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 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Death of the American Dream
I’ve always wondered how much would it take to live the American Dream as we understand it in the early twentieth-first century. How much does it cost to live the American Dream over the course of a typical year? How exactly do the richest people in the recorded history of the world actually afford to live the so-called good life? How do I gather the information I need to calculate the cost? I realized that I’ve never had a clue about any of this. But I figured the quickest way for anyone to find out how much it costs to live everything that the American Dream offers is by watching commercials (about thirty hours’ worth, to be exact). I watched commercials in prime time, on weekends, during late night hours, on cable, and on the four major networks.


I unfortunately now have the difficult task of reporting that this “good life” is nothing short of a lie, as most Americans use debt to pay for the American Dream. We put ourselves through the drudgery of college and take on careers of misery to pay the debt that pays for our borrowed material wealth. Only about ten million Americans (meaning those who make at least $100,000 a year) can truly afford to live the American Dream. Yet there are those who work in marketing and advertising (a.k.a., “Dreamweavers”) to keep the illusion of the “good life” alive for the 270 million of us who can’t afford it. We can see the work of these Dreamweavers on billboards, in magazines and newspapers, and on the Internet. TV remains the best and most insidious way to sell us the Dream.


One has to work hard in order to eat, drink, and sleep the “good-life.” It’s fairly obvious from so many ads that an executive-level position in a Fortune-500 company is the Dream job. My preference would be to work as a professor or a writer because I could at least set my own hours. But being a professor doesn’t pay that well, and one needs a doctorate to become one anyway. Writers spend most of their lives struggling to eat and pay rent before their financial sacrifice pays off, if it pays off at all. What kind of Dream is that? Many commercials from such sources as American Express, Monster.com, and Charles Schwab typically depict successful Americans in executive positions in accounting, management, law, and software development. I’ve chosen to take another position, though. I’m now a Senior Program Officer at a major private foundation, and I make $150,000 a year.


I watched literally hundreds of commercials (while completely forsaking shows like Jerry Springer and Bill O’Reilly’s The O’Reilly Factor) to discover the pricetag for the American Dream. Car/car-related ads were ones I saw often enough. These beauties serve as one of the ultimate symbols of the American Dream – the freedom to move around. From Mazda’s “Zoom, Zoom, Zoom” to Chevy’s “Like a Rock” commercial and everything between, these moving versions of the “good life” are packaged ready to buy. These ads are full of glossy, vibrant colors, pop music songs from some bygone era, topped off with stressed-out adults enraptured with their few moments of driving-as-leisure.  Never mind that these machines have heavily contributed to global warming and the deaths of roughly 40,000 Americans per year in motor vehicle-related accidents.


Enough doom and gloom. I decided that somewhere between a Dodge Neon (priced at $13,030) and a Mercedes-Benz Guard S500 (about $200,000 fully loaded) was a “good-life” car for my material desires. I eventually settled on the 270-horsepower BMW X5 3.0i. The X5 loves gas and costs about $50,000 with a CD changer. For the ever-expanding American butt, it seemed like a perfect fit.


I have a host of expenses to deal with now that I’ve purchased my car. There’s the insurance premium, annual inspections, repairs and tune-ups, gas for the hungry engine, and other costs to consider. The average cost of owning a car in America is $6,000 per year, according to AAA. Since one must be an above-average person – whatever that means -- to earn money sufficient to pay for the Dream, the cost for automobile ownership must also be higher. My wondrous piece of German engineering would run me $16,000 a year, a bargain for those who can afford the “good life.”


The next step in fulfilling the American Dream is to buy a house. So I again interfaced with my TV for more information. There weren’t too many commercials about how to buy a house. Fannie Mae discusses the need for good credit, while Re/Max and Century 21 describe how quickly their real estate agents can find the right home for the American family. Yet none of these commercials stated how much an “average” home costs, which is the most important part of my report. Then I noticed the multitude of commercials that have little to do with the American home but show it in great detail. Soap commercials show bathrooms with slate-walled showers, cereal ads provide images of kitchens with enough counter space to park my BMW, and furniture commercials display living rooms and bedrooms. From almost any perspective, these living spaces are typically large.


