Paradox and Dream
By John Steinbeck

(1)  One of the generalities most often noted about Americans is that we are a restless, a
dissatisfied, a searching people. We bridle and buck under failure, and we go mad with
dissatisfaction in the face of success. We spend our time searching for security, and hate it
when we get it. For the most part we are an intemperate people: we eat too much when we can,
drink too much, indulge our senses too much, Even in our so-called virtues we are intemperate:
a teetotaler is not content not to drink--he must stop all the drinking in the world; a vegetarian
among us would outlaw the eating of meat. We work too hard, and many die under the strain;
and then to make up for that we play with a violence as suicidal.

(2) The result is that we seem to be in a state of turmoil all the time, both physically and
mentally. We are able to believe that our government is weak, stupid, overbearing, dishonest,
and inefficient, and at the same time we are deeply convinced that it is the best government in
the world, and we would like to impose it upon everyone else. We speak of the American Way
of Life as though it involved the ground rules for the governance of heaven. A man hungry and
unemployed through his own stupidity and that of others, a man beaten by a brutal policeman, a
woman forced into prostitution by her own laziness, high prices, availability, and despair--all bow
with reverence toward the American Way of Life, although each one would look puzzled and
angry if he were asked to define it. We scramble and scrabble up the stony path toward the pot
of gold we have taken to mean security. We trample friends, relatives, and strangers who get in
the way of our achieving it, and once we get it we shower it on psychoanalysts to try to find out
why we are unhappy, and finally, if we have enough of the gold we contribute it back to the
nation in the form of foundations and charities.

(3) We fight our way in, and try to buy our way out. We are alert, curious, hopeful, and we
take more drugs designed to make us unaware than any other people. We are self-reliant and at
the same time completely dependent. We are aggressive, and defenseless. Americans
overindulge their children; the children in turn are overly dependent on their parents. We are
complacent in our possessions, in our houses, in our education; but it is hard to find a man or
woman who does not want something better for the next generation. Americans are remarkably
kind and hospitable and open with both guests and strangers; and yet they will make a wide
circle around the man dying on the pavement. Fortunes are spent getting cats out of trees and
dogs out of sewer pipes; but a girl screaming for help in the street draws only slammed doors,
closed windows, and silence.

(4) Now there is a set of generalities for you, each one of them canceled out by another
generality. Americans seem to live and breathe and function by paradox; but in nothing are we
so paradoxical as in our passionate belief in our own myths. We truly believe ourselves to be
natural-born mechanics and do-it-yourselfers. We spend our lives in automobiles, yet most of
us--a great many of us at least-do not know enough about a car to look in the gas tank when the
engine fails. Our lives as we live them would not function without electricity, but it is a rare man



or woman who, when the power goes off, knows how to look for a burned-out fuse and replace
it. We believe implicitly that we are the heirs of the pioneers; that we have inherited
self-sufficiency and the ability to take care of ourselves, particularly in relation to nature. There
isn't a man among us in ten thousand who knows how to butcher a cow or a pig and cut it up for
eating, let alone a wild animal. By natural endowment, we are great rifle shots and great
hunters--but when hunting season opens there is a slaughter of farm animals and humans by
men and women who couldn't hit a real target if they could see it. Americans treasure the
knowledge that they live close to nature, but fewer and fewer farmers feed more and more
people; and as soon as we can afford to we eat out of cans, buy microwave dinners, and haunt
the delicatessens. Affluence means moving to the suburbs, but the American suburbanite sees,
if anything, less of the country than the city apartment dweller with his window boxes and his
African violets carefully tended under lights. In no country are more seeds and plants and
equipment purchased, and less vegetables and flowers raised.

(5) The paradoxes are everywhere: We shout that we are a nation of laws, not men-and
then proceed to break every law we can if we can get away with it. We proudly insist that we
base our political positions on the issues--and we will vote against a man because of his
religion, his name, or the shape of his nose.

(6) We believe in the manliness of our men and the womanliness of our women, but we
go to extremes of expense and discomfort to cover any natural evidence that we are either.

(7) We fancy ourselves as hardheaded realists, but we will buy anything we see
advertised, particularly on television; and we buy it not with reference to the quality or the value
of the product, but directly as a result of the number of times we have heard it mentioned. The
most arrant nonsense about a product is never questioned. We are afraid to be awake, afraid to
be alone, afraid to be a moment without the noise and confusion we call entertainment. We
boast of our dislike of highbrow art and music, and we have more and better attended
symphonies, art galleries, and theaters than any country in the world. We detest abstract art and
produce more of it than all the rest of the world put together.

