The New American Dream
By Robert Florida, printed in the Washington Monthly
In recent history, the number of people doing creative work has exploded. Those in creative occupations--from engineers and designers to artists and writers to higher-end planners, analysts, managers, and other "creative professionals"--now comprise more than 30 percent of the workforce, up from about 10 percent in 1900 and only 20 percent as recently as 1980. Creative-sector workers today outnumber blue-collar workers. And the creative sector of the economy accounts for nearly half of all wage and salary income--$1.7 trillion dollars per year. The rise of the creative sector has also changed the way people work, as well as their expectations. The American Dream is no longer just about money. Better pay, a nice house, and a rising standard of living will always be attractive. But my research and others' show another factor emerging: The new American Dream is to maintain a reasonable living standard while doing work that we enjoy doing. In fact, many people are willing to trade income for work they enjoy. I've interviewed countless professionals who left secure jobs for riskier new ventures, often at lower pay, not for a shot at a stock-option bonanza but for a chance to do work that excites them.

I've seen it on the lower rungs of the economic ladder as well. While unions and politicians bemoan the loss of "good" manufacturing jobs, such as machine-tool operator, states like Pennsylvania have actually had a hard time filling those jobs that remain, even as cosmetology schools fill up with working-class kids hoping to be hair stylists. The hair salon typically pays less and offers fewer benefits than the machine shop--but it's seen as more creative and stimulating. The point is not that we should all join startups or become hair stylists. It is simply that what growing numbers of Americans want today is the very same thing needed to strengthen our economy. Not just more financial opportunity, but more creative opportunity. 
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The rise of the creative sector has also transformed the American Dream. In the years just after World War II, millions of Americans rather quickly acquired a steady job, a car, and a new house--and they quickly grew bored. They read books like The Organization Man and The Lonely Crowd, and recognized in them their own stifling boredom. They idolized James Dean and Brando, and dreamed of being a Rebel Without a Cause or The Wild One. They stuck to the grind for the sake of their children--and those children became hippies, rejecting a "higher standard of living" in favor of creative living. And as that generation (and its children) matured and entered the workforce, they sought a new and expanded Dream of their own. 

Clearly, a living wage is still essential. Too many Americans still have trouble affording what they need or would like to have. But being able to afford food and decent health care is merely a baseline requirement. Most people, including those on the lowest rungs, have a bigger vision, and it isn't "the chance to get rich," the line Reagan once borrowed from Lincoln. It's Jefferson's idea: the pursuit of happiness. The dream is to reap intrinsic rewards from our work rather than merely be "compensated" for the time and effort we put in. 

As observers from the sociologist Ronald Inglehart to the Nobel Prize-winning economist Robert Fogel have pointed out, this is an effect of living in a post-scarcity, post-materialist society. Once a society moves above subsistence level, its members start seeking more than material rewards from their work. Many people come to value intrinsic (or creative) opportunity over financial opportunity. The economist Scott Stern has found that academic scientists actually "pay" to engage in their work. On average they forego about a quarter of what they could earn in the private sector for greater freedom to pursue the research that interests them. In surveys of information-technology workers, Information Week finds that the job qualities most highly valued by the greatest numbers of workers are "challenge" and "responsibility." Base pay ranks third and financial incentives, like bonuses and stock options far below that, even below quality-of-life factors like commuting distance. Look at popular culture, from Eminem in 8 Mile to Jennifer Lopez in Maid in Manhattan. Why do young people from the ghetto to the suburbs dream of being rap stars? Not just because they're rebellious or because being a rapper provides their best shot at big money. Most stand a far better chance of earning an athletic scholarship than a recording contract (and even big-money athletes want to be rappers!). It's because being a rapper is creative--fun and stimulating (I'd imagine) in a way that a routine desk job never will be. 

Should our economic goal be to enable every young person to earn a living as a rapper? Of course not. But conceptually, it's in the right ballpark. Recognizing and tapping creative talents, whatever those talents may be, is a pretty good starting point for a serious debate on how to keep our economy healthy. 

America is far better positioned to survive and prosper in the new creative environment than were these other civilizations. Despite the current hard times, our still-growing rates of productivity suggest that our ability to innovate--and to bring out the creative potential of many people--remains strong. But if we don't take our creative strengths to the next level, with policies that bring more citizens into the creative sectors, America will begin to lag behind. Getting us to the next level will require real political imagination and leadership, guided by a new political vision rooted in an understanding of our new economic situation. The old American Dream was a job with which to feed your family. The new Dream is a job you love, with which to feed your family.

Answer the following questions based on the reading.

Level 1:

1. How much has the number of creative jobs gone up from 1900? 1980? (what are creative jobs that Florida lists?)

2. According to Florida, the new American dream is…

3. According to Florida, why is being a hair stylist such an attractive profession?

4. What ironic (ex. Lifeguard drowning) trend took place after WWII?

5. Why do so many young people dream of being hip-hop artists?

Level 2:

6. Florida says that creative jobs strengthen our economy? Why is this true?

7. What does it mean to reap intrinsic rewards rather than mere compensation?

8. In the last paragraph, Florida warns that America might start to “lag behind.” Why could this be the case?

Level 3: 

9. What other professions would Florida compare to rapping? Why?

10. Over the next 25 years, in your opinion, what will happen to the AD?

