways: more House seats for 

slave states, but no blacks voting.  

Not only is the Electoral College a questionable vestige of the slavery period but it 

raises other pressing issues. In the 2016 election, for example, it allowed Donald Trump to 

become president without the majority of the popular vote, with Trump winning 306 electoral 

votes against 232 for Hillary Clinton but totaling 62,985,106 popular votes against 65,853,625 

for Clinton.350 This was the second time in 16 years that a president won without a majority of 

the popular vote because George W. Bush lost the popular vote to Al Gore in 2000 by roughly 

500,000 votes. It has happened five times since 1787. The Electoral College permits the 

violation of the basic democratic principle of majority rule. The Electoral College is also a 

threat to equality as citizens’ votes are not worth the same. Low population states are arguably 

over-represented and high-population states do not have their numbers proportionately 

represented in the Electoral College.351 Taking the most extreme example, each Wyoming 

vote weighs 3.6 times more than one Californian vote.352 This is highly contrary to the ideal 

of equality of opportunity to shape the future of one’s country and also discouraging for 

voters whose votes are not as important as others’. Even more so since this gap is growing as 

Americans are increasingly moving into big cities – with the urban population increasing by 

12% between 2000 and 2010 – they are moving into high population states where individual 
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votes are worth the least, such as California, New York, or North Carolina.353 This is without 

mentioning the four million Americans living in the US’s five overseas territories such as 

Puerto Rico or Guam who are deprived of votes, as well as the citizens who are disfranchised 

by the states’ restrictions against voting by felons, for example. Disfranchising US citizens 

living in US territories is both a threat to equality and democracy, but it is also highly 

paradoxical as other US citizens living in areas outside the US are allowed to vote. In a 

democracy each citizen’s voice should count equally, however, the Electoral College fails to 

provide this basic democratic principle for all American citizens.  

Secondly, the winner-takes-all principle can be seen as undemocratic as it allows 

candidates to win without the popular vote. A candidate will get all the electoral votes in one 

state whether he wins it by one or a million votes. This principle is not in the constitution, and 

while most of the states adopted it, two, Nebraska and Maine, changed to a proportional 

allocation system. The problem with this principle is that it turns politics into a mere strategic 

game. Since you only need a single popular vote lead to win all the electoral votes in most 

states, “gaming the system” becomes more important than persuading voters with the best 

proposals. Swing states are targeted by the candidates and safe states are forgotten during the 

campaign. This is contrary to the idea of the Electoral College itself which was supposed to 

force candidates to pay attention to all states. In practice, candidates focus their attention on 

swing states, be they small or big. For example, during the 2016 presidential campaign, two-

thirds of the campaign events were in just six states: Florida (29 electors), North Carolina 

(15), Pennsylvania (20), Ohio (18), Virginia (13), and Michigan (16) and 94% of the 2016 

events were in twelve states.354 The same pattern was also true for the 2020 presidential 

 
353 Ibid. 
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election: 96% of the 2020 events were in twelve states.355 Moreover, this strategic game can 

be dangerous when exterior forces get involved as seen during the 2016 election with foreign 

countries such as Russia or companies such as Cambridge Analytica “meddling” in the 

elections. It also stresses how unequal the value of votes is. In 2016, almost 138 million 

Americans went to the polls. However, Trump won thanks to 77,744 votes across just three 

states: Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin. All three were part of the twelve most visited 

states during the campaign by the presidential candidates themselves or by their running 

mates. Because of the winner-takes-all principle, Trump won all the electors of Pennsylvania 

by 0.7 percentage points, Wisconsin by 0.7, and Michigan by 0.2.356 The system allows a 

candidate to be elected without the majority. It has been calculated that you can have the 270 

electors necessary to win with only 22.16% of the popular vote.357 This is the worst-case 

scenario, but the fact that you can become president when 78% of voters did not vote for you 

makes it impossible to consider the Electoral College as a fair democratic way of electing a 

president. Moreover, in some Southern states, black suffrage is insufficient to change policy 

directions because white citizens are enough of a majority to always win.358 The Electoral 

College undermines the American Dream because it denies citizens the “opportunity” to 

equally shape the future of their country.  

 
event (e.g., the Al Smith Dinner in New York City), visiting the campaign's own offices in a state, or attending 
a private meeting.” 
“94% of 2016 Presidential Campaign Was in Just 12 Closely Divided States” National Popular Vote. 16 Aug. 
2016, online, Internet, 13 Apr. 2021. Available: https://www.nationalpopularvote.com/campaign-events-2016. 
355 “Map of General-Election Campaign Events and TV Ad Spending by 2020 Presidential Candidates” National 
Popular Vote. 7 Sep. 2020, online, Internet, 1 Apr. 2021. Available: https://www.nationalpopularvote.com/map-
general-election-campaign-events-and-tv-ad-spending-2020-presidential-candidates. 
356 John McCormack, “The Election Came Down to 77,744 Votes in Pennsylvania, Wisconsin, and Michigan” 
Washington Examiner. 10 Nov. 2016, online, Internet, 13 Apr. 2021. Available: 
https://www.washingtonexaminer.com/tag/donald-trump. 
357 Kuzoian, “Turns out a Presidential Candidate Could Win the Election with just 22% of the Popular Vote”  
358 Terry Gross, “Electoral College ‘Not Carved in Stone:’ Author Advocates Rethinking How We Vote” Fresh 
Air. (NPR, 18 Mar. 2020), online, Internet, 13 Apr. 2021. Available: 
https://www.npr.org/2020/03/18/817506054/electoral-college-not-carved-in-stone-author-advocates-rethinking-
how-we-vote. 