(8) One of the characteristics most puzzling to a foreign observer is the strong and
imperishable dream the American carries. On inspection, it is found that the dream has little to
do with reality in American life. Consider the dream of and the hunger for home. The very word
can reduce nearly all of my compatriots to tears. Builders and developers never build
houses--they build homes. The dream home is either in a small town or in a suburban area
where grass and trees simulate the country. This dream home is a permanent seat, not rented
but owned. It is a center where a man and his wife grow graciously old, warmed by the radiance
of well-washed children and grandchildren. Many thousands of these homes are built every
year; built, planted, advertised, and sold-and yet, the American family rarely stays in one place
for more than five years. The home and its equipment are purchased on time and are heavily
mortgaged. The earning power of the father is almost always over-extended. If the earner is
successful and his income increases. Right away the house is not big enough, or in the proper



neighborhood. Or perhaps suburban life pails, and the family moves to the city, where
excitement and convenience beckon.

(9) Some of these movements back and forth seem to me a result of just pure
restlessness, pure nervousness. We do hear, of course, of people who keep the same job for
twenty years, or thirty years, or forty years, and get a gold watch for it; but the numbers of these
old and faithful employees are decreasing all the time. Part of the movement has to do with the
nature of business itself. Work in factories in supermarkets, for contractors on the construction
of houses, bridges, public buildings, or more factories is often temporary; the job gets done, or
local taxes or wage increases or falling sales may cause a place of business to move to a new
area. In addition, many of the great corporations have a policy of moving employees from one of
their many branches to another. The employee with the home dream finds that with every
removal he loses money. The sellers of homes make their profit on the down payment and on
the interest on the loan; but the private owner who wants to turn over his dream home and move
on to another finds that he always takes a loss. However, the dream does not die--it just takes
another form.

(10) There is no question that American life is in the process of changing, but, as always
in human history, it carries some of the past along with it. Automobile manufacturers discovered
and developed the American yearning for status. (Substitute TV, computers, CD players, etc).
By changing the appliances and gadgetry on each new model, they could make the car owner
feel that his perfectly good automobile was old-fashioned and therefore undesirable. His
children were afraid to be seen in it; and, since a family's image of success in the world, or
status, is to a certain extent dependent on the kind of a car the man drives, he was forced to
buy a new one whether he needed it or not. The pattern has not changed: and none of this has
in any way affected the American dream of home, which remains part Grandma Moses and part
split-level ranch house in an area where to keep a cow or a pen of chickens is to break the law.

(11) Of course, the home dream can be acted out almost anywhere. Every summer
morning about nine o'clock, on Third Street in New York, a stout and benign-looking lady came
down the stairs from her flat to the pavement carrying the great outdoors in her arms. She set
out a canvas deck chair, and over it mounted a beach umbrella of the kind which has a little
cocktail table around it--and then, smiling happily, this benign and robust woman rolled out a
little lawn made of green raffia in front of her chair, set out two pots of red geraniums and an
artificial palm, brought a little cabinet with cold drinks-Coca-Cola, Pepsi-Cola-in a small icebox;
she laid her folded copy of the Daily News on the table, arranged her equipment, and sank back
into the chair--and she was in the country. She nodded and smiled to everyone who went by,
and somehow she conveyed her dream to everyone who saw her, and everyone who saw her
was delighted with her. For some reason | was overwhelmed with a desire to contribute to this
sylvan retreat, and so one day when she had stepped inside for a moment, | deposited on her
table a potted fern and a little bowl with two goldfish; and the next morning, | was pleased to see
that these had been added to the permanent equipment. Every day through that summer the
fern and the goldfish were part of the scene.



(12) The home dream is only one of the deepset American illusions which, since they
can't be changed, function as cohesive principles to bind the nation together and make it
different from all other nations. It occurs to me that all dreams, waking and sleeping, are
powerful and prominent memories of something real, of something that really happened. |
believe these memories--some of them, at least--can be inherited; our generalized dreams of
water and warmth, of falling, of monsters, of danger and premonitions may have been
pre-recorded on some kind of genetic tape in the species out of which we evolved or mutated,
just as some of our organs which no longer function seem to be physical memories of other,
earlier processes. The national dream of Americans is a whole pattern of thinking and feeling
and may well be a historic memory surprisingly little distorted. Furthermore, the participators in
the dream need not have descended physically from the people to whom the reality happened.
This pattern of thought and conduct which is the national character is absorbed even by the
children of immigrants born in America, but it never comes to the immigrants themselves, no
matter how they may wish it; birth on American soil seems to be required.

