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Bharati Mukherjee’s “American Dreamer” and Paul Krugman’s “The Death of Horatio Alger” approach
the American Dream from different but complementary directions. Mukherjee writes as an immigrant
who understands the United States as a place where identity can be remade through participation,
citizenship, work, and cultural change. Krugman focuses on economic inequality and questions
whether upward mobility remains broadly available when family wealth, education, housing, and
inherited advantage shape opportunity so strongly. Taken together, the two texts suggest that the
American Dream cannot be reduced either to personal determination or to structural conditions alone.
Individual agency matters, but effort becomes meaningful only when institutions provide real access
to education, employment, safety, political participation, and fair treatment. The American Dream is
therefore best understood as a social ideal in which personal initiative and public opportunity must
reinforce one another.

Mukherjee and the Meaning of American Belonging

Bharati Mukherjee was born in Calcutta and later moved to North America for education and
professional life. Her writing repeatedly explores migration, identity, cultural transformation, and the
difference between being treated as a permanent outsider and becoming an active member of a
national community. In “American Dreamer,” she presents American identity as something
immigrants can claim and reshape rather than a fixed inheritance belonging only to people whose
families have lived in the country for generations.

Her argument is important because it rejects two limiting models. The first is nativism, which treats
newcomers as perpetual outsiders regardless of their contribution. The second is a rigid
multiculturalism that can unintentionally freeze people inside inherited cultural categories. Mukherjee
instead emphasizes transformation. Immigrants change through life in the United States, but the
country also changes because newcomers influence literature, food, language, neighborhoods,
politics, professions, and ideas of citizenship.

This view of assimilation is therefore more reciprocal than simple cultural erasure. Mukherjee does not
suggest that immigrants must abandon family history, religion, language, or memory. Her stronger
point is that identity should not be controlled entirely by birthplace. A person can acquire a new civic
belonging without denying earlier experiences. The American “we” expands when newcomers are
allowed to participate as creators of culture rather than guests who must remain at the edge of
national identity.
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The Limits of Cultural Inclusion

Mukherjee’s emphasis on participation is persuasive, but it becomes incomplete if the burden of
integration falls entirely on immigrants. People cannot enter institutions that exclude them through
discrimination, unequal schooling, employment barriers, immigration restrictions, credential
problems, housing segregation, or hostility toward religion and language. Belonging is not achieved
simply because an individual chooses to belong. Institutions and communities must also recognize
that claim.

Her comparison between experiences in Canada and the United States is best read as a personal
account rather than a universal description of either country. Its value lies in the distinction she
makes between formal multiculturalism and felt membership. A society can celebrate diversity
symbolically while still making some people feel that national identity belongs to an older or dominant
population. Conversely, a society that emphasizes common civic identity can still reproduce
discrimination beneath that language. The relevant question is whether people can participate fully
while retaining legitimate cultural differences.

A democratic national identity therefore requires both common institutions and room for difference.
People need shared laws, political responsibilities, and civic expectations, but unity should not require
cultural invisibility. Mukherjee’s changing “we” is strongest when understood as an inclusive political
community rather than a demand for uniformity.

Krugman and the Problem of Economic Mobility

Paul Krugman uses the image of Horatio Alger to question the belief that hard work reliably moves
poor Americans into prosperity. Horatio Alger’s popular stories became symbols of upward mobility
through honesty, discipline, and opportunity. Krugman argues that this image becomes misleading
when income, wealth, education, and family background increasingly determine who can take
advantage of opportunities.

His argument does not mean that effort is irrelevant. Education, skill, persistence, planning, and social
participation still influence outcomes. The problem is that the costs and risks associated with
advancement differ dramatically across households. One student may have access to well-funded
schools, tutoring, professional networks, stable housing, and family financial support, while another
combines school with paid work and lives with greater exposure to debt or insecurity. One
entrepreneur may survive failure because relatives can provide capital or housing, while another risks
losing basic financial stability.

Research on mobility supports the concern that exceptional success stories do not describe the
experience of everyone. Studies by Raj Chetty and colleagues have shown that the share of children
earning more than their parents in inflation-adjusted terms declined sharply across birth cohorts. This
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does not prove that mobility has disappeared, but it shows that the American Dream cannot be
measured through isolated examples of dramatic upward movement.