Even with all of this visual stimulation, I still needed to use the Internet – the Dreamweavers’ latest gadgetry – to compute the cost of housing. The average American house contains three bedrooms and costs $135,000, but this is a tricky number. Although the average American home has certainly grown in size (to 2,200 square feet, double in size from the 1950s), the large American home is expanding to gargantuan proportions (depending on what one can afford). In addition, housing costs vary from community to community. To truly live the American Dream, I couldn’t accept the average, three-bedroom home in Des Moines, Iowa. Who wants the “average” home or to live in Des Moines, anyway? Nor could I buy a $5 million condo on Manhattan’s Upper West Side. That’s out of the price range of many upper-crust Americans.


The Washington, DC area became my answer. Its housing costs, though higher than America’s average, were much lower than in many urban areas. I then selected a five-bedroom, 11,000 square-foot house in suburban Maryland, because living outside Washington would give me more opportunities to drive my BMW X5 a bit after a stressful day on the job. The cost of the house: $350,000, according to Century 21.


What makes a home such a large piece of the American Dream is that people can’t stop with buying a half-acre of land. It’s amazing how much those of us who live the Dream can spend on our homes. Home insurance, property taxes, furniture, appliances, clothing, food, lighting and heating, communications and entertainment systems, repairs and improvements, and a family usually come with this wonderful life. According to the National Association of Homebuilders, American home owners spent $100 billion on home improvements and repairs in 2000. That’s about $1,000 for every American home owner. 

With the home I just bought – about thirty-five years in age – I can count on spending at least $2,000 per year on repairs and another $2,000 on improvements, $2,813 in property taxes, and $1,000 for homeowners’ insurance. If we then throw in such one-time costs as $8,000 for a central air and heating system, $2,200 for a state-of-the-art refrigerator, and $15,000 to expand the kitchen/dining area, my Dream house would cost me an average of $23,000 per year over two decades (assuming a minimum down payment of $250,000).


Two other kinds of commercials that the Dreamweavers designed and displayed to the point of nausea gave me a glimpse at the worlds of healthcare and financial services. No need of attempting to live the “good life” when you’re young if you can’t afford to retire or stay healthy, right? Many healthcare commercials focused on new, miracle-producing drugs. These commercials specialized in showing folks at their happiest, in moments of leisure. Grandmothers and their daughters in public parks, elderly men fly-fishing, and families on vacation were the typical settings I observed that connected healthcare to happiness.


I saw ads for heartburn (Nexium), heart disease (Altace), mental illness (Paxil, Zoloft), joint pain (Celebrex and Vioxx), osteoporosis (Fosamex), menopause (Prempro), and everything from Allegra to Zyrtec for allergy medication. Not to mention nonprescription all-purpose medications like Advil, Tylenol, Bayer, Aleve, Nyquil, Vicks, Motrin, Midol, Nytol, Imodium, Pepcid, Pepto Bismol, and Mylanta. Let me not forget commercials on vitamins, herbal supplements, General Nutrition Centers, and weight loss. Then there are all the local hospital ads, life insurance ads, and local health insurance commercials. The only ads I saw more of were of cars and food. We Americans live in a really sick country.


I would think that with all these commercials, Americans should be much healthier, even though publications like the New England Journal of Medicine and the Journal of the American Medical Association report differently. Perhaps the fact that I viewed many more food commercials than cars and homes combined explains the need for so many healthcare products.


Healthcare doesn’t sound like it should be considered a part of the American Dream. Except that so many Americans can’t afford even decent healthcare coverage. Even with good coverage, medications like Nexium, Altace, and Zoloft remain difficult to pay for. Hospitalization for serious illnesses and long-term care for loved ones can also take a financial and personal toll – and push one into the need for prescription medication. Of course, the wealthiest of us can pay for our healthcare outright. Short of that, I opted for above-average coverage through Principal PPO and Blue Cross/Blue Shield for me and my family, which is about $5,000 a year. These plans cover everything from penicillin to pancreatic surgery. I can get my back cracked once a month, my teeth checked every six months, and my eyes tuned up every year.


