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The pursuit of the American Dream—that aspirational ideal of upward mobility,
prosperity, and success—has long been a cornerstone of American identity.
However, the complex relationship between this ideal and crime has been a fertile
ground for criminological inquiry. The Wadsworth Series in Criminological Theory,
with its diverse range of texts, offers invaluable insights into this complex
interplay, examining how societal structures and individual aspirations can
contribute to criminal behavior. This article delves into the perspectives offered by
the Wadsworth Series on this critical topic, exploring key themes and their
implications.

The American Dream and its Discontents: A
Criminological Lens

The American Dream, often portrayed as a meritocratic system where hard work
guarantees success, is frequently challenged by realities of inequality,
discrimination, and limited opportunity. This inherent contradiction forms the basis
of much of the criminological analysis found within the Wadsworth Series. Many
texts within the series examine strain theory, a key concept in understanding
crime within this framework. Strain theory, as articulated by Robert Merton and
further developed by others, suggests that when individuals are unable to achieve
societal goals (like wealth and status) through legitimate means, they may resort to
illegitimate means, including crime, to attain those goals. The Wadsworth Series
provides numerous examples illustrating how the perceived unattainability of the
American Dream, particularly for marginalized groups, fosters criminal activity.
This includes exploring issues of social inequality and economic disparity as
crucial factors.
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Anomie and the Breakdown of Social Norms: A
Wadsworth Perspective

The Wadsworth Series also frequently engages with the concept of anomie, a state
of normlessness that arises when societal goals are emphasized without adequate
means for their attainment. Emile Durkheim's work, a foundational text in sociology
and often discussed within the criminological literature of the Wadsworth series,
highlights how this lack of clear moral guidance can lead to increased rates of
deviance and crime. When the promise of the American Dream is consistently
unfulfilled, a sense of anomie can permeate society, weakening social bonds and
increasing the likelihood of criminal behavior. Texts within the series may examine
this through case studies illustrating how communities experiencing high levels of
poverty and inequality exhibit higher crime rates, mirroring Durkheim's
observations.

Exploring Subcultural Theories within the
Wadsworth Series

The Wadsworth Series goes beyond macro-level analyses of societal structures to
explore micro-level perspectives. Subcultural theories, prevalent in many texts
within the series, investigate how specific groups develop their own norms and
values that may conflict with mainstream society. These subcultures, often arising
from a sense of exclusion or rejection from the mainstream pursuit of the American
Dream, can develop their own codes of conduct that justify criminal behavior. For
example, gangs might develop a subculture that values loyalty, violence, and
material acquisition as legitimate means to achieve success and status, even if
those means contradict broader societal norms. The Wadsworth series likely
explores such examples and provides a critical examination of the factors
contributing to the formation and persistence of these criminal subcultures.

Critical Criminology and the American Dream:
Challenging Assumptions

A significant portion of the Wadsworth Series engages with critical criminology,
which questions the very assumptions underlying traditional explanations of crime.
Critical criminologists, whose work is likely represented within the series,
challenge the idea that the American Dream is equally attainable for everyone,
highlighting how systemic inequalities—racism, sexism, classism—create barriers
to success for marginalized groups. They argue that the focus should be on
addressing these systemic issues rather than simply focusing on individual criminal
behavior. This perspective shifts the focus from the individual deviating from the
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norm to the societal structures that create the conditions for deviance and crime.
This often includes exploring the role of power structures and social control in
shaping crime rates and the unequal application of justice.

Conclusion: A Multifaceted Perspective on Crime
and the American Dream

The Wadsworth Series in Criminological Theory offers a rich and multifaceted
perspective on the relationship between crime and the American Dream. By
exploring various theoretical frameworks - strain theory, anomie, subcultural
theories, and critical criminology - it provides a nuanced understanding of the
complex factors that contribute to criminal behavior. The series' value lies in its
ability to synthesize diverse perspectives and illuminate the critical role of societal
structures, individual aspirations, and the often-unfulfilled promises of the
American Dream in shaping the landscape of crime in the United States. The
continued exploration of these themes is crucial for developing effective crime
prevention strategies and promoting a more just and equitable society.

FAQ: Crime, the American Dream, and the
Wadsworth Series

Q1: How does the American Dream contribute to crime according to the
Wadsworth Series?

Al: The Wadsworth Series likely explores how the unattainability of the American
Dream for many, particularly marginalized groups, fuels criminal activity. Strain
theory suggests that when individuals are blocked from achieving societal goals
through legitimate means, they may resort to illegitimate means, including crime.
The series might illustrate how systemic inequalities and the emphasis on material
success without equitable access contribute to this strain.

Q2: What are some key theoretical perspectives within the Wadsworth
Series relevant to this topic?

A2: Key perspectives likely include strain theory (Merton), anomie (Durkheim),
subcultural theories (Cohen, Cloward & Ohlin), and critical criminology (various
authors). These offer different lenses through which to understand how societal
structures and individual experiences influence criminal behavior in relation to the
American Dream.

Q3: How does the concept of anomie relate to crime and the American
Dream?
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A3: Anomie, a state of normlessness, arises when societal goals are emphasized
without sufficient means to achieve them. The American Dream's emphasis on
wealth and success, when combined with unequal access to opportunities, can
create anomie. This lack of clear moral guidance can lead to increased crime as
individuals lack clear direction and societal support.

Q4: What role does social inequality play in this context?

