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Is the American Dream a Dream, or is it a Reality?  

 No phrase defines the hold the Western world has globally more than the “American 

Dream.” Pursuing the American Dream is often considered the primary reason immigrants move 

to the United States. America prides itself on freedom and love for one another, yet it is rarely 

the reality for minority groups. Unfortunately, migrants who come to the United States do not get 

the equity they seek—especially when maintaining their own cultures and languages. Gloria 

Anzaldúa’s Borderlands/La Frontera emphasizes the alienization that Chicanos—children born 

to Mexican parents in the United States—experience through their dialects and culture, which do 

not align with a specific group. This creates a clash between the desire to fit in the American and 

Mexican worlds: a divide represented through Anzaldúa’s title. Unfortunately, Anzaldúa and 

other Chicanos must fight primary opposition and resist colonial stereotypes created by 

colonizers from Spain. Anzaldúa’s fight is somewhat different than a native Mexican, as she lies 

somewhere between American citizenship and Mexican roots; nevertheless, this experience 

furthers the notion that colonization has genuinely impacted how immigrants and their children 

are viewed regardless of where they live in the United States. Borderlands/La Frontera’s relation 

to the American Dream is quite simple: without conforming to culture, immigrants and their 

families will be forced to struggle economically and socially—the ultimate juxtaposition to the 

Dream.  

 Introduced as a concept in James Truslow Adams’ 1931 book, The Epic of America, the 

American Dream influenced most Western ideals recognized today. Written during the Great 

Depression, Adams’ primary motive was to encourage Americans to work, boosting the 

economy and attaining their dreams. Consequentially, Adams wrote the following, “[The 

American Dream is] a dream of a social order in which each man and woman shall be able to 
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attain to the fullest stature of which they are innately capable, and be recognized by others for 

what they are, regardless of the fortuitous circumstances of the birth of position.” (Adams, 375) 

It is thought that the true American Dream started with the Founding Fathers, who fled England 

in pursuit of freedom, which is undoubtedly true—yet something about Adams’ words 

refashioned the concept. Through The Epic of America, Adams did more than motivate 

Americans—he captured the attention of struggling foreign populations, who now found 

America a place to be filled with opportunity. As the Great Depression persisted and nations 

entered World War II, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt proclaimed that the American 

Dream contained four essential freedoms: freedom of speech, freedom of religion, freedom from 

want, and freedom from fear. (“How the American Dream Has Changed Over Time,” 1) Post-

World War II, the American Dream shifted into homeownership, the suburban lifestyle, and 

having modern luxuries, all of which seemed appealing to everyone. But what about the 

American Dream for those outside of the United States or second-generation Mexicans raised in 

America?  

 Anzaldúa is a Chicano—an individual with parents who immigrated to America before 

their child’s birth—and explains that her language is often a barrier to her success. She states that 

culturally, she lies between Mexico and America, unable to identify with one more than the 

other. Her chapter in Borderlands/La Frontera entitled “How to Tame a Wild Tongue” 

introduces the concept of complex, non-conformist languages, including standard English, 

working class and slang English, standard Spanish, standard Mexican Spanish, north Mexican 

Spanish dialect, Chicano Spanish (Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, and California have regional 

variations), Tex-Mex, Pachuco (or caló). While each language has its own purpose or 

environment, it ties into the notion that culturally diverse individuals are forced to code-switch to 
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meet the expectations of those around them. Anzaldúa notes that Chicano Spanish—the Spanish 

vernacular developed through a combination of the Spanish natives of Spain speak and the 

natives of Mexico speak—has been impacted dramatically by the 250 years of Spanish/Anglo 

colonization. In her subsection, “Linguistic Terrorism,” she says, “Chicanos who grew up 

speaking Chicano Spanish have internalized the belief that we speak poor Spanish. It is 

illegitimate, a bastard language,” Anzaldúa connects this back to culture, writing, “And because 

we internalize how our language has been used against us by the dominant culture, we use our 

language differences against each other.” (Anzaldúa, 58) She later notes that her language is her 

identity, and “Until I can take pride in my language, I cannot take pride in myself.” (Anzaldúa, 

59) Unfortunately, Spanish continues to be an unfavorable language in America—yet, how did 

that come to be?  

 Spain colonized Mexico in 1521 when Spanish conquistador Herán Cortés journeyed to 

the Aztec Empire. Cortés immediately established the city of Veracruz on his arrival, with 

Tenochtitlan soon following. Tenochtitlan, now known as Mexico City, became the capital of the 

Viceroyalty of New Spain. The viceroyalty immediately introduced a social hierarchy based on 

race, with people born in Spain on top. The result of such a system was Indigenous enslaved 

people who worked for Spanish colonial homes called haciendas. Those who joined the natives 

at haciendas were Indians and African Americans, who often performed harsher, more physical 

labor. Anzaldúa mentions that Chicanos and other Mexicans rarely acknowledge their African 

and Indian roots, which can further be attributed to racial stigmatization and rejection in the 

United States. Minority status dictates a place in the imaginary social caste that still exists in 

America today, hence why those who are not white choose to silence their cultural and ethnic 

backgrounds in addition to their language.  
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Feeling as though they are somewhere in the metaphorical borderlands that Anzaldúa 

discusses throughout her chapter “How to Tame a Wild Tongue” makes it impossible for 

Chicanos to feel accepted anywhere they go. While they think they must fight for their Mexican 

roots to be recognized, they feel too American—all while believing they are too Mexican to fit 

into American society. Anzaldúa writes, “Chicanos and other people of color suffer 

economically for not acculturating. This voluntary (yet forced) alienation makes for 

psychological conflict, a kind of dual identity-we don’t identify with the Anglo-American 

cultural values, and we don’t identify with the Mexican cultural values. We are a synergy of two 

cultures with various degrees of Mexicanness or Angloness. I have so internalized the borderland 

conflict that sometimes I feel like one cancels out the other, and we are zero, nothing, no one.” 

