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 The American Dream has always been a subject that has captured the minds of 

Americans even before its formal introduction in the book The Epic of America, written by 

James Truslow Adams in 1931. Some of the ideals that would be linked to the ideals of the 

American Dream that would make up Adams definition is connected to the beliefs of Adam 

Smith’s idea of happiness, which is conveyed in John Hill’s Introduction. Smith believed that in 

order for a government to succeed it “maintains that the most important measure of a society is 

the degree which it promotes people’s happiness.” (Page 6)  Adams’ definition of the American 

Dream as being a “vision of a better, deeper, richer life for every individual, regardless of the 

position in society which he or she may occupy by accident of birth.” (Page 13) It is from the 

ideals of Adams that I created my definition of the American Dream, which is that everyone in 

the United States having the equality of experiencing “the dream of liberty in the religious, 

social, political and economic sense”(Adams page 32) in the pursuit of their goals, without 

interference. While Adams’ definition of the American Dream shows that it is open to everyone, 

no matter the gender or social class that they are born into, it has long been denied to many 

Americans, including African Americans. 

As pointed out in Samuel, the importance of the American Dream is that it has “often 

been used to challenge our idealistic principles…concerning the highly charged issues of 

immigration and race” (Page 7), and that it is greatly linked to the aspect of changing American 

society. However, African Americans have never fully gained the ability to enjoy the sense of 

equal opportunity promised by the American Dream due to systems of racism in American 

society, such as slavery, segregation, and police brutality. Although African Americans have 

seen great hardships, throughout American history Black social movements have helped bring 
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the aspects of the American Dream to African Americans. These Black social movements are the 

Abolitionist, Civil Rights, Black Power, and Black Lives Matter, which were able to challenge a 

racist policy at a certain time period, but were unable to fully defend African American’s rights 

to equal opportunity for the next crisis. This shows that social movements are the key factor in 

opening the American Dream to African Americans, and other minorities, but only if used 

effectively. 

Social movements are an informal collective movement of people loosely coordinated in 

their actions and using flexible tactics with some sort of leadership group to give the actions 

coherence. There are three factors that make up the structure of social movements; political 

opportunity, mobilizing structures, and framing. Political Opportunity are changes in the 

institutional structure of power that facilitates or inhibits collective action. Mobilizing structures 

are vehicles and networks used to engage in collective action. Framing are strategic efforts that 

fashion shared understandings of the world, legitimating and motivating collective action. Social 

movements have been an important part of the history of many nations around the world, 

including the United States. Some examples of social movements that had arisen in the United 

States include; Women’s suffrage, the Occupy Movement, and the Tea Party movement. 

Examples of social movements from other nations include; the Zapatista Movement (Mexico), 

the Sandinista Movement (Nicaragua), and the Nonviolent resistance movement (India). 

In terms of Black social movements in the United States, there are two ideologies that 

dictate the tactics/beliefs/goals of the social movement, and these ideologies are integration and 

nationalism. The differences between both ideologies is explained in the introduction of James 

Cone’s book Martin and Malcolm, which not only describes them, but shows which Black social 
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movements embraced either ideology and the results of each one. Cone describes integration as 

being a result of coalitions between African Americans and white Americans who challenged 

racist policies in the United States through peaceful protest, religious beliefs, and politics. 

Integration movements are described by Cone as being “practical” in their pursuit of their goals, 

as they picked out goals that “could be achieved at a given time”, showing that integration 

movements made tangible goals, and were flexible in completing them. Another key factor to 

integration movements were that they always created a safe message that established common 

ground between African Americans and liberal white Americans, giving the movement open-

minded beliefs. In terms of the American Dream of equal opportunity, integrationist believed in 

it, and sought to give African Americans the ability to fulfill the American Dream to the fullest. 

Nationalism believed that for African Americans, there was no American Dream, but an 

American nightmare, and sought to create an “African Dream” for African Americans. Cone 

states that Nationalist movements sought to create separate societies for African Americans, as 

they felt that African Americans would always be treated as second-class citizens when 

compared to white Americans. Cone describes nationalists as being “desperate”, as they sought 

to give a voice for African Americans living in poor communities, and would seek racial 

pride/empowerment throughout African American culture. However, despite the efforts taken by 

many nationalists’ movements, Cone notes that nationalists never fully grasp the “consequences 

of their words and actions”, which often resulted in local or national backlash. 

While the differing ideologies of integration and nationalism would not be fully displayed 

until the introduction of the Civil Rights movement and the Black Power movement of the 

1960s, it was the Abolitionist movement’s stand against slavery in the 19th century where both 



Jalen Campbell 

5-2-2018 

The American Dream 

The American Dream Essay 
 

4 
 

ideologies were used together. Before the 1830s, the notion of ending slavery was held by both 

African Americans and white Americans, but the reasons for ending it differed. Many white 

American abolitionist supporters prior to the 1830s would only show “moral disapproval but 

doing little else” (Page 282), and that there stance against slavery was not for the benefit of the 

slaves, but out of “concern about the fate of their white masters.” (American Experience) This 

notion of abolition changed with the introduction of Fredrick Douglass and William Lloyd 

Garrison, as both brought an integrated leadership to the movement, and with there combined 

tactics was able to shift the ideals of the abolitionists movement to end slavery for the benefits of 

African Americans. 

