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Chasing (or Chased by?) the American Dream 

 The American Dream is the belief that anyone can be successful in life with hard work 

and dedication, despite any predisposed prejudices or obstacles that could get in their way. The 

goals of the American Dream, typically consisting of upwards mobility, growth, and prosperity, 

are still recognized and chased after today. Since the founding of the New Land to present day 

America, the concept of the American Dream has expressed itself differently on the surface but 

fundamentally has not changed. 	

	 The idea that America is a land of opportunity is rooted in the history of its 

establishment. Explorers sought out America in hopes of finding a new place to colonize, 

flourish, and succeed. Many risked their lives in attempts to discover the ideal territory for a 

better life.  Famous explorers such as Christopher Columbus were greatly pleased at what they 

discovered upon arriving on Earth’s Western Hemisphere. According to Columbus in his Letter 

to Luis de Santangel Regarding the First Voyage, upon landing in the West he discovered “There 

are six or eight kinds of palm, which are a wonder to behold on account of their beautiful variety, 

but so are the other trees and fruits and plants. In it are marvelous pine groves, and there are very 

large tracts of cultivable lands, and there is honey, and there are birds of many kinds and fruits in 

great diversity” (26). The positive depiction Columbus gives of the New Land is a reflection of 

the potential that the American lands obtained to early explorers. Columbus believes this newly 
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discovered, “fertile to a limitless degree” (25) terrain holds potential for colonization and 

successfulness. This promising description described by Columbus is parallel to the present day 

sentiment that America is a place of opportunity.   

 Another famous explorer, as well as founder of the American colony of Jamestown, John 

Smith, also wrote about the paradise he found upon discovering Western territory. In an excerpt 

from A Description of New England, a written work by John Smith describing the fertility of the 

New World, he states “If he have but the taste of virtue and magnanimity, what to such a mind 

can be more pleasant, than planting and building a foundation for his prosperity, got from the 

rude earth, by God’s blessing and his own industry, without prejudice to any?” (69).   Smith’s 

description of the opportunity for prosperity and success by one’s own hard work further 

supports the expectations of the American Dream. John Smith believed that anyone with the 

proper amount of determination could come to the New World and be successful. The resources 

and liberties described upon the founding of lands in the West are what shaped the belief of the 

American Dream today.  

 In conjunction with early American explorers and writers such as Christopher Columbus 

and John Smith, the works of Pro-American writer J Hector St. John De Crevecoeur also greatly 

influenced the rest of the world’s attitude toward America. Crevecoeur’s writing from Letters 

from An American Farmer provided an understanding of not only what qualities a true American 

possesses but also further emphasized the concept of the American Dream. In Crevecoeur’s 

writing, he states “He is an American, who, leaving behind all his ancient prejudices and 

manners, receives new ones from the new mode of life he has embraced, the new government he 

obeys, and the new rank he holds… here individuals of all nations are melted into a new race of 

men, whose labors and posterity will one day cause great changes in the world” (312). 
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Crevecoeur’s description of what he believes an American to be adheres to the idea that true 

Americans do not necessarily have to be born and raised in America. Rather, it’s any individual 

who respects, honors, and embraces the opportunistic country and all that it represents. 

According to one scholarly article describing the core values of the American Dream, “Explicit 

allegiance, not involuntary inheritance, is the theoretical basis of American identity” (Cullen 6). 

This additionally supports Crevecoeur’s early belief of what it means to be a true American, 

which further contributed to the concept of the American Dream. The impression that Americans 

will unite as one under the democracy, liberties, and freedoms of The United States of America 

has not changed throughout history.  

 Although many people, both historically and presently, promote the idea of America 

being the core ground for success, there are also people who have contradicting viewpoints of 

what America can provide to them. These, perhaps, were “chased by” the American Dream, in a 

sense. Some early explorers of the New World, such as Alvar Nunez Cabeza De Vaca, were met 

with disappointment and a ruined perception of what the New Land had to offer. Alvar De Vaca 

faced many challenges among the arrival at Western lands.	In his narrative, The Relation of Alvar 

Nunez Cabeza de Vaca, he described being captured and enslaved by Indians upon arriving in the 

New World and the resulting suffering that took place.  “I have already said that we went naked 

through all this country; not being accustomed to doing so, we shed our skins twice a year like 

snakes. The sun and air raised great, painful sores on our chests and shoulders, and our heavy 

loads caused the cords to cut our arms. The region is so broken and so overgrown that often, 

when we gathered wood, blood flowed from us in many places where the thorns and shrubs tore 

our flesh” (32). De Vaca’s journey reflected an unequal, darker picture of American lands.  
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 Fear of the New World is further exemplified in “A Narrative of the Captivity and 

Restoration of” by Mary Rowlandson. In this narrative, Rowlandson tells her story of captivity 

by brutal, savage Indians and her quest to survive. As the Indians held her captive, she claimed 

“All was gone, my husband gone (...and to add to my grief, the Indians told me they would kill 

him as he came homeward), my children were gone, my relations and friends gone, our house 

and home and all our comforts-within door and without- all was gone (except my life), and I 

knew not but the next moment that might go too” (130). This disturbing narration of captivity 

and the resulting despair strongly contrasts the paradise written about in previous explorations of 

the New World. Narratives such as these reflected a different side of America not always seen 

and can be considered early exceptions to reaching the American Dream. 

Stories like that of De Vaca’s and Mary Rowlandson’s exemplify that the American 

Dream is not always achievable or uncomplicated. Similar to the obstacles early settlers faced in 

America, preventions still stand in the way of people trying to achieve the American Dream 

today. Though the obstacles faced today are different and typically based off of an economic 

standpoint, obstacles still remain nonetheless.  

 While some people looked to the New World with happiness and excitement, others told 

stories of great distress and trouble. Some positive experiences encouraged the idea of the 

American Dream while other experiences and interferences shattered individual’s hopes to 

achieve it. Ultimately, the concept of the American Dream is still alive today. There will always 

be people seeking out America in the hopes to thrive and be successful. People will always look 

to America as a place of opportunity, fortune, and prosperity. Similarly, however, there will 

always be people who think the American Dream is hopeless and cannot be achieved due to 

restrictions in place preventing them from succeeding. Realistically, as reflected in history, the 



	

	

5	

attainability of the American Dream is open to interpretation to each individual based on one’s 

own understandings and experiences, but the concept of the American Dream continues to live 

on. Whether this writer is chasing, or is chased by, the American Dream, remains to be seen.   
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