
messner and rosenfeld crime and the
american dream
messner and rosenfeld crime and the american dream is a seminal concept in
criminology that explores how cultural values, particularly those surrounding
the American Dream, influence crime rates and patterns in the United States.
This theory, developed by sociologists Robert Messner and Richard Rosenfeld,
argues that the pursuit of success and material wealth, central to the
American Dream, often creates social pressures that contribute to criminal
behavior. The framework integrates structural and cultural factors to explain
the persistence of crime in modern society. This article delves into the key
elements of Messner and Rosenfeld’s theory, its implications for
understanding crime, and its relevance in contemporary social contexts.
Additionally, this discussion will highlight related criminological theories
and the policy considerations stemming from this perspective.
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Implications of the Theory on Crime Prevention

Critiques and Contemporary Relevance

Understanding the American Dream and Cultural
Goals
The American Dream traditionally symbolizes the ideal that every individual,
regardless of background, can achieve success and upward mobility through
hard work and determination. This cultural narrative emphasizes material
success, wealth accumulation, and social status as primary objectives.
Messner and Rosenfeld argue that this intense focus on economic achievement
shapes societal values and expectations.

The Centrality of Material Success
In American society, material success is often viewed as the ultimate measure
of personal worth and achievement. The cultural emphasis on financial
prosperity encourages individuals to prioritize economic goals above other
social or moral considerations. This prioritization can create significant
pressure, particularly when legitimate means to achieve these goals are



limited or inaccessible.

Social Expectations and Norms
The cultural norms embedded within the American Dream promote competition and
individualism. These social expectations can marginalize alternative values
such as community well-being or collective responsibility. As a result,
individuals may experience strain or frustration when societal institutions
fail to support equitable opportunities for success.

Messner and Rosenfeld’s Institutional Anomie
Theory
Messner and Rosenfeld developed the Institutional Anomie Theory (IAT) to
explain the link between cultural values and crime rates. IAT extends
traditional anomie theory by emphasizing the dominance of economic
institutions over other social institutions such as family, education, and
polity.

Definition and Core Concepts
Institutional Anomie Theory posits that when the economy dominates other
social institutions, it weakens social controls and promotes normlessness or
anomie. This imbalance leads to a cultural climate where achieving monetary
success becomes paramount, often at the expense of ethical standards.

Economic Dominance and Social Disintegration
The theory argues that economic dominance leads to deregulation of behavior
and devaluation of non-economic roles, which undermines social cohesion. This
environment fosters conditions conducive to criminal behavior, as individuals
resort to illegitimate means to fulfill culturally prescribed goals.

Social Structure and Crime: Key Mechanisms
Messner and Rosenfeld identify several mechanisms by which the cultural
emphasis on the American Dream influences crime through social structural
factors. These mechanisms illustrate how societal organization impacts
individual behavior.



Pressure to Achieve Economic Success
The widespread cultural pressure to succeed financially creates strain for
those lacking access to legitimate opportunities. This strain may push
individuals toward criminal activities as alternative pathways to achieve
culturally valued goals.

Weakening of Social Institutions
The subordination of institutions like family, education, and politics to
economic goals results in weakened social controls, reducing their ability to
regulate behavior and promote conformity to social norms.

Normative Conflict and Anomie
The dominance of economic values generates normative conflict, where the
pursuit of wealth conflicts with other social norms. This conflict produces a
state of anomie, characterized by ambiguity and breakdown of social
regulation, facilitating deviance and crime.

Intense emphasis on monetary success

Devaluation of non-economic institutional roles

Weak social controls from family and education

Increased tolerance for deviant behavior

Implications of the Theory on Crime Prevention
Understanding the relationship between cultural values and crime provides
important insights for policy and crime prevention strategies. Messner and
Rosenfeld’s theory suggests that addressing crime requires systemic changes
beyond individual-level interventions.

Policy Focus on Institutional Balance
Policies aimed at reducing crime should consider strengthening social
institutions that counterbalance economic dominance. Enhancing the roles of
education, family support systems, and political engagement can restore
normative regulation and reduce anomie.



Reducing Social Inequality
Since limited access to legitimate opportunities drives strain and criminal
behavior, social policies that promote economic equity and opportunity may
alleviate pressures associated with the American Dream’s competitive nature.

Community and Cultural Interventions
Programs that foster community cohesion and promote values beyond material
success can help reorient cultural expectations. By broadening the definition
of success and reinforcing social bonds, such interventions can mitigate the
criminogenic effects of institutional anomie.

Critiques and Contemporary Relevance
While Messner and Rosenfeld’s crime and the American Dream theory has been
influential, it has also faced critiques and ongoing discussion regarding its
applicability in contemporary society.

Critiques of the Theory
Some scholars argue that the theory overemphasizes economic factors and
underestimates other causes of crime such as individual psychology or
subcultural influences. Others point out that the theory may not fully
account for variations in crime across different demographic groups or
regions.

Contemporary Applications
Despite critiques, the Institutional Anomie Theory remains relevant in
analyzing crime in the context of globalization, economic inequality, and
cultural shifts. The persistent focus on material success in American culture
continues to influence social dynamics and crime patterns.

