
206    Introduction to Criminology

cited papers in sociology.21 Although partially 
due to its strong foundation in previous struc-
tural theories, the popularity of Merton’s strain 
theory is likely more related to the timing of its 
publication. As we have discussed previously, 
virtually every theory addressed in this book 
became popular when it did because the political 
and social climate at the time desired that type of
theory for its fit with the current perspective on 
how the world works. Perhaps no theory better 
represents this phenomenon than strain theory.

Virtually all historians would agree that the
most significant social issue in the 1930s was the 
economy. The Great Depression, largely a result 
of the stock market crash in 1929, affected virtu-
ally every aspect of life in the United States. Not 
only did unemployment and extreme poverty 
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One of the key assumptions distinguishing strain theory from Durkheim’s perspective is 
that Merton altered his version of what “anomie” means, a definition we will explore 
below. Specifically, Merton discussed the nearly universal socialization of the American 
Dream in U.S. society. To clarify, this is the idea that as long as someone works hard and 
pays his or her dues, that person will achieve every goal in the end. According to Merton, 
the socialized image of the goal is material wealth, whereas the socialized concept of the 
means of achieving the goal is hard work (e.g., education, labor). So the conventional 
model of the American Dream was consistent with the Protestant work ethic of working 
hard for a long time and knowing you will be repaid in the distant future.

Furthermore, Merton claimed that nearly everyone is socialized to believe in the American 
Dream, no matter what economic class they are raised in. There is some empirical support 
for this belief, which makes sense because virtually all parents, even if they are poor, want 
to instill in their children a hope for the future, particularly if one is willing to work hard 
in school and/or at a job. In fact, parents and society usually use celebrities as examples of 
this process—namely, those individuals who started off poor and rose to wealth. Modern 
examples include former secretary of state Colin Powell, Dallas Mavericks owner Mark 
Cuban, Oscar winner Hilary Swank, and Hollywood director/screenwriter Quentin
Tarantino, not to mention Arnold Schwarzenegger, who went from teenage immigrant to 
Mr. Olympia and governor of California.

These stories epitomize the American Dream, but parents and society do not always 
teach the reality of the situation. As Merton points out, while a small percentage of

Virtually all Americans 
are raised to believe in 
the American Dream, 
in which we are led to 
believe that if we just 
work very hard we will 
gain financial success. 
However, this is certainly 
not the case, especially 
for those who are not 
given the educational 
and occupational 
opportunities that others 
are given, typically via 
heredity.
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