
messner and rosenfeld crime and the american dream

messner and rosenfeld crime and the american dream is a foundational concept in criminology that explores the
relationship between cultural aspirations and criminal behavior in the United States. Developed by
sociologists Robert Messner and Richard Rosenfeld, this theory argues that the American Dream, with its
intense emphasis on success and material wealth, creates social pressures that can lead to crime. This article
delves into the core ideas behind messner and rosenfeld crime and the american dream, examining their institutional
anomie theory, its implications for understanding crime rates, and its relevance in contemporary society.
Additionally, the discussion highlights the structural factors influencing crime and how cultural values
contribute to deviant behavior. The following sections offer an in-depth analysis of messner and rosenfeld's
contributions, their theoretical framework, and its application to American social dynamics.

Understanding Messner and Rosenfeld’s Institutional Anomie Theory

The Role of the American Dream in Shaping Crime

Structural and Cultural Factors Influencing Crime

Critiques and Applications of Messner and Rosenfeld’s Theory

Implications for Crime Prevention and Social Policy

Understanding Messner and Rosenfeld’s Institutional Anomie Theory

Messner and Rosenfeld's crime and the American dream concept is best understood through their Institutional
Anomie Theory (IAT). This theory expands on traditional strain theories by integrating cultural and
institutional analysis to explain high crime rates in the United States. According to IAT, the dominant
cultural emphasis on monetary success, embedded within American institutions, undermines social controls and
promotes norm violation.

The theory posits that anomie arises when the economic institution dominates other social institutions, such
as family, education, and polity, weakening their regulatory functions. This imbalance creates pressures on
individuals to achieve success by any means, including crime.

Core Principles of Institutional Anomie Theory

At its core, IAT identifies four value orientations that promote crime under the American Dream ethos:

Achievability: The belief that success is attainable by everyone through effort.

Individualism: The focus on personal achievement over collective well-being.

Universalism: The expectation that everyone should strive for success.

Monetary Rewards: Equating success primarily with financial gain.

These cultural imperatives place intense pressure on individuals, often leading to criminal behavior when
legitimate means are blocked.



The Relationship Between Institutions and Crime

Messner and Rosenfeld emphasize the structural dominance of the economy over other institutions as a key
factor in generating crime. When economic success becomes the overriding goal, social institutions responsible
for moral guidance and social control weaken. This institutional imbalance fosters an environment where
criminal behavior becomes an adaptive response to social strain.

The Role of the American Dream in Shaping Crime

The concept of the American Dream—defined by upward mobility, wealth acquisition, and material success—is
central to messner and rosenfeld crime and the american dream theory. The cultural obsession with achieving
this dream encourages a societal ethos that legitimizes deviant means to reach culturally prescribed goals.

This section explores how the American Dream’s idealization contributes to crime through the normalization of
success at any cost, regardless of legality or ethics.

Cultural Pressures and Criminal Behavior

The American Dream exerts cultural pressures that prioritize economic success over adherence to social norms.
Individuals who face limited access to legitimate opportunities may resort to crime as a compensatory
mechanism. This dynamic is particularly evident in disadvantaged communities where structural inequalities
restrict upward mobility.

Success and Materialism as Crime Drivers

Messner and Rosenfeld argue that materialism intertwined with the American Dream intensifies these pressures.
The societal emphasis on consumption and wealth accumulation leads to increased crime rates, especially
property and economic crimes, as individuals strive to meet these expectations.

Structural and Cultural Factors Influencing Crime

Understanding messner and rosenfeld crime and the american dream requires examining both the structural
conditions and cultural values within society. The interplay between these factors creates an environment
conducive to criminality.

Economic Inequality and Institutional Imbalance

Economic disparities reinforce the dominance of the economic institution, marginalizing other social institutions
and weakening collective social controls. This institutional imbalance exacerbates social strain and increases
the likelihood of crime.

Cultural Norms and Social Expectations

Cultural norms that glorify individual achievement and material success contribute to norm violations when
legitimate means are inaccessible. The universalistic expectation that everyone must succeed applies pressure
that often results in deviant adaptations.



Summary of Key Influences on Crime

Dominance of economic goals over social and moral institutions

High societal emphasis on monetary success and consumption

Social inequality limiting access to legitimate success pathways

Cultural universalism creating normative pressure to achieve

Weakened social institutions reducing normative constraints

Critiques and Applications of Messner and Rosenfeld’s Theory

While messner and rosenfeld crime and the american dream theory has significantly influenced criminological
thought, it has also faced critiques and prompted diverse applications in research and policy.

Academic Critiques

Some scholars argue that Institutional Anomie Theory overemphasizes economic factors and underestimates
other causes of crime, such as biological or psychological influences. Additionally, critics suggest the theory
may not fully account for variations in crime rates across different societies or subcultures.

Empirical Applications

Despite critiques, IAT has been employed in various empirical studies to analyze crime patterns, especially in
relation to economic recessions, social inequality, and institutional functioning. It provides a valuable
framework for understanding how macro-level social structures contribute to individual criminality.

Policy Implications

The theory underscores the importance of strengthening social institutions beyond the economy to mitigate
crime. Policies focusing on education, family support, and community engagement aim to rebalance institutional
influence and reduce social strain.