(13) | have spoken of the dream of home that persists in a time when home is neither
required nor wanted. Until very recently home was a real word, and in the English tongue it is a
magic word. At first the word "home" meant safety, then gradually comfort. In the immediate
American past, the home meant just those two things; the log houses, even the sod houses,
were havens of safety, of defense, warmth. food, and comfort. Outside were hostile Indians and
dangerous animals, crippling cold and starvation. Many houses, including the one where
President Johnson was born, built only a few generations back, have thick walls and gunslits for
defense, a great hearth for cooking and for heat, a cellar under the floor and an attic for the
storage of food, and sometimes even an interior well in case of siege. A home was a place
where women and children could be reasonably safe, a place to which a man could return with
joy and slough off his weariness and his fears. This symbol of safety and comfort is so recent in
our history that it is no wonder that to all of us it remains dear and desirable.

(14) Itis an American dream that we are great hunters, trackers, woodsmen, deadshots with
a rifle or a shotgun; and this dream is deeply held by Americans who have never fired a gun or
hunted anything larger or more dangerous than a cockroach. But | wonder whether our deep
connection with firearms is not indeed a national potential; not long ago we had to be good
hunters or we starved, good shots or our lives were in danger. Can this have carried over? Early
in World War I, | spent a good deal of time at the schools for aerial gunnery. The British, having
been in the war for a long time, sent teams of instructors to teach our newly inducted men to
handle the tail and ball-turret guns in our B-17 bombers, but the instruction began with small
arms, since all shooting is pretty much the same. | remember an Englishman saying to me. "It is
amazing how quickly these men learn. Some of them have never handled a weapon, and yet it
seems to come to them as though they knew it; they pick it up much faster than the English lads
do. 'Maybe they're just born with the knack."

(15) The inventiveness once necessary for survival may also be a part of the national dream.



Who among us has not bought for a song an ancient junked car, and with parts from other
junked cars put together something that would run? This is not lost; American kids are still doing
it. The dreams of a people either create folk literature or find their way into it; and folk literature,
again, is always based on something that happened. Our most persistent folk tales--constantly
retold in books, movies, and television shows--concern cowboys, gunslinging sheriffs, and
Indian fighters. (What could you substitute for cowboys today?) These folk figures
existed-perhaps not quite as they are re-called nor in the numbers indicated, but they did exist;
and this dream also persists. Even businessmen in Texas wear the high-heeled boots and big
hats, though they ride in air-conditioned Cadillacs and have forgotten the reason for the high
heels. All our children play cowboy and Indian; the brave and honest sheriff who with courage
and a six-gun brings law and order and civic virtue to a Western community is perhaps our most
familiar hero, no doubt descended from the brave mailed knight of chivalry who battled and
over-came evil with lance and sword. Even the recognition signals are the same: white hat,
white armor--black hat, black shield. And in these moral tales, so deepset in us, virtue does not
arise out of reason or orderly process of law--it is imposed and maintained by violence.

(16) | wonder whether this folk wisdom is the story of our capability. Are these stories
permanent because we knew within ourselves that only the threat of violence makes it possible
for us to live together in peace? | think that surviving folk tales are directly based on memory.
There must have been a leader like King Arthur; although there is no historical record to prove
it. The very strength of the story presumes his existence. We know there were gunslinging
sheriffs--not many, but some; but if they had not existed, our need for them would have created
them. It interests me that the youthful gangs in our cities, engaging in their "rumbles" which are
really wars, and doing so in direct and overt disobedience of law and of all the pressures the
police can apply--that these gangs take noble names, and within their organizations are said to
maintain a code of behavior and responsibility toward one another and an obedience to their
leaders very like that of the tight-knit chivalric code of feudal Europe; the very activities and
attitudes which raise the hand of the law against these gangs would, if the nation needed them,
be the diagnostics of heroes. And indeed, they must be heroes to themselves.

(17) A national dream need not, indeed may not be clear-cut and exact. For Americans
too the wide and general dream has a name. It is called "the American Way of Life." No one can
define it or point to any one person or group who lives it, but it is very real nevertheless, perhaps
more real than that equally remote dream the Russians call Communism. These dreams
describe our vague yearnings toward what we wish were and hope we may be: wise, just,
compassionate, and noble. The fact that we have this dream at all is perhaps an indication of its
possibility.
Discussion Questions:

1. To what extent do you agree with what Steinbeck has written? Specifically annotate

these parts, and write AGREE next to them.

2. To what extent to you disagree? Write DISAGREE next to those.
What does it mean to be an “American,” according to Steinbeck? Is there a definition?
4. Did you learn anything about being an American by reading this?
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