
Chapter 2 
Building the American Dream  

 
 

“’The American Dream’ has always been about the prospect of success, but 100 years ago, the 
phrase meant the opposite of what it does now. The original "American Dream" was not a 
dream of individual wealth; it was a dream of equality, justice, and democracy for the nation. 
The phrase was repurposed by each generation, until the Cold War, when it became an 
argument for a consumer capitalist version of democracy. Our ideas about the "American 
Dream" froze in the 1950s. Today, it doesn't occur to anybody that it could mean anything else.” 
Sarah Churchwell. 

“True individual freedom cannot exist without economic security and independence. People 
who are hungry and out of a job are the stuff of which dictatorships are made.” Franklin Delano 
Roosevelt. 

 
 
Born in the 20s and 30s, the so called “Greatest Generation” took America from being an 
isolationist land to become the dominant power and moral force in the modern world. They paid 
heavier taxes than citizens in any other country and used this money to finance a huge number of 
extensive social programs and eventually the greatest war in human history – on two fronts. After 
the war, instead of cutting back taxes and the welfare state, they paid off their debts, grew their 
government, built the most extensive highway, waterway, electrical, and railway systems found 
anywhere in the world. They also funded the best universities on the planet and the most egalitarian 
and comprehensive education system in human history.  Finally, they helped finance the 
reconstruction of the economies and societies of the very countries they had just defeated in those 
terrible wars.  
 
Why? Because they wished to raise their children in live in a better, more regulated, and more equal 
world than the one they had grown up in. They were Social Democrats.i 
 
Today, middle-class America isn’t even willing to fund the maintenance of the infrastructure that 
was built by our parents and we are starving our country’s educational institutions so that we can 
have more money to spend on consumer goods.  Many America also want to scale back their 
country’s commitments to building a better world under the label “America First” at the same time 
that they are taking luxury vacation cruises in order to “see the world.”  Why? Because they have 
lost sight of the American Dream.  Too many have come to believe that the American Dream was 
about having more for yourself. Whereas their parents believed in duty and responsibility to others, 
the children of the post-war years worshiped at the altar of freedom and individualism.   
 
I fully recognize that not everyone will believe the argument that Americans were once Social 
Democrats.  We have come to accept the narrative that we have always been a nation of 
individualists, of entrepreneurs, of cowboys.  Americans are proud of their frontier heritage and 
often contrast their country to the “socialistic” nations of Europe and Russia. But I will argue here 
that America was indeed building a kind of social democracy from the 1930 through the early 
1960s.  Americans, and particularly the so-called Greatest Generation, believed in the basic ideals 
of social democracy: economic equality and social responsibility.  But as we shall see, racial 
prejudice and political fragmentation prevented the construction of the kind of universal welfare 
state like those eventually developed in some European countries. These were barriers to building 
the kind of welfare state now found in other countries… but they did not stop Americans from 
wanting to be the most egalitarian country in the world. 



 
Precisely because we have forgotten our own history and because it is so different from the story, 
we tell ourselves about ‘what made America great,’ this chapter is devoted to explaining what the 
Greatest Generation left for their children and why.    
 

i There has been considerable confusion over this term in American political history.  Social 
Democrats are not “Socialists.”  Social Democrats, unlike socialists do not seek the nationalization of the 
means of production or total government control of the economy. It is interesting to note, however, that the 
US did have a thriving Socialist movement in the first decades of the 20th century. Indeed, the Party had 
118,000 registered members and has some 1,200 elected officials in 24 states in 1912.  Eugene Debbs, the 
Socialist Party candidate for the presidency won over 6% of the national vote. James Weinstein, The 
Decline of Socialism in America, 1912-1925,  (New York,: Monthly Review Press, 1967)., 

 