 107 

Finally, the Electoral College invites countering extremism (that its distorting effects 

open the door to) with more extremism. During the 2016 election, a group of people called the 

Hamilton Electors pushed electors to vote for Clinton regardless of the popular vote, arguing 

that Trump was unfit for the job and could be a potential demagogue. This raises a question: 

can electors ignore the popular vote of their state in the 21st century? The answer to this 

question is not unanimous. For example, 29 state courts passed laws to punish “faithless 

electors” such as in May 2019 when the Washington State Supreme Court ruled that the state 

had the power to impose a fine on “faithless electors” on the ground that the constitution 

allows states to appoint their electors. Months later, a federal appeals court in Denver handed 

down an opposite decision stating that the Founding Fathers intended for electors to act 

independently and according to their conscience. Looking back at the constitution, some 

argue that it only provides the state with the right to appoint electors when others argue that 

the words “elector,” “vote,” and “ballot” have “a common theme: they all imply the right to 

make a choice or voice an individual opinion.”359 Looking at the Federalist paper No. 68 

written by Alexander Hamilton, it appears clear that electors are here to make their own 

choice:  

It was equally desirable, that the immediate election should be made by men most 
capable of analyzing the qualities adapted to the situation, and acting under 
circumstances favorable to deliberation.360  
 

Yet, it has almost never worked like this. About 160 “faithless electors” have chosen not to 

vote for the winner of their state’s popular vote since the beginning of the Electoral College, 

and it never changed the result of an election. Besides, electors were never really independent. 

As soon as political parties were created, electors started taking sides. In the election of 1796, 

electors took sides either for John Adams or Thomas Jefferson. When one elector who had 
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promised to vote for Adams voted for Jefferson, it led to outrage, and one federalist even 

wrote: “Do I choose Samuel Miles to determine for me whether John Adams or Thomas 

Jefferson shall be President? No, I choose him to act, not to think”361 – a reaction completely 

contrary to what Hamilton originally envisioned. Moreover, even using the term “faithless 

electors” to refer to electors who made their own choice regardless of the popular vote reveals 

the outrage it would create if electors acted as Hamilton intended them to.  

If people are not in agreement with such a meritocratic principle, then why not abolish 

the Electoral College? One of the main obstacles is that this principle is written within the 

Constitution. Although 27 amendments have changed the constitution since 1787, it is a 

complex process. It requires that the amendment be proposed by the Congress with a two-

thirds majority vote in both the House of Representatives and the Senate or by a constitutional 

convention called for by two-thirds of the State legislatures (this has never happened). It then 

has to be ratified by three-fourths of the states. Moreover, it has survived for political reasons: 

“The College has survived not because it makes sense, but because one party or the other has 

believed it gives them an advantage. That may be smart politics, but it’s terrible for a 

democracy.”362 A solution to diminish the unfairness of the Electoral College would be to 

follow the lead of Maine and Nebraska and abolish the winner-takes-all principle which is not 

in the Constitution. It would allow the election to be less distorted and more democratic as 

every vote will count and more equal as it could spread out the attention to more states during 

the campaign. Yet, many states benefit from using the winner-takes-all principle because it 

maximizes their influence in selecting the president.363 Abolishing the Electoral College 

 
361 Jesse Wegman, “Why Do We Have an Electoral College Again?” The New York Times. 25 Jan. 2020, online, 
Internet, 25 Feb. 2020. Available: https://www.nytimes.com/2020/01/25/opinion/sunday/electoral-college-
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would help promote a more participatory democracy, encourage people to vote, and be 

equally agents over the future of their country.  

B. Marginalized and Powerless Workers: The Decline of Labor Unions and 

its Impact 

Another way to be an agent of one’s future is to be united so that individual requests 

gain strength. This is the purpose labor unions serve. Workers join forces to be more 

powerful, to be the agent of their destiny against a Capital that often does not have their 

interests at heart. In that sense, the empowerment of workers through labor unions can be seen 

as part of the American Dream.  

Yet, in the last decades, many laws that could have been beneficial to US workers were 

overruled. In 1965, an effort to repeal the section of the Taft-Hartley Act that allowed state-

level right-to-work laws364 was filibustered by the Senate. In 1994, the Senate overruled an 

effort to pass legislation blocking employers from hiring permanent replacements for striking 

workers.365 In 2019, the Trump administration opposed the Raise the Wage Act with a 

Statement of Administration Policy. This act would have increased wages for 33 million 

workers and lifted 1.3 million people out of poverty.366 Congress has not raised the federal 

minimum wage since 2009, making it the longest stretch without an increase since the federal 

minimum wage act was passed in 1938.367 Trump also stood against the Protecting the Right 

 
364 Right-to-work laws give workers the choice to join a union or not. It also makes it optional for employees in 
unionized workplaces to pay for union dues. When some view it as a way to ensure personal choice and freedom, 
others view it as anti-union. Indeed, federal law already prohibits compulsory union membership, thus, some 
think it is only a way to weaken unions. 
365 Dwyer Gunn, “What Caused the Decline of Unions in America?” Pacific Standard. n.d., online, Internet, 7 
Jan. 2021. Available: https://psmag.com/economics/what-caused-the-decline-of-unions-in-america. 
366 Celine McNicholas, Lynn Rhinehart, and Margaret Poydock, 50 Reasons the Trump Administration is Bad for 
Workers: President Trump has said he would ‘Protect’ and ‘Fight for’ Workers. Instead, his Administration has 
Systematically Done the Opposite, (Economic Policy Institute (EPI), September 16, 2020), online, Internet, 22 
Nov. 2020. Available: https://www.epi.org/publication/50-reasons/. 
367 Alexia Fernández Campbell, “Congress has Set the Record for Longest Stretch without a Minimum Wage 
Increase” Vox. 19 Jun. 2019, online, Internet, 7 Jan. 2021. Available: 
https://www.vox.com/2019/6/19/18683868/congress-federal-minimum-wage. 
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to Organize Act, thus denying workers more bargaining power on the job. This is not 

surprising if you take into account the fact that corporatism is weak in the US, and because of 

that, workers struggle to make their voices heard. Corporatism is a political system which 

balances different interest groups against one another (labor unions representing workers 

against businesses) and has the government as a neutral arbitrator to moderate disagreements. 

It serves as a barrier against corporate tyranny.  

Although the United States already ranked near the bottom among developed nations in 

terms of union membership, it has dramatically dwindled in the last decades, from around 

35% in the mid-1950s to about 10% today – with an even lower rate of 6.2% for private-

sector workers.368 Many economists tie this decline to the economic trends which resulted in 

the disappearance of many of the traditionally unionized jobs in the manufacturing sector. 

