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Abstract

In Our House, Theresa Rebeck debates how media introduces the
ideology of the contemporary American to audiences as a material. The
play is about a reality TV show program. This program is introduced by a
journalist named Jennifer, who has an obsessive fan (Merv) that insists on
being with her in one of her episodes live while simultaneously shooting
one of his housemates with a gun. He sets a condition that no one will
receive first aid before the episode is finished. The aim of the research is to
explore how the contemporary American Dream is affected by media.

The play views reality TV shows not only as a means of
entertainment but as a way to change Americans' minds and dreams. It then
refers to fame as one aspect of the contemporary American dream and how
it can be a double-edged sword. Finally, the play discusses how freedom
can become a burden on the community.

Key Words: contemporary American Dream, Media, Freedom.

Introduction

The ideology of the American Dream enhances the fabric of
American society. It has been exposed to many hard times and has been
attacked many times by scholars and critics from the establishment of the
United States of America to this day. This ideology needs to be changed to
meet the requirements of the new lifestyle of American citizens. The
younger generation is distracted by temptations. They have a mission,
which is to protect their dreams and identity from being shattered or
manipulated.

Theresa Rebeck (1958-) is an American playwright, director, and

[| s} 2 YYD i - (1Y) il S s | ¢\
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professor. She was educated at an American university. She has spent all
her life in America and shows all her plays at American theaters. She has
an obsession with theater and TV. She wrote books for beginner writers to
guide them and explain how they should deal with media if they aim to be
famous authors. She mostly discusses social issues with subtle critique.
Our House: An Overview:

The play revolves around the Reality TV Show. The main characters
are Jennifer, a news anchor; Wes, the network executive; and Stu, the
television producer. In addition to the housemates, there are Merv, an
unemployed graduate student; Alice Stile, a legal secretary; Dr. Sandra
Grigsby, a second-year medical intern affiliated with St. Louis Presbyterian
Hospital; and Vince, the host of the television show. Rebeck starts the play
with Wes, who expresses his admiration for Jennifer, his news anchor.
Eventually, the TV producer, Stu, asks them to produce a TV Reality Show
for the network. Initially, Stu is hesitant to consider Jennifer for the role of
reporter, citing the fundamental differences between traditional news
programming and reality television. However, Wes advocates strongly for
Jennifer, leading her to ultimately accept the challenge of reporting on a
crime.

The play’s main issue is about making a report by Jennifer on Merv,
who is obsessed with TV programs and a fan of Jennifer. He immediately
shoots one of his housemates, Alice, before the beginning of the report,
which takes place live on TV. During their meeting, Jennifer attempts to
interview Merv, allowing him the opportunity to articulate his thoughts and
emotions in an unrestricted manner.

The report covers the conflict between Merv and his housemates.
The turning point occurs when the wounded Alice asks him to get first aid.
He refuses and tells them that he will accept under a condition, which is to
continue his program with Jennifer. Merv is a mischief maker, rebellious,
stubborn, and selfish. He refrains from paying the lease or contribute to
shared household expenses. Furthermore, he exhibits a troubling sense of
entitlement, believing he does not owe any obligations to those around him.
He even does not respect others' space. Additionally, he uses his gun to
terrorize his 'housemates' as a way to threaten them into finishing the
program.

Alice is one of the central characters in play, she is known for being
kind and prefers living in peace without commotion. She spends a long
time in Vermont. She recalls her days in Vermont where she experienced a
sense of freedom. She struggles to adapt to life outside of Vermont. She
even refuses to watch TV as one of the manifestations of technology. TV
also disturbs her with its noise, and Merv also asserts that she is. In
contrast, Merv is known for his aggression, carelessness, and obsessive
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preoccupation with television.