(Anzaldúa, 63) In addition to explaining her feelings about her lostness, she explains that 

Chicanos did not understand that they were a people until the 1965 release of the poem I Am 

Joaquín by Rodolfo Gonzales.  

Gonzales writes of how he feels lost and confused, unsure how to embrace his duality as 

an American and Spanish individual. In lines seven and eight, he references his Mexican 

ancestors, who lost their land to colonization: “My fathers have lost the economic battle and won 

the struggle of cultural survival,” continuing, “And now! I must choose between the paradox of 

victory of the spirit, despite physical hunger, or to exist in the grasp of American social 

neurosis.” These words genuinely summarize the feelings that Anzaldúa discusses throughout 

Borderlands/La Frontera—a desire for a better life in America with proud Mexican roots, yet a 

battle to freely express this proudness in a nation that proclaims freedom as its highest value. 

Rather than receive the lifestyle their parents dreamt of, Chicanos face deep repression at the 

hands of Americans. Gonzales writes, “My hands calloused from the hoe. I have made the Anglo 
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rich, yet equality is but a word–the Treaty of Hidalgo has been broken and is but another 

threacherous promise. My land is lost and stolen; my culture has been raped. I lengthen the line 

at the welfare door and fill the jails with crime.” (Gonzales) As Anzaldúa mentions, despite how 

much they have worked in America, Chicanos face economic and social threats. Mexican 

immigrants often spend hours performing hard labor in the fields—a job that, statistically, most 

Mexicans are subjected to out-of-job discrimination—yet rarely receive commendation…only a 

small wage that can barely sustain them. To progress in society, a Mexican individual must 

forego their culture, assimilating with the “American way” of life that can completely disregard 

the celebration of diversity. They must learn the language and immerse themselves in American 

culture to “get ahead,” yet often to no avail. Unsurprisingly, Chicanos want to escape the notion 

that they are made for long, laborious farm work that is not rewarding. Yet, in the same breath, it 

is hard to understand that they must sacrifice their cultural roots to be accepted in the workplace.  

Furthermore, the acknowledgment of the Chicanos is uncommon. Anzaldúa recalls 

multiple instances when her culture was suppressed, including when she was reprimanded for 

supplementing units in her English class with Chicano works. Her supervisor claimed that she 

was to teach “American” English and literature; nevertheless, she swore her students to secrecy 

and continued to prepare Chicano works. She also shares that she had to argue with her Ph.D. 

advisor to make Chicano literature an area of focus. Though English comes in many forms, 

America refuses to hint at its existence, keeping standard English a top priority. While students 

learn of Austen and Chaucer’s classical works, an entire population of culturally diverse students 

is excluded from learning about their ancestry and international history. The American Dream 

does not celebrate the nations that lost but those that were triumphant—by the American 

standard. This concept is a dangerous perspective, as America is a melting pot of cultures that 
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deserve to be understood. Without acknowledging their existence, individuals feel as if they are 

out of place. The American Dream supposedly celebrates cultures, allowing immigrants to live 

freely. Yet, the United States continually pushes the notion that it is the best, refusing to 

acknowledge the failures it has encountered.  

Is the American Dream indeed what it is made out to be for Mexican Americans? As 

Anzaldúa and Gonzales point out, it is hard to believe that it remains in motion. The ancestors of 

Chicanos came to America in pursuit of a better life, which some would argue came true—yet at 

the same time, there is a deafening silence when we ask if Mexicans are treated as equals. Many 

Chicanos no longer believe in the American Dream of their parents, with a study commissioned 

by We Are All Humans citing that less than 1 in 5 second-generation Hispanics and Latinos 

believe that the American Dream is alive and well. Nearly half of the respondents believe that 

the American Dream still exists yet is not what it once was. Though briefly mentioned in 

Borderlands/La Frontera, second-generation Hispanics and Latinos do not see adequate 

representation across the media, politics, or anywhere. Claudio Edelman, We Are All Humans 

founder, stated in a CBS interview, “Those 26 different origins should become one, one strong 

Hispanic community that has a voice together and can come and express it and demand the 

government and corporations to show us their love.”   

Palestinian-American author Edward Said notes in his work, Resistance, Opposition, and 

Representation, that resistance’s fatal flaw is the recovery of forms already established by the 

culture of empire. Individuals must fight through a period of “primary resistance,” where they 

fight the outside intrusion, only to move into “ideological resistance” that restores the original 

ideas and beliefs held before colonization. In the case of the Chicanos like Anzaldúa, it is hard to 

find a place to begin. They feel lost within the metaphorical borderlands, feeling as though they 
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are not actual Mexicans and therefore have no reason to retaliate. Yet, in the same breath, they 

realize that the Spanish colonization of Mexico drove Mexicans away from their own country in 

search of freedom, only to find that the “land of the free” was not-so-free. Furthermore, Chicanos 

recognize that colonization initiated their status as a minority group, which continues to impact 

them today. In this case, primary resistance is challenging for a Mexican American to rally for 

without a solution to what they are ideologically resisting.  

Anzaldúa’s Borderlands/La Frontera raises questions about how Mexican American 

individuals view their position at the crosshairs of two nations. Though the American Dream is 

something that the United States prides itself on, it is undoubtedly broken—and not necessarily 

under the control of the average citizen. Years of indoctrination—just as immigrants are 

subjected to—have generated misconceptions about the country. Luckily, one way to repair the 

broken Dream is to teach future generations about America’s diversity while making respect for 

others a key pillar. Once we can solve the issues that primary resistance fights, multicultural 

individuals can begin their battle of secondary resistance.  
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