However, other developed countries faced these same economic changes and have not met the 

same decline. Other free-market economies such as in Scandinavian countries have union 

membership close to 70%.369 One can thus wonder what caused such a decline in the US 

when it has been proven that unionized workers have greater life satisfaction.370  

The history of American labor unions has always been characterized by violence and 

distrust. In the 1920s, employers were not obligated to recognize and bargain with unions 

which led to several bloody strikes, such as the Ludlow Massacre of 1914 in which an anti-

striker militia attacked striking coal miners with guns. Twenty-five people died including 

miners' wives and children.371 After the Great Depression, unions grew stronger thanks to 

 
368 David Leonhardt and Yaryna Serkez, “The U.S. Is Lagging Behind Many Rich Countries. These Charts Show 
Why.” The New York Times. 2 Jul. 2020, sec. Opinion, online, Internet, 7 Jan. 2021. Available: 
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/07/02/opinion/politics/us-economic-social-inequality.html. 
369 Robert Gebelhoff, “Why are Unions in the U.S. so Weak?” Washington Post. n.d., online, Internet, 7 Jan. 
2021. Available: https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/in-theory/wp/2016/08/01/why-are-unions-in-the-u-s-so-
weak/. 
370 Patrick Flavin and Gregory Shufeldt, “Labor Union Membership and Life Satisfaction in the United States” 
Labor Studies Journal. 41.2 (2016): 171–184. 
371 “Ludlow Massacre | United States history [1914]” Encyclopedia Britannica. n.d., online, Internet, 8 Jan. 
2021. Available: https://www.britannica.com/event/Ludlow-Massacre. 
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President Franklin Roosevelt’s progressive legislation. He encouraged workers to push him to 

defend their best interest with his famous sentence “force me to do it.”372 It is also at that time 

that one of the most important labor laws in America, the Wagner Act, was passed. It gave 

workers the right to organize and join unions, to be represented by people of their choice, to 

strike, and most importantly, it banned unfair labor practices by employers such as interfering 

with employees’ right to bargain collectively or discouraging union membership. However, 

after WWII the business offensive against unions began. It took two forms: a political one 

with anti-union policies being enacted and a more informal one that consisted of propaganda 

within businesses. Politically first, the Taft-Hartley Act was passed in 1947. It created 

significant restrictions on unions. For example, it implemented the state-level right-to-work 

laws; allowed the president to block the continuation of a strike by seeking a federal court 

injunction, if himself and a board of inquiry believed it endangered national health or safety; 

and it required union leaders to sign affidavits declaring they were not communist 

sympathizers.373 In this period known as the second Red Scare, an anti-communist witch-hunt, 

also known as McCarthyism, was often used to purge and frighten socialists and labor unions 

into dissociating themselves from former communist allies. In the 1970s, conservative 

politicians portrayed unions as coercive and many liberals also became wary of unions.374 

Secondly, more informal ways to weaken unions were also used: propaganda campaigns by 

employers were not rare. Employers worked together in organizations such as the National 

Association of Manufacturers and staged campaigns to persuade workers to vote against 

unionization, sometimes even going as far as illegally firing workers who were susceptible to 

 
372 Chomsky, Requiem for the American Dream. 
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374 Kimberly Phillips-Fein, “How Employers Broke Unions by Creating a Culture of Fear” Washington Post. 
n.d., online, Internet, 8 Jan. 2021. Available: https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/in-
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be pro-union.375 The attack against unions increased during the Reagan years and continued in 

the 1990s with Presidents Bush and Clinton.376 This propaganda as well as the fact that labor 

unions had never managed to unionize the South resulted in weak corporatism on the Labor 

side under both Republican and Democratic leadership.  

Today, the complicated past of labor unions can be discouraging for workers who may 

want to join a union.  

When employers have been able to wield such political power, and when there are 
so many examples of collective defeat, it can seem as though acting alone is the 
only real way to improve your life.377 
 

This is all the truer as propaganda against unions still exists today: some employers show 

antiunion videos in breakrooms, organize meetings to tell workers that unions are corrupt and 

only interested in collecting dues,378 and some researchers report with uncertain motives that 

in 2005, “union organizers and activists faced a 15 to 20% chance of being fired.”379 This still 

happens because punishment for those companies is negligible.380 Without accountability, 

change is impossible and distrust towards unions persists. According to a Gallup poll, labor 

unions are less trusted than banks, and that was still true even the year just after the 2008 

crisis in the banking sector. To the question: “How much confidence do you have in these 

institutions?” only 19% of the people questioned in 2009 answered “a great deal/ quite a lot” 

for organized labor, against 22% for banks.381 Many American people believe without 
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evidence that unions drag down the economy.382 However, when looking at other countries, it 

appears clear that unions are not responsible for that. In Germany, car workers have strong 

unions: they earn about $67 per hour against $34 for the average American autoworker. Yet, 

Germany’s car companies produced twice as many cars as American companies did in 2010, 

and that with high profits. Moreover, historically, the peak years for unions in the US were the 

1940s and 1950s which were also some of the fastest growing years.383 This feeling that 

American companies are less profitable might come from a different distribution of profits. In 

1965, chief executives at big companies earned about 20 times as much as the average 

worker, against 296 times as much in 2013.384 The fact that CEOs grab a bigger share of the 

profits may be due at least in part to the decline of unions. Indeed, it has been estimated by the 

Harvard Economist Richard Freeman that the decline of unions explains about 20% of the 

income gap.385  

Thus, it is important that more American people join unions if they want to prosper. It 

has been demonstrated that it is in their best interest since unionized workers earn higher 

wages than non-unionized workers386 and have more and better healthcare benefits.387 It 

would also be in workers’ interest that collective bargaining agreements be sector or industry 

wide as it could benefit more people. In France, union-membership is regrettably low (around 
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10%), however, almost 100% of workers are covered by collective bargaining agreements that 

allow non-union workers to piggyback on the victories of their unionized coworkers.388  