Financial planning is even more of a luxury. Even many well-to-do Americans are loath to save their money for the future or to invest in stocks and mutual funds. Perhaps it’s because of all of the things Americans have to buy in order to achieve the Dream that their money isn’t in investments or in a retirement plan. But because one wants to continue to live the American Dream as one ages, it is a reasonable idea to invest and save for retirement. According to the American Savings Education Council in 1999, the average American had put away about $71,250 for savings and investment purposes over a 30-year-period. Most investment firms, including commercials by TD Waterhouse, T. Rowe Price, Franklin Templeton, and Morgan Stanley, suggest a minimum annual investment of $10,000 in preparation for the post-55 “good life.” I could smell the stodginess of this older blue-blooded class of male investors through the TV as I watched them discuss the need to protect their nest eggs before entering into their golden years. I concluded that $25,000 a year in savings and investments over thirty years was a good American Dream number with which to work.


Of course, this Dream wouldn’t be complete without a wife, two children, and an overly affectionate dog. Almost every commercial I watched included a cheery newborn, a rambunctious golden retriever, or a semi-well adjusted teenager. Recent media studies have shown that marketers increasingly gear their ads to children as young as toddlers, who of course hound their parents into buying them the newest, tastiest thing. Economists, meanwhile, have the child-care spending process down to a science. They say that it costs about $300,000 on average to raise one early twenty-first-century child from conception to adulthood. This figure apparently does not include such things as childbirth, private schools and tutors, and savings for college, which could add another $100,000 per child. A second child would only cost an additional $240,000 over eighteen years because of the “hand-me-down” effect.


Struggling with child care, K-12 schooling, clothes, tutors, nannies, and the like for two kids is not for me. No sir, I also want an above-average lifestyle for my crumb-snatchers. So I figured that $50,000 a year would go to cover my children’s direct and indirect expenses. At this price, I can pay the nanny, take the munchkins to Disney World and Rome, hand them each a used car when they get their driver’s licenses, and still afford to send them to Princeton.

I haven’t considered many variables in creating the American Dream for myself. What if my children end up with substance abuse problems or decide to marry at eighteen (a distinctly American problem)? How much would it cost to travel regularly to Thailand with my family in tow? What if I decide to divorce my American Dream wife because her paycheck is larger than mine or if she gets fat?


These contingencies aside, it’s safe to say that my “good life” would cost me and my family a minimum of $185,000 a year. This figure includes a car for my wife of near equal value to my SUV and $60,000 for taxes. At this bargain-basement price, I could have the “good-life”-- as determined by the American Dreamweavers. I could live in the utmost prosperity surrounded by prosperous neighbors, and be permanently engulfed in happiness. My income level would put me in the top one to two percent of the most affluent Americans.


Yet I’m not some alien who can literally turn dirt into gold. Nor am I someone who is unfamiliar with the process of achieving the American Dream. I’m certain that most of my neighbors aren’t happy campers, mostly because they can’t afford the lifestyles they emulate. The current state of the American Dream is where “Keeping up with the Jones’” collides with Death of a Salesman. According to the authors of Fragile Middle Class and Credit Card Nation, even many affluent Americans are in serious debt, have few savings, and couldn’t tell the difference between a mutual fund and a mutual aid society. Apparently, if the average American had an income of one dollar, their level of debt would be about $2.50. Credit card debt for most Americans accounts for one-third of their total debt. 

For many so-called affluent Americans, their debt-to-income ratio is somewhat higher. The worst cases involve six-figured Americans who have saddled themselves with as much as six times more debt than income. Even the Jones’ are having trouble keeping up these days. Bankruptcy, high levels of stress and paranoia, mental breakdowns and depression, serious illness, and unbelievable amounts of unhappiness are the result.


Yet the work of the Dreamweavers continues to tempt us all, doesn’t it? They’re not just selling us products, their selling us our very lives. Of course, they would argue that they’re only trying to reach a certain demographic, like say, the 18-49 year-old group with an income of $35,000 a year. Except that marketers have lured us into thinking that we can afford the life of someone who makes almost three times that amount, $83,000 a year. This illusion has been in the making for nearly half a century, as we are increasingly unaware that the road to the American Dream leads to a dead end of debt and poverty. Advertising executives can speak of demographics and time slots all they want, but the truth is that much of what they are selling us is a dream, one that almost none of us can afford.

