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AMERICAN DREAM IN IMAGES

The American Dream that crystallized around James Truslow Adams’ The epic of
America originally formulated in the early 1930s and conditioned by a decade of
complexity and contradiction, of big government projects, intense nationalism, the
definition of the American way, and a distinctive collection of American icons –
Mickey Mouse, Popeye, the rise of the musical comedy of Broadway, the emergence of the jukebox1 – also has a visual and image history. Indeed, Adam’s dream
of opportunity for each according to ability or achievement shaped against the old
class culture of Europe emphasizes a vision of social order in which each person
can succeed despite their social origins.
The history of the American Dream lends itself to being “narrated” through a
sequence of images more so than most histories because America is the home of
the moving image . . . images is everything; it defines a spectacular culture based
on TV, on film – “movies” – and increasingly on the video as it has emerged in the
age of YouTube. Image creation, collection, dissemination and management is at
the heart of American commerce and culture branding products and companies,
ubiquitous advertising that blurs reality and fantasy, and that creates both “the
news” and the home theatre.
In considering a selection of images that should embellish this essay I focused
on a number of clearly defined sets: the national symbols represented in “Old
Glory” (the American flag), the Statue of Liberty, the White House and the US
Treasury building; the civil rights movements with historic photos of the march
on Washington in 1963, photos on Martin Luther King, Robert Kennedy, Lyndon
Baines Johnson, “I have a dream” speech, and a sequence of photos documenting
the assassination of Martin Luther King at the Lorraine motel in Memphis where
he was shot and later was turned into a civil rights museum; a series of photos that
focus on housing and home-life and later the sub-prime housing crisis triggering
the massive recession in 2007, and the automobile so much a part of America;
there are also a deliberate linking of Adam’s The epic of America and Obama’s
The audacity of hope, as well as photos of Obama remarkable ascendancy to
power; finally there are some pictures that indicate the fact that the dream has been
shattered.
These image sets are treated largely but not exclusively in consecutive
sequence. Had this been a larger book I would have included other sets from
Hollywood, the “dream factory,” the comic book culture, the architecture, galleries
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and museums, city-scapes and motorway systems, the massive grand plains and
agro-businesses that dominate the uninhabited rural areas, the landmarks and
beauty of so much natural landscape.
Michael A. Peters
The University of Waikato, August 28, 2011

NOTES
1 See “America in the 1930s” at http://xroads.virginia.edu/∼1930s/front.html.
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