Weak unions make workers powerless as they are less likely to be consulted about 

important decisions within firms. The situation is quite different in Germany where half of the 

supervisory board must be employee representatives in companies with more than 2,000 

employees and one third for companies with more than 500 employees.389 This is one of the 

reasons why Germany embraces friendlier policies than America does. For example, German 

companies invest more money in worker training and offshore their production less often than 

American firms.390 The decline of unions marginalizes workers and makes them powerless in 

the face of increasingly strong global businesses. This is illustrated in the workplace but also 

outside. Indeed, the decline of unions results in rising inequality and damages democracy. In 

the 2020 election cycle, business outspent unions 16 to 1.391 It means that Congress is more 

likely to hear and protect corporations’ interests rather than workers’, thus the failure to 

increase the minimum wage. Indeed, without the checks and balances that would provide 

strong unions, the US resembles an oligarchy that strongly favors Capital over Labor. This is 

the view of Princeton University Professor Martin Gilens and Northwestern University 

Professor Benjamin I. Page in their study:  

The preferences of economic elites […] have far more independent impact upon 
policy change than the preferences of average citizens do.392  

 
Thus, the decline of labor unions has made Labor weaker and Capital stronger, raising 

inequality of opportunity and challenging democracy and the American Dream along the way.  
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C. The Vicious Cycle of the Concentration of Wealth and Power  

Wealth and power have always been intertwined, harming democracy and equality at 

the same time. Lobbying, which consists in persuading elected people to support laws that 

give you or your company an advantage, is the best way for those in possession of wealth to 

gain more power – with the ultimate goal to gain even more money (and even more power). 

Lobbying grew in the 60s and 70s in the US as business tycoons were upset by the egalitarian 

and progressive legislation passed in the three decades from Roosevelt to Johnson.393 Even 

Richard Nixon, implemented consumer safety legislation, safety and health regulations in the 

workplace, and created the Environmental Protection Agency. Much policy activism got 

started in those years, as well as public interest groups such as those established by Ralph 

Nader.394 It seemed that more social advances were to come as the Democrats had expanded 

their majorities in both houses of Congress in the 1974 election due to Nixon’s humiliating 

resignation following the Watergate scandal. Bryce Harlow, senior Washington representative 

for Procter & Gamble395 was to say later about that period: “The danger had suddenly 

escalated […] We had to prevent business from being rolled up and put in the trash can by 

Congress.”396 He and others, notably Lewis Powell with his famous 1971 “memo,” would 

build the backlash that eventually became the neoconservative movement. 

A coordinated effort began and lobbying sharply increased leading to regulatory 

capture. Regulatory capture is a strategy developed by George Stigler which says that 

regulatory agencies within governments which are supposed to regulate businesses for the 
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public interest might, if populated with bribable leaders lacking public virtue, act in the 

interest of those same businesses as they spend a large budget to influence regulators, whereas 

individuals have limited resources to defend their own rights. In other words, a company will 

make a large donation to a political party, hoping that this party will pass laws that are 

favorable to this same company, which would thus have more money, enabling it to make 

bigger donations, thus having more power – and more money, and the vicious cycle of the 

concentration of wealth and power goes on. 

This represents a threat to majoritarian democracy for two main reasons. First, it implies 

that corporate interests such as low taxes come before individuals’ interests such as health 

insurance and unemployment benefits. Secondly, it implies that political campaigns and 

debate are shaped by corporations (as candidates who would campaign for higher taxes on the 

wealthiest people are less likely to receive donations from them and thus less likely to actually 

campaign for higher taxes). This is undemocratic but does not seem as harmful to some as it 

actually is, since only a few billionaires talk freely about their political views and those 

billionaires tend to be progressive. For example, Bill Gates and Mike Bloomberg support the 

estate tax and Warren Buffett and George Soros encourage a generous social security system. 

However, they are outliers. A book by Benjamin I. Page, Jason Seawright, and Matthew J. 

Lacombe shows that most of the wealthiest US billionaires are conservative on economic 

policies: they favor tax cuts, less regulatory policies, and do not favor robust social safety net 

policies. However, contrary to Gates or Bloomberg, they remain silent about their 

contributions and prefer “stealth politics.”397 One of the problems with lobbying is a growing 

lack of transparency when these billionaires do not make direct donations. Instead, they 

donate through political action committees to which hundreds of billionaires donate. Those 

persistent organizations enable donors to have more political leverage than scattered 
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donations to politicians.398 This is called “dark money:” those organizations enable the 

wealthiest people to influence politics without revealing their identities.399 Donations are 

sometimes made offshore which makes it even harder to identify the donors.  

Some donations are identifiable and seem to be very profitable for billionaires: Pfizer, a 

notable Covid vaccine developer, contributed $16 million to the Republican Party in 2016 and 

will get back $39 billion in tax savings by 2022; General Electric donated $20 million and 

will receive $16 billion; the Koch brothers spent more than $20 million and will save their 

family between $1 billion and $1.4 billion every year.400 Such sums of money are possible 

today because of the 2010 Citizens United vs Federal Election Commission Supreme Court 

case which had a tremendous impact on lobbying – and democracy. Citizens United is a 

corporate front group backed by major funding from wealthy people such as the Koch 

brothers. In 2008, it wished to broadcast an ad for a film criticizing Hillary Clinton. Yet, it 

was in violation of the 2002 McCain-Feingold Act, which barred corporations from buying 

ads about candidates immediately preceding elections. In a 5-4 ruling, the Supreme Court 

decided that the first amendment protecting the freedom of speech protects the freedom of 

corporate speech too. It allowed unlimited spending by corporations, unions, and other 

groups, and thus unlimited influence on elections. The 2010 midterm election saw an 

unprecedented rise in donations: the midterm election costed $4.3 billion in 2010 against $3.6 

and $3.1 billion in the 2006 and 2002 midterm elections.401  
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The best example to illustrate the influence billionaires can have on US politics is the 

Koch brothers. Although their influence on politics managed to remain unknown for some 

time, their meddling has been investigated by several researchers across the globe in the last 

decade. David Koch, who died in 2019, and his brother Charles Koch were co-owners of 