Future Directions in Research
Ongoing research explores how changes in institutional structures, such as
the rise of digital economies and transformations in education and family
roles, impact crime through the lens of Messner and Rosenfeld’s framework.
This evolving understanding helps refine strategies for crime reduction in
modern societies.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main argument of Messner and Rosenfeld's
theory in 'Crime and the American Dream'?
Messner and Rosenfeld argue that the American Dream, with its emphasis on
monetary success and individual achievement, creates social pressures that
contribute to higher crime rates by encouraging people to pursue success at
any cost, often disregarding social norms and ethics.

How does Messner and Rosenfeld explain the
relationship between capitalism and crime?
They suggest that capitalism, by prioritizing economic success and
competition, fosters an environment where social institutions like family,
education, and community are weakened, reducing social controls and
increasing the likelihood of criminal behavior.

What role do social institutions play in Messner and
Rosenfeld's 'Crime and the American Dream'?
Social institutions such as family, schools, and community organizations are
seen as regulators of behavior that can counterbalance the pressures of the
American Dream. When these institutions are weakened or subordinated to
economic goals, crime rates tend to increase.

How does 'Crime and the American Dream' differ from
traditional strain theory?
While traditional strain theory focuses on individual experiences of strain
or failure to achieve goals, Messner and Rosenfeld's approach emphasizes the
cultural and institutional context, particularly how the dominance of
economic goals in American society creates a generalized pressure that can
lead to crime.

What policy implications arise from Messner and
Rosenfeld's findings in 'Crime and the American
Dream'?
Their theory suggests that reducing crime requires reforming social
institutions to balance economic goals with social and community values,
promoting more equitable opportunities and strengthening social controls
rather than solely focusing on punitive measures.



Why is 'Crime and the American Dream' considered
influential in criminology?
The work is influential because it links cultural values and social structure
to crime rates, providing a macro-level explanation of crime that
incorporates economic and institutional factors, which has helped shape
contemporary understanding and policies regarding crime in capitalist
societies.

Additional Resources
1. Crime and the American Dream by Richard A. Cloward and Lloyd E. Ohlin
This foundational text explores how societal structures and inequalities
contribute to criminal behavior, framing crime as a byproduct of the American
Dream's inaccessibility. The authors argue that when legitimate means to
achieve success are blocked, individuals may turn to illegitimate paths. This
book laid the groundwork for later theories, including Messner and
Rosenfeld’s institutional anomie theory.

2. Institutional Anomie and Crime: A Study by Steven F. Messner and Richard
Rosenfeld
Messner and Rosenfeld’s seminal work introduces the institutional anomie
theory, which links high crime rates in the U.S. to an overemphasis on
economic success and weakened social institutions. They argue that the
American Dream’s cultural emphasis on monetary achievement undermines social
controls and fosters criminal behavior. This book provides empirical support
and theoretical development in criminology.

3. The American Dream and Social Inequality: Crime in Context by Messner and
Rosenfeld
This book expands on how structural inequalities in American society,
reinforced by the pursuit of the American Dream, create environments
conducive to crime. It examines the tension between economic goals and social
institutions such as family and education. The authors discuss policy
implications for reducing crime through social reform.

4. Crime, Culture, and the American Dream: Critical Perspectives by Messner,
Rosenfeld, and Colleagues
A collection of essays that critically analyze the cultural dimensions of
crime related to the American Dream. Contributors explore how cultural norms
around success and achievement influence criminal behavior. The volume
includes contemporary research and theoretical critiques of Messner and
Rosenfeld’s work.

5. Economic Pressure and Crime: Insights from Messner and Rosenfeld’s
Institutional Anomie Theory
This book delves into the relationship between economic stressors and crime
rates in the U.S., using institutional anomie theory as its primary
framework. It investigates how economic downturns exacerbate institutional



weaknesses, leading to higher crime. The authors utilize case studies and
statistical data to support their conclusions.

6. Rethinking Crime and the American Dream: New Directions in Criminology
This text reexamines traditional views of crime and the American Dream by
integrating recent research, including critiques and expansions of Messner
and Rosenfeld’s theory. It highlights the role of globalization, technology,
and changing social norms in shaping crime. The book encourages innovative
approaches to crime prevention and policy.

7. Social Institutions and Crime: Revisiting Messner and Rosenfeld’s Theories
Focusing on the role of social institutions like family, education, and
government, this book assesses how their weakening contributes to crime in
American society. It offers an updated analysis of institutional anomie
theory in light of new social challenges. The authors propose strategies to
strengthen institutions to reduce crime.

8. The Culture of Success and Crime: Analyzing the American Dream
This book investigates how the cultural emphasis on success and material
wealth in the U.S. fosters criminal behavior. Drawing heavily on Messner and
Rosenfeld’s insights, it explores the psychological and sociological impacts
of the American Dream ideology. The work discusses potential cultural shifts
needed to address crime.

9. Crime and Capitalism: Messner, Rosenfeld, and the Political Economy of the
American Dream
This volume connects crime theories with broader critiques of capitalism and
economic systems. It examines how capitalist competition and market pressures
intensify the pursuit of the American Dream, often at the cost of ethical
behavior. The authors draw on Messner and Rosenfeld’s institutional anomie
theory to frame their analysis of crime within economic contexts.
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