The abolitionists integration ideals encouraged the mixing of African American and 

white American figures in the fight against slavery, and created a shared message that many 

Americans could follow. One of the key tactics used by integrationists abolitionists was to spread 

their message through the writings and speeches of their African American and White American 

members. A key writer of the movement was Harriet Beecher Stowe, the author of Uncle Tom’s 

Cabin, and Dred, both novels had a different message about the evils of slavery and how to 

dismantle it. In Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Stowe shows that the fight against slavery had to be taken 

up by women, and members of the minority as “the male ruling class can hardly be counted on to 

keep in mind the interests of those outside their ranks.” (Page 19) Dred, shows Stowe conveying 

the message of African American equality as she did not “fall into the trap of…redemonise the 

black as a bloodthirsty savage. Instead she replaces the bogey of slave insurrection with the real 

violence of whites in the South.” (page 23) A critical step taken by the Abolitionists under the 

ideology of integration was that the movement was able to connect themselves into the political 
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spheres of local, state, and federal government. As it was through Douglass’s relationship with 

President Abraham Lincoln that pushed President Lincoln to making ending slavery one of the 

main goals of the Civil War, and it also promoted President Lincoln to outline African American 

citizenship and the right to vote. This shows that under integration ideology, the Abolitionists 

were able to succeed in their primary goal of ending slavery in the United States, giving African 

Americans their first chance to experience equal opportunity. 

The nationalist ideals of the abolitionist’s movement did not grant the movement with 

many victories as did integration. Under nationalists ideals, the abolition movement sought to 

promote its ideals without general support of white Americans, which is why early African 

American abolitionists, like Daniel Walker, could not gain the attention of the American public. 

By the 1850s, many members of the abolitionists movement wanted to take other methods to end 

slavery, Douglass himself stated “while I continue to write and speak against slavery…I have 

become less hopeful of its peaceful abolition. I welcome any new mode of attack upon the slave 

system.” (American Experience) This included the use of violence, which was carried out by 

abolitionists like John Brown, who’s violent actions brought increase hatred for the movement in 

the South, and would lead to the Civil War. A key failure of nationalism under the abolition 

movement, was that it’s ideals of Black pride did not help secure African American rights given 

by the 14th and 15th amendment, and with the white American members of the movement no 

longer interested in African American rights left African Americans to endure 100 years of 

racism set under segregation.        

The Civil Rights Movement and the Black Power movement each embraced one of the 

ideologies of Black social movements during the 1960s, but would later switch to the opposite 
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ideology as time went on. The ideology of integration was embraced by the Civil Rights 

movement under the leadership of Martin Luther King Jr, who promoted five key steps for the 

movement to follow in order to gain equality, these steps were; self-respect, high moral 

standards, whole hearted work, leadership, and nonviolence. While King’s integrationist 

leadership gained the Civil Rights movement key victories from 1957-1965, such as the 

Montgomery Bus boycott, the Birmingham campaign, and the March on Washington, the Civil 

Rights experienced flaws under his leadership. Some of these flaws were problems with his 

movement was that he did not fully end violence towards African Americans in the South, it did 

not include reinforcing the rights of African American women, and it did not help African 

Americans in the North until 1965. 

Black Power movements followed the ideology of nationalism under the leadership of 

men like Malcolm X. In the case of Malcolm X, he promoted five ideals for his fellow Black 

nationalists; unity, self-knowledge, self-love, self-defense, and separation. While Malcolm X 

preached these ideas when he was still a member of the Nation of Islam, he shifted his ideals 

after breaking away from the group and seeing the racial harmony during his pilgrimage to 

Mecca in 1964, and sought to form connections with King and the Civil Rights movement, but 

he was killed before he could being taking more steps as an integrationists. However, the 

nationalist’s ideals of Malcolm X would go on to inspire African Americans in the North, and 

lead to the creation of nationalists groups such as the Black Panther Party. King’s shift towards 

nationalism had occurred in 1965 following the Watts riots, as he saw that in the North there was 

a “failure of most whites to support authentic integration” and a great disparity in economic 

equality in the North. King’s approach to nationalism was never fully realized as he was killed 



Jalen Campbell 

5-2-2018 

The American Dream 

The American Dream Essay 
 

7 
 

on April 4, 1968. Although King and Malcolm X had different views from each other, the fact is 

that they were able to inspire each other with their ideas in their later years shows how both 

integration and nationalism work together when practiced in equal balance. This is further 

displayed when James Baldwin when he states that “they needed each other, learned from each 

other, and helped make each other.” (Gillon Page 142) 

As the current Black social movement, Black Lives Matter has now taken up the mantle 

of providing the American Dream to African Americans in current day society. As shown on the 

movement’s website, Black Lives Matter started in 2013 as a political and social “response to the 

acquittal of Trayvon Martin’s murderer, George Zimmerman.” It was formed by three African 

American women named Patrisse Khan-Cullors, Alicia Garza, and Opal Tometi, and has grown 

to a nation wide movement, with chapters of the movement tackling issues that affecting African 

American communities in major cities. 