Koch Industries, a conglomerate involved in petroleum, chemicals, timber, paper, finance, and 

commodities trading, among other fields. They are conservatives and libertarians. They favor 

tax cuts, low regulation, and are against social programs. Their companies are huge polluters: 

they have been condemned several times for oil spills, illegal benzene emissions, and 

ammonia pollution. In 1999, after an accident which led to the death of two, a jury found that 

Koch Industries knowingly used a corroded pipeline to carry butane.402 Their political 

influence was little known because they use dark money. As George Monbiot, who 

investigates the influence of corporations on politics, explains:  

The Kochs’ chief political lieutenant, Richard Fink, developed what he called a 
three-stage model of social change. Universities would produce “the intellectual 
raw materials”. Thinktanks would transform them into “a more practical or usable 
form”. Then “citizen activist” groups would “press for the implementation of 
policy change”. To these ends the Kochs set up bodies in all three categories 
themselves, such as the Mercatus Center at George Mason University, the Cato 
Institute, and the “citizens’ group” Americans for Prosperity. But for the most part 
they funded existing organizations that met their criteria. They have poured 
hundreds of millions of dollars into a network of academic departments, 
thinktanks, journals and movements.403 
 

The Koch brothers stealthily exerted their influence through these three institutions among 

others. According to the Wall Street Journal, 14 of the 23 regulations that George W. Bush 

put on his hit list were first suggested by scholars from The Mercatus Center.404 In 1997, the 

Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) proposed a rule to reduce surface ozone which was 

criticized by a researcher at the Mercatus Center. Two years later, the District of Columbia 
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Circuit Court ruled that the EPA had “explicitly disregarded” the “possible health benefits of 

ozone.” It was later revealed that the judges had been offered a trip to a Montana ranch, that 

was arranged by the Foundation for Research on Economics and the Environment – a group 

funded by Koch family foundations. The Cato Institute, although being sometimes critical of 

both parties, has always advocated for laissez-faire environmental policies, reduction in social 

programs, and corporate tax cuts.405 Following a speech by Obama in 2008 where he stated 

that global warming was “beyond dispute,” the Cato Institute dedicated a full-page ad in the 

Times to contradict him. Yet, the most important organization within the Koch network is the 

Americans for Prosperity (AFP). AFP has nearly three million citizen activists, and taken 

together, the volunteers and the staffing rival those of the Republican Party itself.406 They are 

active on national, regional, and state levels. Their goal is to make lasting changes in the 

American political landscape. They had been particularly efficient in Wisconsin where they 

managed to help elect the Republican Scott Walker in 2011, whereas Wisconsin had elected 

Democrats since 2003. Their strategy was to “take the unions out at the knees” as one top 

AFP staffer put it. They wanted to permanently weaken the organizations supporting liberal 

candidates. It worked since among Walker’s signature projects was the 2011 Wisconsin Act 

10 which seriously hurt unions. Public union membership rates fell from around 50% in 2011 

to around 19% by 2017. This represents a large and lasting impact, but it might have had 

another one since in 2016 Trump won Wisconsin by only 23,000 votes.407 A weak labor union 

system could likely be a reason for the Democrats’ defeat there.  
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The list of the Koch network’s victories also includes their meddling to prevent the 

expansion of Medicaid to poor uninsured adults in states like Missouri and Tennessee,408 as 

well as the fact that the AFP created the Tea Party Facebook page and organized its events. 

The Tea Party is a popular conservative movement within the GOP composed of citizens who 

claim they are fighting against elites, unaware that the very events they attended had been 

organized by those same elites.409 However, their biggest victory is the declining confidence 

and engagement of American people in the political system. In 1964, 29% said government 

was “pretty much run by a few big interests looking out for themselves” and 64% said the 

government was “run for the benefit of all the people.” However, in 2015, only 19% say the 

government is run for the benefit of all.410 One of the consequences of stealth politics – and 

the feeling that the very wealthy people’s meddling will never be punished – is some citizens 

getting used to it, and others giving up on democracy, and turning to more extreme ways of 

achieving their goals. Stealth politics is an impediment to democracy – and thus to the 

American Dream – as the common people do not have the same leverage that the elites do to 

shape their destiny and the destiny of their country. 

D. Democracy in Crisis: The Rise of Populism and Fascism 

In the last forty years, Democrats and Republicans have grown further apart. While the 

GOP has become more conservative and monolithic, the Democratic Party has had a more 

ambiguous position, embracing liberal stances on some social issues such as same-sex 

marriage or abortion, but being less progressive on economic issues such as raising the 
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minimum wage, taxing the rich at higher rates, and defending unions. Since President Clinton, 

the Democratic Party has failed to live up to its Roosevelt-to-Johnson ideal of protecting 

working people against wealthy elites, siding too many times with corporations and against 

Labor, leaving some workers feeling betrayed and powerless, and therefore tempted by fascist 

extremism. 

Populism is an ideology which separates society into two antagonistic groups (“us vs. 

them”) and considers that politics should be an expression of the general will of the people.411 

Traditionally, inclusive left-wing populism going back to William Jennings Bryan separates 

society between the virtuous Many laboring “people” and the exploitive “elite” Few. Right-

wing populism, on the other hand, is not focused on economics, but instead using other 

criteria to divide society into a chosen ingroup and enemy outgroups (Jews, Communists, 

people of color, immigrants). Therefore, populism’s rhetoric varies depending on its goals. It 

advocates policies that are likely to be popular among the electorate depending on the 

context.412 Thus, Trump’s populist rhetoric used both the traditional right-wing rhetoric, but 

also left-wing themes, thus taking advantage of the Democrats’ internal divisions. Trump 

claimed to be the defender of ordinary citizens (“the silent majority,” “the forgotten 

Americans,” the “real people”) against the dishonest elites (“crooked Hillary,” “corrupt 

politicians,” the “fake” media, “enemies of the people,” “the deep state” (public sector 

bureaucrats), the “dysfunctional” political parties) and the system (“fraudulent” elections, “a 

rigged system”).413 These terms denounce the elite, but are also dog whistles to vilify certain 

elites who have become increasingly liberal. “Dishonest elites” are elites who are willing to 
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allow people of color equal participation in the democracy game. The “fake” media is the 

media which no longer covers up white supremacy as it used to. As Jason Stanley explains, 

the fascist rhetoric that Trump deployed is characterized by an idealized past (“Make 

