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Chapter I Introduction: The Gold
Mountain Dreams

1. The Dream Concept

In The Declaration of Independence, the
founding fathers of America “hold certain truths to be
self evident, that all Men are created equal, that they
are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable
rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the
pursuit of Happiness.” This sentiment, I believe, is the
foundation of the American Dream, even though the
ideal has rarely realized in history. The term
“American Dream” was first used in The Epic of
America (1931) by historian James Truslow Adams.
He defines it as “that dream of a land in which life
should be better and richer and fuller for everyone,
with opportunity for each according to his ability or
achievement” (404). In David Madden’s edited book,-
American Dreams, American Nightmares (1970),
Robert Heilman indicates in his article, “The Dream
Metaphor: Some Ramifications,” that “Dreams about
America are an import from Europe, where they were
an old habit dating from the Renaissance” (7). In
American history, Heilman observes, “the dream in

action has repeatedly been emigration: from Europe to
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America, from society-at-large to utopian communities, and from the
east coast to various receding wests” (10). In the same book,
Maxwell Geismar states that the American Dream “has been our
ruling myth, as a culture, and in the literature which both reveals and
helps to shape our culture” (45).

In The American: the Making of a New Man (1943), however,
Adams argues that “the American Dream turned for a while into a
nightmare of human misery” (144). Writers in Madden’s book also
articulate the American Dream gone wrong in their writing. Geismar,
for example, illustrates that the first great flowering of New England
Transcendentalism, which, in such pure voices as those of Emerson
and Thoreau, expressed the American Dream at its purest, lyrical
prime. Their American Dream, however, was followed directly by the
crushing and bloody epoch of the Civil War. In literature, as another
example, Theodore Dreiser, “the world-famous figure—whose career
has best epitomized all the glowing features of the American
Dream—ended up as the historian of its demise and as the author of
dark and nightmarish parables” (46, 48-49). Heilman explains,
“People have dreams that cannot be fulfilled because things are the
way they are; or dreams are fulfilled, and the dreamers remain
unfulfilled; or people rely on dreams that ought not to be fulfilled
because they are unfulfilling” (11). Madden notes in the introduction
to his book (1970) that “Dreams, ideals, visions, myths, legends are
now easily exposed as nightmares, frauds in disguise” (xxviii).

The American Dream has been attractive to Chinese immigrants
just as it has been to any other immigrant population. Like the dreams
of most other immigrants that have failed, the American Dream as
experienced by the Chinese in America goes wrong for countless
reasons. The selected texts by Chinese American women writers
demonstrate that Chinese immigrants/Americans hold the American