 The main goals of the movement is to end police brutality in the United States, and “to 

support the development of new Black leaders, as well as create a network where Black people 

feel empowered to determine our destinies in our communities.” Some of the guiding principles 

of the movement are; “diversity, restorative justice, globalism, queer affirming, unapologetically 

Black, collective value, empathy, loving engagement, transgender affirming, Black villages, 

Black women, Black families, and intergenerational.” The website shows that Black Lives 

Matter is taking a more nationalist approach to the American Dream, as it is carrying out the core 

beliefs of the ideology, but has also gained the problems of the ideology. 
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Similar to the Black Power movements of the 1960s, Black Lives Matter has gained its 

fair share of criticism from the general public, and most of it stems from the movement not only 

taking actions that are linked to nationalism, but for not taking actions based upon tactics from 

previous Black social movements. One source of criticism comes from the article “Is Black 

Lives Matter blowing it”, which lists four reasons that might lead the movement to not fulfilling 

its goal. The first reason is “The Buck Stops where?”, which looks at how the movement has no 

clear leadership, or central figure, as the author states “the movement’s decentralized form 

leadership…can hurt it when responding to a crisis.” The second reason; “They’re not trying to 

speak white America’s language”, which shows how the movement is not trying to build a 

common ground with white Americans and is not trying to create an integrated movement. The 

third reason; “they are not trying to mobilize the Black church”, as the Black church has been a 

historical ally to Black social movements. The last reason; “movements that don’t bend are 

broken”, stating that if Black Lives Matter does not try to adapt to the changing American 

society then it risks defeat. 

Another key source of criticism comes from former President Barack Obama, who talks 

about his view of the movement, in which he shows how the movement is not using connecting 

to the political system. He stated that while the movement has succeed in being “’really effective 

in bringing attention to problems’”, but that the young members of the movement are not willing 

“to work with political leaders to craft solutions.” During his presidency, President Obama had 

invited members of the movement to the white house in order to discuss the issues effecting 

African Americans, he notes how impatient the movement is as the article notes that President 

Obama has constantly “cautioned Black Lives Matter activists that social change cannot happen 
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overnight.” Another source of criticism comes from the Barbara Reynolds article “I was a civil 

rights activist in the 1960s. But it’s hard for me to get behind Black Lives Matter”, where she 

compares Black Lives Matter to the Civil Rights movement, mainly looking at the differences 

between the movements. Among the differences, she lists how Black Lives Matter is; “intent on 

rejecting our proven methods”, is too narrow minded to “acknowledge the humanity in the lives 

of others”, and is not taking any action to address the issue of Black on Black crime.  

From these articles, it is clear that Black Lives Matter is not taking the same steps that 

where taken by the Abolitionists movement or the Civil Rights movement when it comes to 

completing their goal of ending police brutality in the United States. While many of the articles 

lists the actions of Black Lives Matters as negatives for the movement, some of its actions can be 

seen as a benefit rather than a harm. An example being its decentralized leadership, as in the case 

of both the Civil Rights Movement and the Black Power movement, once they had lost their key 

leaders of Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X, both movements lost momentum, and broke 

apart. Another example is the wide diversity that the movement is fighting to protect. As noted 

by Reynolds, Black Lives Matter stands for the “attention to the needs of Black queers, the Black 

transgendered, the Black incarcerated”, and Black Women. All of these members of the African 

American community did not have a voice under the Abolitionists, Civil Rights, and Black 

Power movements, and would not have a voice if Black Lives Matter were to ally itself with the 

Black church. 

While Black Lives Matter has cemented itself into American society, and has developed 

its own methods to tackle the issue facing African Americans today, it must take steps toward the 

ideology of integration if it wishes to provide the equal opportunity aspect of the American 



Jalen Campbell 

5-2-2018 

The American Dream 

The American Dream Essay 
 

10 
 

Dream. As noted by Adam Smith, everyone in any society needs the help of others in order to 

succeed in gaining happiness. This is shown when he states “the necessary assistance is 

reciprocally afford from love, from gratitude, from friendship, and esteem, the society flourishes 

and is happy”, which would show Black Lives Matter that it is important to get the support of 

people outside of the African American community. Another issue that Black Lives Matter 

would have to counter in society is privilege, as American society is hard wired to display anti-

Black ideals through “schooling curriculum…experiences, the media, stereotypes, and lack of 

interaction” to everyone in the nation “regardless of …racial identity.” If Black Lives Matter 

embraced internationalist ideals and used those ideals to counter the issue of privilege, then it 

could complete its goal. The only issue it would have left is to trying to counter the nest issue 

that will effect African Americans in the future, and give them the same equal opportunity to live 

the “big life” that is highlighted in Patricia Leavy’s novel Low-Fat Love.  
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