American Great Again”); a strong paternalist figure without whom everything would go 

wrong (“If I ever got impeached, I think the market would crash. I think everybody would be 

very poor”); a clear-cut division (Us vs. Them) (Mexicans are “bringing drugs, they’re 

bringing crimes, they’re rapists,”414 immigrants “are taking our jobs. They’re taking our 

manufacturing jobs. They’re taking our money. They’re killing us”)415 and a truth called into 

question (“fake news,” “The campaign, which I won, by the way,”416 “99%” of COVID-19 

cases are “totally harmless”417).418 Trump appealed to a past when the US was the undisputed 

leader of the world, terrorism such as the 9/11 attack only occurred in remote lands, and 

traditional power relationships between men and women, black and white prevailed.419 He 

used a “politics of fear” to justify his policies, because if you picture Mexicans as “rapists” 

and Muslims as “terrorists” then you need high walls and a strong leader to protect you; it 

justifies a “zero tolerance” policy when separating immigrant children from their parents at 

the US border.420 Then the fascist rhetoric is no longer about style only but becomes a 

substantive rationale. Many were shocked but others applauded when Trump failed to 

condemn outright extremist groups like the neo-Nazis engaged in the Charlottesville Unite the 

Right rally in 2017, the Proud boys, telling them to “stand back and stand by” (2020), and the 
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rioters who invaded the Capitol (2021); he failed to condemn conspiracy theories such as 

QAnon; he sent federal forces to quell peaceful demonstrations for racial equality; promoted 

violence in his rallies; and refused to accept his defeat after the presidential election.  

Even though opinions vary as to whether Trump was a true fascist since he worked 

within a democratic, multi-party framework and did not use massive violence against his 

opponents as other fascists did in the past, he did call into question democracy’s rules and 

norms many times. This is the biggest difference between right-wing and left-wing populism. 

While right-wing populism wishes to question and contain democracy, left-wing populism 

encourages more democracy, equality, justice, accountability, and solidarity. Yet, US left-

wing populism has lost much of its popular support because its traditional standard bearer, the 

Democratic party, has for forty years been too indulgent towards finance and capitalists. 

Global capitalism has divided citizens in two: the minority of winners and the majority of 

losers in unregulated open labor markets. The shutting and offshoring of factories, the decline 

of secure and unionized jobs, stagnant wages, growing inequality and insecurity, lack of 

opportunities for social mobility, and the feeling that successive administrations fail to solve 

these problems made people increasingly vulnerable and angry. This economic vulnerability 

creates conditions for a tribalist solidarity around common conservative values and a self-

righteous rejection of outsiders.421 Thus, some people are economically vulnerable or fear to 

be and feel that their status and place in society is threatened by minorities. As a result, they 

can be tempted to rally behind an authoritarian leader to protect them and their jobs against 

undeserving “takers.” Moreover, left-wing populism’s leaders failed to create as much 

enthusiasm around one candidate as Trump did, with both progressive candidates Bernie 

Sanders and Elizabeth Warren having to withdraw from the 2020 Democratic primary. Yet, a 
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strong left-wing populism would be needed to reaffirm their ideals against the movement of 

disinformation and violence right-wing populism has been leading.  

The extremism and the popularity of right-wing populism represent a threat to 

democracy for four main reasons. First, it is important to stress that it is not a US phenomenon 

only, as far-right movements such as the National Front in France and the UK Independence 

Party have had a growing influence. However, there is one significant difference: these are 

minority parties. The US has only two main parties, if one of them becomes extreme, it has 

major consequences for democracy’s ability to function. Indeed, it normalizes extremism and 

violence. Trump has relied on racist, xenophobic, and Islamophobic discourse and the 

Republican elites mostly stood by his side until he refused to accept his electoral loss after 

November 3, 2020. This extreme behavior shifts the boundaries of what is permissible in the 

political debate and in everyday life; it normalizes what was formerly unacceptable discourse, 

behavior, and policy. Secondly, right-wing populist rhetoric damages confidence in 

democracy. By constantly criticizing political institutions, politicians, courts, and the media, 

skepticism about democracy could turn into cynicism or abandonment of the whole 

process.422 By not showing respect to core democratic institutions such as free and fair 

elections, they can come to seem illegitimate, and it can lead to violence, as illustrated by the 

Capitol attack. Thirdly, right-wing populist discourse polarizes the population even more than 

it already is. It turns people against each other by creating scapegoats and picturing them as 

the reason for other people’s misery. It leads to hatred towards those groups and the people 

that defend them. Finally, it blurs the line between what is real and what is not. By not 

refuting conspiracy theories, by claiming he won the presidential election, by denouncing 

“fake news,” Trump created his own alternate reality and waged war against basic arithmetic 
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and reality-based decision-making. When lies are everywhere and truth is called into question, 

no one can agree on what is true anymore, and debate and democracy become impossible.  

Trump’s mandate normalized disinformation and violent speech. Thus, Trump – and the 

fact that the Republican Party stood by his side – has shaken two pillars of the American 

Dream: democracy and equality. Nevertheless, the fact that Donald Trump failed to be 

reelected is a good sign for America’s democracy and equality. Yet, the left-wing has to prove 

they can live up to their stated ideals and will not once again yield to or be captured by 

capitalists’ interests at the cost of labor. Republicans also need to decide if they want to 

advocate for the policy preferences of frustrated voters unhappy with Democratic solutions 

while refusing to endorse ethno-nationalism; or if they prefer to embrace neofascist 

authoritarianism – in effect Trumpism with or without Trump which would still constitute a 

serious threat to democracy, equality, and the American Dream.423  
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Conclusion  

The American Dream contains a certain amount of subjectivity. It can have a different 

specific meaning to different people. Thus, when Donald Trump stated, “Sadly, the American 

Dream is dead,”424 it was – like many of his pronouncements – rather vague. The American 

Dream might be dead for some people, but not for others, depending on how one interprets it. 