Implications for Crime Prevention and Social Policy

Messner and Rosenfeld’s insights into the connection between crime and the American Dream have direct
implications for crime prevention strategies and social policymaking. Addressing the root causes of crime
requires interventions that consider cultural and institutional dynamics.

Rebalancing Institutional Influence

Enhancing the role of social institutions like education, family, and governance can provide stronger social
controls and alternative pathways to success that do not rely solely on economic achievement.



Reducing Economic Inequality

Policies aimed at decreasing economic disparities help reduce the strain that leads individuals to criminal
behavior. Social welfare programs, equitable education access, and job creation are critical components.

Altering Cultural Expectations

Promoting diverse definitions of success beyond material wealth can alleviate pressures that drive crime. Public
education and media can play roles in reshaping societal values.

Key Crime Prevention Strategies Based on IAT

Strengthening social institutions to support moral and social regulation1.

Implementing economic reforms to address inequality2.

Encouraging community-based programs that foster social cohesion3.

Developing educational initiatives promoting varied success models4.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who are Messner and Rosenfeld in the context of criminology?

Clifford R. Messner and Richard Rosenfeld are criminologists known for their work on the relationship between
social structures and crime, particularly through their development of the Institutional Anomie Theory.

What is the main argument of Messner and Rosenfeld's Institutional Anomie
Theory?

Their theory argues that the American Dream's emphasis on monetary success and individual achievement creates
societal pressure that weakens social institutions, leading to higher crime rates.

How does Messner and Rosenfeld's theory explain the link between the
American Dream and crime?

They contend that the American Dream promotes material success as the ultimate goal, often overshadowing
social norms and institutions, which can result in individuals resorting to crime to achieve these goals.

What role do social institutions play in Messner and Rosenfeld's theory?

Social institutions like family, education, and politics are weakened by the dominant focus on economic success,
reducing their ability to regulate behavior and prevent crime.

How does Messner and Rosenfeld's theory differ from traditional strain



theories?

While traditional strain theories focus on individual responses to blocked opportunities, Messner and Rosenfeld
emphasize the cultural and institutional factors that create a societal environment conducive to crime.

What implications does Messner and Rosenfeld's work have for crime
prevention?

Their work suggests that strengthening social institutions and reducing the overemphasis on economic success
could help lower crime rates by creating a more balanced social environment.

Can Messner and Rosenfeld's Institutional Anomie Theory be applied outside
the United States?

While developed with the American context in mind, the theory can be adapted to other societies where cultural
emphasis on economic success undermines social institutions, potentially leading to increased crime.

What critiques have been made about Messner and Rosenfeld's theory?

Critics argue that the theory may overgeneralize the American Dream's impact and may not account sufficiently
for individual differences or other social factors influencing crime.

How does Messner and Rosenfeld's theory relate to socioeconomic
inequality?

The theory highlights that socioeconomic inequality, driven by the pursuit of the American Dream, contributes
to an environment where crime is more likely due to institutional imbalance and social pressure.

Additional Resources
1. Crime and the American Dream by Steven F. Messner and Richard Rosenfeld
This foundational text explores the relationship between the American Dream and crime rates in the United
States. Messner and Rosenfeld argue that the cultural emphasis on monetary success, combined with limited
legitimate opportunities, fosters criminal behavior. The book uses sociological theories and empirical data to
analyze how societal structures influence crime.

2. Social Structure and Crime: The Messner-Rosenfeld Perspective
This book delves deeper into Messner and Rosenfeld’s theory of institutional anomie, explaining how the
prioritization of economic goals undermines social institutions and promotes crime. It examines case studies and
statistical evidence to illustrate the link between social structure and criminal activity.

3. Understanding Crime Through the American Dream Lens
Focusing on the cultural and social dimensions of crime, this volume provides an accessible overview of how
the American Dream shapes criminal behavior. It includes discussions of Messner and Rosenfeld’s work alongside
complementary criminological perspectives.

4. Economic Inequality and Crime in America
This book investigates the impact of economic disparity on crime rates, drawing on Messner and Rosenfeld’s
theories. It argues that income inequality exacerbates social strain and contributes to higher levels of
criminal conduct.

5. The Institutional Anomie Theory Explained
Centered on the concept developed by Messner and Rosenfeld, this book breaks down the institutional anomie
theory for students and scholars. It offers detailed explanations of how cultural values and institutional



arrangements influence crime.

6. Crime, Culture, and Capitalism: Insights from Messner and Rosenfeld
This work situates crime within the broader context of capitalist societies, highlighting the role of cultural
pressures toward success. It discusses how Messner and Rosenfeld’s approach helps explain crime trends in
modern America.

7. Contemporary Criminology: Theories and Applications
A comprehensive textbook that includes a substantial section on Messner and Rosenfeld’s contributions to
criminology. It provides theoretical background, empirical studies, and practical applications related to crime
and the American Dream.

8. The Dark Side of the American Dream
This book explores the paradox of the American Dream as both a source of hope and a driver of deviance. It
incorporates Messner and Rosenfeld’s institutional anomie theory to analyze how the dream’s emphasis on
success can lead to criminal behavior.

9. Crime and Society: A Sociological Introduction
Offering a broad overview of crime from a sociological perspective, this book includes discussions of Messner
and Rosenfeld’s work on the American Dream. It addresses how social norms, cultural values, and
institutional forces shape criminal patterns.
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