Effort, Education, and Structural Opportunity

The strongest interpretation of the American Dream preserves individual responsibility without
pretending that everyone begins from the same position. People make decisions within constraints,
and denying personal agency can become patronizing. Immigrants and marginalized communities
have repeatedly created businesses, professions, civic organizations, political movements, art, and
educational institutions under difficult conditions. Their achievement deserves recognition. At the
same time, emphasizing effort should not be used to explain every failure as personal weakness.

Education demonstrates this tension clearly. It can increase earnings, knowledge, civic participation,
and choice, but access and quality differ substantially. School resources often depend on
neighborhood wealth, while college tuition and debt can limit mobility. Immigrants may possess
professional qualifications that are not recognized, forcing them into employment below their skill
level. Expanding opportunity therefore requires equitable schools, affordable higher education and
training, adult language programs, vocational pathways, and fair recognition of foreign credentials.

Employment quality also matters. A dream built on work becomes unstable when full-time labor does
not provide adequate income, predictable scheduling, safety, or realistic advancement. Wage
standards, labor protections, paid leave, antidiscrimination enforcement, and access to benefits
determine whether work creates security. Entrepreneurship likewise depends on more than
willingness. Small-business founders need capital, credit, permits, legal information, customers, and
enough personal stability to take risks.

Citizenship, Discrimination, and the Right to
Participate

Mukherjee reminds readers that economic advancement alone does not create belonging. Citizenship,
voting, community organizations, schools, public institutions, and cultural life all contribute to
membership. Nativist language can tell immigrants that no amount of contribution will make them
fully American. That message contradicts the national ideal of civic belonging that Mukherjee defends.

Discrimination also affects the practical meaning of opportunity. Race, ethnicity, religion, accent,
disability, gender, and immigration status can influence hiring, housing, education, policing, and
access to credit. Telling marginalized people simply to work harder can make structural exclusion
invisible. At the same time, communities can organize politically, build institutions, litigate, vote, and
create new forms of cultural representation. Responsibility for change is therefore shared: individuals
and communities possess agency, while government and institutions have duties to enforce equal
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rights and remove discriminatory barriers.

A meaningful American Dream must also extend dignity to people who never become wealthy. The
ideal should not be measured only by whether a poor person can become extraordinarily rich.
Security, meaningful work, education, family stability, healthcare, civic voice, and the ability to
recover from setbacks are also forms of advancement. A society in which a small number rise
spectacularly while ordinary workers remain permanently insecure does not fully satisfy the promise
of mobility.

A Balanced Model of the American Dream

Mukherjee and Krugman are often read as emphasizing different problems, but their arguments can
be combined. Mukherjee asks whether immigrants can claim and reshape national identity. Krugman
asks whether the economic structure still allows talent and effort to produce advancement across
social classes. Cultural inclusion without economic opportunity can leave people symbolically
welcomed but materially excluded. Economic reform without civic inclusion can improve income while
leaving immigrants or minorities outside the national “we.”

A balanced model therefore requires responsibility at several levels. Individuals should pursue
education, develop skills, participate in community life, and make use of lawful opportunities. Families
and communities can provide cultural and social support. Employers should evaluate talent fairly and
provide safe, lawful working conditions. Government should protect equal rights, maintain
infrastructure, support education, regulate competition, and provide social insurance that allows
people to recover from temporary failure without permanent exclusion.

Policies should be judged by outcomes rather than slogans. Do children from low-income families
have realistic paths into higher education and stable work? Are immigrants able to use professional
skills rather than being trapped by credential barriers? Do workers earn enough to build savings and
withstand emergencies? Can people move to safe neighborhoods without discrimination? These
questions translate the American Dream from a cultural story into measurable institutional
responsibility.

Conclusion

“American Dreamer” presents immigration as a process of active belonging and cultural
transformation, while “The Death of Horatio Alger” warns that inequality and inherited advantage can
weaken the connection between effort and upward mobility. Neither perspective is sufficient alone.
Personal determination matters, but it operates within institutions that distribute education, safety,
employment, housing, credit, and political power unequally. The American Dream remains credible
when individuals can participate in shaping the nation and when social structures make advancement
genuinely possible beyond a small number of exceptional cases. Mukherjee’s changing national “we”
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and Krugman’s concern with mobility ultimately point toward the same principle: a democratic society
should allow people to transform themselves while ensuring that ancestry, race, class, and inherited
wealth do not determine the limits of their future.
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