A4: Social inequality is central. The Wadsworth Series likely highlights how
unequal access to resources, education, and opportunities disproportionately
impacts marginalized communities, creating conditions conducive to crime. The
gap between the promise of the American Dream and the reality for many fuels
resentment and frustration, potentially leading to criminal behavior.

Q5: How does critical criminology challenge traditional views on this topic?

A5: Critical criminology challenges traditional views by questioning the very
assumptions underlying the American Dream and the fairness of the system. It
emphasizes systemic inequalities, such as racism and classism, as root causes of
crime, rather than solely focusing on individual moral failings.

Q6: What are some practical implications of the research presented within
the Wadsworth series on this topic?

A6: The research within the Wadsworth Series could inform policy changes aimed
at addressing systemic inequalities, improving access to education and
opportunities, and fostering a more equitable society. It might also inform crime
prevention strategies focused on community development and addressing the root
causes of crime.

Q7: Are there any specific texts within the Wadsworth Series that focus
extensively on this topic?

A7: To answer this question definitively, a review of the specific titles within the
Wadsworth Criminological Theory series would be required. However, based on the
common themes explored in criminology, one could expect to find relevant chapters
or entire books dedicated to these concepts within the series' catalog.

Q8: How might future research build upon the findings presented in the
Wadsworth Series?

A8: Future research could explore the evolving nature of the American Dream in
the context of globalization, technological advancements, and changing social
norms. It could also delve deeper into the intersectionality of various social
identities and their influence on criminal behavior and the experience of inequality
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within the pursuit of the American Dream.

Crime and the American Dream: A Wadsworth
Series Deep Dive into Criminological Theory

The quest of the American Dream - a life characterized by prosperity, opportunity,
and advancement - is a powerful force in American society. However, this very
dream, when unrealized, can paradoxically fuel illegal behavior. The Wadsworth
Series in Criminological Theory offers several perspectives on this complex
connection, exploring how the discrepancy between aspiration and reality can lead
individuals down criminal paths. This article delves into this captivating interplay,
analyzing key theoretical frameworks presented within the series.

The Wadsworth series presents a rich tapestry of criminological theories, many of
which directly or indirectly address the connection between the American Dream
and crime. One prominent perspective is strain theory, primarily associated with
Robert Merton. Merton argued that cultural structures can create strain when they
emphasize the importance of achieving wealth but fail to furnish equal chance to
the means of achieving it. This produces a gap between culturally established goals
and legitimate means, leading individuals to adjust in various ways. Some abide to
societal norms, others create new means to achieve success (potentially through
illegal activities), some ritualize their behavior focusing on the means regardless of
the goals, others escape from society, and finally, some engage in defiance,
rejecting both the goals and the means. The Wadsworth Series extensively details
this framework, illustrating how the stress to achieve the American Dream,
particularly in the face of limited opportunities, can push individuals towards
criminal behavior.

Another applicable theoretical lens provided within the Wadsworth series is social
learning theory, which posits that criminal behavior is learned through association
with others. If an individual's community emphasizes illegal activities as a means of
achieving material success or standing, they are more likely to adopt these
behaviors. This perspective helps explain how the chase of the American Dream
can be distorted within certain communities, leading to a toleration of criminal
behavior as a legitimate path to success. The materials within the series offer case
studies and research results that validate this hypothesis.

Furthermore, labeling theory, as examined in the Wadsworth series, highlights the
role of social control in shaping criminal careers. Being labeled a criminal can lead
to exclusion, limiting legitimate chances and increasing the likelihood of future
criminal behavior. This is particularly applicable when considering individuals from
underprivileged backgrounds who may already face significant barriers to
achieving the American Dream. The label itself becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy,
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further exacerbating the cycle of crime.

The Wadsworth series not only presents these theories but also examines their
interconnections. For example, strain theory might account for the motivation for
crime, while social learning theory sheds light on how the criminal behavior is
acquired, and labeling theory illuminates the long-term consequences. This
integrated approach offers a more detailed understanding of the complex interplay
between the American Dream and crime.

In conclusion, the Wadsworth Series in Criminological Theory offers invaluable
perspectives into the multifaceted relationship between crime and the American
Dream. By examining various theoretical lenses, including strain, social learning,
and labeling theories, the series demonstrates how the pursuit of this elusive
dream can, under certain circumstances, lead individuals down illegal paths.
Understanding these theoretical frameworks is important for formulating effective
methods for crime prevention and reform, particularly those that address
disadvantage and foster equal opportunity for all.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):
Q1: What makes the Wadsworth Series unique in its approach to this topic?

Al: The Wadsworth Series stands out by offering a comprehensive overview of
various criminological theories, demonstrating their interconnectedness in
explaining the crime-American Dream link. It avoids simplistic explanations and
provides a nuanced understanding.

Q2: Are the theories presented in the Wadsworth Series applicable only to
the United States?

A2: While the series focuses on the American context, the presented theories
(strain, social learning, labeling) are applicable globally, as the aspiration for a
better life and the challenges in achieving it are universal phenomena. However,
the specific cultural manifestations and societal responses might vary.

Q3: How can understanding these theories help in crime prevention?

A3: By understanding the root causes of crime, as explored through these theories,
we can develop more effective prevention strategies. These might include
addressing social inequalities, improving educational opportunities, and
implementing community-based programs that foster positive social environments.

Q4: What are some limitations of the theories discussed in relation to the
American Dream and crime?
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A4: While valuable, these theories don't fully account for all types of crime. Some
crimes might stem from factors unrelated to the American Dream, such as mental
illness or impulsive behavior. Also, the theories can be criticized for lacking
attention to certain demographics.
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