In this document, I focused on four main ideals: upward social mobility, equality (of rights 

and opportunity), freedom (from fear), and democracy. Yet, this list is not exhaustive. For 

instance, a 2019 American Enterprise Institute (AEI) survey on the American Dream found 

that 83% thought having a good family life was an essential component of the American 

Dream.425 While some people debate whether the American Dream is dead or alive, some 

claim that it has never existed. When the term American Dream was coined, the two first 

ideals were very uncertain due to the Great Depression; today, all four ideals are seriously in 

doubt. Wondering if the American Dream was ever born in the first place seems thus a 

legitimate reply. As I argued in this study, the American Dream ideals face significant 

challenges today. Yet, one must not forget the word “dream” does not mean reality, but 

instead an aspiration, hope, or wish. Thus, to answer the question “What is left of the 

American Dream?” one should perhaps focus on whether it can still be a realistic hope. Even 

though the American Dream may still function as a motivating hope for some Americans who 

reinvent it with a new mix of ideals such as family and community (as the AEI survey 

suggests), I believe the obstacles to achieving the American Dream ideals are numerous. 

These obstacles can seem overwhelming and lead to fear and despair more than hope – as 

illustrated by the rise in deaths of despair for middle-aged less educated white American men. 
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The American Dream and the American society have two main enemies that are impossible to 

overlook or work around: unregulated capitalism and racism. Yet, as James Truslow Adams 

put it at the time, “it seems to me that there is room for hope as well as mistrust.”426 Perhaps 

hope is more of a “moral obligation”427 – a duty not to fall into despair and instead to act 

against the two enemies that are unregulated capitalism and racism in order to finally fulfill 

the American Dream ideals of upward social mobility, equality, “freedom from fear,” and 

democracy. 

 Unregulated capitalism started becoming the norm with the deregulation policies that 

were passed in the 1980s. As a result, Capital has become stronger than Labor. The latter has 

been largely abandoned by the US government which since Reagan has pursued a personal 

responsibility crusade that undermined the notion of collective bargaining and collective 

responsibilities (of government and corporations) towards communities. Corporate elites have 

been able to prioritize shareholder interests even in social sectors like healthcare and 

education. As a result, the US class lines have hardened, leaving the land of opportunity 

behind other affluent nations such as Canada where the likelihood of moving up the social 

ladder is twice what it is in the US.428 Economic insecurity has also become an endless issue 

for an ever-increasing number of Americans, making “freedom from fear” impossible for 

many. This insecurity has endangered democracy as corporate elites have come to dominate 

the state, destroying countervailing forces such as labor unions and social welfare programs, 

and thus endangering the public sphere, and the American Dream.  

Yet, the best solution to live up to the American Dream ideals is arguably not to 

abandon capitalism, but to reform it. The key to doing so is political because the breakdowns 

are the result of conscious political choices. As Robert Kuttner argues, the US needs inclusive 
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progressive populism; it needs a popular mobilization if it wants to contest the power of 

corporate elites to place the private sector above the public good.429 This is where Roosevelt 

was successful: he was able to motivate mass movements that reclaimed the significance of 

the public sphere. He passed progressive legislation that was considered radical, but that is 

widely accepted today. He showed it was possible to have a strong mixed economy which 

was more socially just. The US government needs to put an end to radical laissez-faire 

policies which have only benefited the more affluent, who suffer less from a weak public 

sphere, while leaving stagnant or impoverishing the rest of the population. The US 

government needs to pass policies that restrain the power of elites while reviving the power of 

middle-class people. The government also needs to strengthen democratic institutions, rebuild 

an ethos of solidarity, and restore confidence in the efficacy of public institutions and 

solutions.430 To do so, Democrats need to embrace social democracy and refute the false 

narrative disseminated since Reagan that private is always better than public. While liberals 

believe in the American Dream’s ideals, “socialists point out that [those ideals] are worth little 

without conditions for realizing them.”431 Workers need better working conditions and 

protections against exploitation. It is a necessity to ensure that Americans are all given 

comparable opportunities to succeed. Putting them in a position where they feel basically 

secure (with affordable healthcare, education, and housing for starters) will encourage them to 

take the risks they need to succeed. Just like corporations enjoy limited liability to encourage 

risk-taking, American families should enjoy this same protection from financial ruin.432 

Providing economic security through redistributionist polices such as higher taxation on rich 

people and an expanded welfare state would increase economic opportunity because it would 
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limit the financial shocks workers experience due to student loans, health emergencies, 

unemployment, or retirement.  

Even though the word “socialism” still has a negative connotation for many Americans 

– and was used by Trump as a scare tactic against Biden during the 2020 campaign – it has 

gained some popular support in recent years. According to the Pew Research Center, 31% had 

a positive view of socialism in 2011,433 against 42% in 2019.434 Moreover, in 2020, the 

majority of Americans chose a more progressive presidential candidate – though some will 

argue he is not progressive enough – instead of a candidate that cut taxes on rich people, 

waged war on “Obamacare,” and contested a democratic election. President Joe Biden is 

willing to put an end to laissez-faire policies by signing a $1.9 trillion stimulus package aimed 

at helping middle class Americans and their businesses survive the pandemic with targeted 

government spending and supervision. He also wishes to raise the top corporate tax rate to 

28%435 and wants to pass a $2.25 trillion American Jobs Plan which would make government 

investments in broadband, electric vehicles, climate change mitigation, elderly care, child 

benefits, housing, and innovation.436 This would reestablish the federal government as a 

problem-solver and an active leader in how the economy should grow and function. Biden 

also wants to embrace progressive polices such as doubling the national minimum wage to 

$15 an hour and making public colleges and universities tuition-free for all families with 
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incomes below $125,000.437 The current administration is a sign of hope for the revival of the 

American Dream and the American society.  

However, there are a lot of obstacles to overcome. Among these is the obstruction in the 

US Senate and the House of Representatives where Democrats only have a slim majority. Not 

to mention that Biden has not enough power to fix America’s “broken” society single-

handedly. Biden’s agenda faces a strong opposition from the GOP which controls 27 states 

out of 50. Since state governments set policy in a vast range of areas, going from education to 

election rules, housing to the environment, Biden’s impact on the US society is limited.  

Racism and its exploitation by wealthy interests to “divide and conquer” is the second, 

and perhaps the greatest enemy to broader fulfillment of the American Dream. Racial 

hierarchies subvert equality, but also social mobility, “freedom from fear,” and democracy. 

Structural racism and its exploitation by politicians and corporations have perpetuated 

inequality by preventing African Americans and other minorities from having the same 

opportunities to climb the social ladder. It has perpetuated a negative image of African 

American people as criminals which has led to mass incarceration, relentless police violence, 

and mounting numbers of hate crimes. Racism is etched within the US society and its 

institutions, the Electoral College being a stark example since it was shaped by slavery. The 

list of the impacts of structural racism is long.  

Racism needs to be addressed for the American Dream to live up to its ideals (and 

because racism is morally wrong since it has no scientific basis). Racism, especially “anti-

black” prejudice, creates an arbitrary divide that is different from other divides like rich and 

poor, red and blue, since it is a division born out of sin.438 This sin requires acknowledgment 

(and ultimately reparation.) As Susan Neiman argues in her book Learning from the 
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Germans: Confronting Race and the Memory of Evil (2019), “you cannot have a healthy 

present if you bury the shame of your past.”439 The best example to illustrate Neiman’s claim 

is affirmative action which has been opposed by many since its introduction. As author Jelani 

Cobb explains “The belief that blacks have been given too much [by affirmative action 

policies] is made possible by the refusal to countenance how much was actually taken away in 

the first place.”440 Neiman argues that two facts need to be acknowledged. First, the US was 

built with the profits from slavery from both the plantations of the South and the factories of 

the North. Secondly, when slavery was abolished, it was replaced by other forms of exclusion 

and subjugation.441 Acknowledging the past is a duty and failing to do so means that one is 

likely to repeat it. Bryan Stevenson, a lawyer and social justice activist, clearly explains the 

importance of knowing and facing one’s past:  

In medicine, you can’t come up with a cure until you understand the nature of the 
disease. We’re in the midst of this pandemic, and our scientists are desperately 
trying to figure out how this illness spreads and what are the features that allow it 
to sicken our population. It’s our knowledge of the truth about the disease that 
allows us to create effective remedies, and we’ve hidden from the truth of our 
history of racial inequality.442 
 

In her book, Neiman explains how in Germany open expressions of racism are now politically 

ruinous.443 By contrast, in the US, Donald Trump managed to get elected with a thinly 

disguised racist and nativist rhetoric. To explain this difference, Neiman points out the work 

Germany has put in to acknowledge and apologize for Nazi crimes as well as to pass down the 

history of Nazism to future generations. The US did not apologize for slavery before 2008 and 

buried the sin of slavery under negationist ideologies such as the Lost Cause. The US needs to 

acknowledge its racist past and the extent of structural racism if it wants to put an end to it 

and live up to the American Dream’s ideal of equality of rights and opportunity.  
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 Following George Floyd’s death, thousands of people defied Covid restrictions to 

demonstrate in the streets. This was true on a global scale. These demonstrations were an 

example of people taking to heart Martin Luther King’s famous sentence: “Injustice anywhere 

is a threat to justice everywhere.”444 It is also an illustration of the responsibility the US has as 

the world’s most powerful country to lead with a positive example. Another reaction to 

George Floyd’s death was the sale of books about race which skyrocketed around the world. 

Eddo Lodge’s Why I’m No Longer Talking to White People about Race (2017) became a 

bestselling book on Amazon in the UK, while Robin DiAngelo’s White Fragility: Why It’s So 

Hard for White People to Talk about Racism (2018) was number one on Amazon US.445 

Documentaries and movies about race also multiplied and received high praise, with Netflix 

creating a “Black Lives Matter” section gathering a selection of movies, documentaries, and 

series to learn about race such as Ava DuVernay’s The 13th and When They See Us, as well as 

Raoul Peck’s I Am Not Your Negro. Citizens learning about race and racism can be a way to 

empower them to challenge the elites that have been weaponizing racism to serve their own 

interests. The demands for racial and social justice following George Floyd’s death are part of 

the reasons why there is perhaps room for hope. While the Trump administration has betrayed 

the inclusivity of the American Dream and failed to live up to the highest ideals of the 

Founding Fathers, people went in the streets to do so starting in late May 2020. While the 

government has failed to acknowledge racism and educate its nation about race, some people 

tried to do it by themselves. Finally, the last evidence of Americans’ willingness to fight for 

those ideals was the turnout to the 2020 presidential election, which was of 66.3% of the 
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voting-eligible population, still low but an increase of 6.2% in comparison to 2016.446 

Moreover, the majority elected as President a candidate who campaigned for the American 

Dream’s ideals as well as the first woman and woman of color as vice president. 

 Yet, America’s democracy remains fragile. Despite record turnout, a third of 

Americans did not vote. This is roughly 80 million Americans.447 Furthermore, Biden’s 

current slim majority in the US Senate and the House of Representatives may be hard to 

preserve after the 2022 mid-term elections. Turnout tends to be lower at mid-term elections 

than at the presidential election and historically leads the current president’s party to lose 

seats. Since Trump is out of the picture and some Americans voted against Trump more than 

for Biden, it is likely that these people will not vote this time. If Biden does not secure a 

majority, it will be hard for him to implement his program – just as it was for Obama after 

losing the House of Representatives in 2010. Moreover, as mentioned earlier, Biden cannot 

fix single-handedly the American society. Many policies are set at the state-level where 

Democrats do not have the majority. Furthermore, Biden’s agenda faces fierce opposition 

from the GOP which is still largely under the spell of Trump’s racist, nativist rhetoric. 

 Although the recent popular mobilization and the new US administration indicate that 

the US is taking a brighter path towards its stated ideals, the American Dream and the 

American society do have significant challenges to overcome. 
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