During the course of the interview between Merv and Jennifer, Alice
Is seriously bleeding. While Merv tries to express his opinion concerning
the impact of TV on citizens, the police are called to save the housemates.
At the same time, Wes arrives to give Merv an opportunity in TV in
recognition of his compelling performance during the report. The play
explores several themes, the first one is the impact of reality television
shows on American society and their reflection of the American character.
The second one addresses the theme of freedom to express opinions
without constraints or external pressures. Finally, the narrative underscores
the role of materialism in shaping the entertainment industry.

Reality Show as a Tool to Portray the Contemporary American
Dream:

American society is recognized for its television reality programs,
which are integral to the entertainment part. There is an emphasis on topics
such as social mobility and the economic system of society, which is
reflected by focusing on specific types of job opportunities. These types are
described as “rags-to-riches” (Williams,2023, p. 2).

In Our House, the central theme revolves around the misconceptions
perpetuated by television programs and lifestyle they reflect and the
messages they convey to the audiences. This can be recognized through
Merv's speech. He says: “It’s this show, I told you, a reality — these people
live in this — MERV. (distracted) These people live in this house, and they
do things you know, and then people vote about who should get kicked out.
It’s hard to explain” (Rebeck, Y+)), p. 11).

The play explains the differences between Alice and Merv
concerning the influence of Reality TV Shows on American society. The
play shows two contradictory points of view through two different
characters. Alice visualizes TV as a jammer's tool, which corrupts human
communication, while Merv sees it as a means of pleasure. The author is
subtle in her criticism; she employs her characters to highlight how
American society is built and how the contemporary American Dream is
constructed through TV as a means to rule and control the whole society
through the entertainment industry. The author introduces the
administrators on TV as being responsible for presenting original shows
and programs. She dramatizes this notion through her character Wes. In the
play, Wes is a good representative of the author's vision of the
contemporary American Dream. In the play, Wes demands to maintain the
originality of the American Dream. This call for originality aligns with the
philosophical arguments presented by Ralph Waldo Emerson in his seminal
essay “Self-Reliance,” where he promotes the virtue of independent
thought and the importance of cultivating one’s unique perspective
(Emerson,1841, p. 9).
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Wes further affirms Emerson's perspective by stating: “this isn’t,
there’s nothing NEW here, this shit is so lame, I don’t want the same old
fucking sitcom, and the same old fucking doctor shows, these fucking
WRITERS, isn’t there one person out there who has an original idea in his
fucking head?” (Rebeck, Y+, p. 16).

He affirms Emerson’s vision by mentioning: : “this isn’t, there’s
nothing NEW here, this shit is so lame, I don’t want the same old fucking
sitcom, and the same old fucking doctor shows, these fucking WRITERS,
isn’t there one person out there who has an original idea in his fucking
head?” (Rebeck, Y+, p. 16).

According to Erick Fromm the being mode’s “fundamental
characteristic is that of being active, not in the sense of outward activity, of
busyness, but of inner activity, the productive use of our human powers. To
be active means to give expression to one's faculties, talents”. In Our
House, Wes invites writers to harness their abilities. Fromm elucidates the
concept of “Being Active,” detailing how individuals rejuvenate
themselves by embracing the “being mode” (Fromm,1976¢, p.72).

A significant moment in this play occurs when Wes, the head of the
network, selects Jennifer, the news anchor, to present the reality show’s
program, as he has confidence in her capabilities. In contrast, Stu, the
television producer, expresses his disagreement with this decision.

“STU. Just general, in discussion, there’s been some discussion
about the legitimacy factor. As the morning anchor, Jennifer is the face,
one of the faces, of network news. If she also serves as the host of a reality
television show, there’s some feeling that that will undermine her
credibility, you see, as a journalist” (Rebeck, 2011, p. 22).

TV has a variety of programs, such as News and Entertainment. Each
one needs a specific type of performance. Therefore, when Stu wants to
produce a TV reality show, he opposes Wes due to nominating the news
anchor, Jennifer, because it is not her specialty.

“STU. The news division doesn’t think that what happens on reality
television is news. WES. It’s reality. Why shouldn’t it be news.” (Rebeck,
2011, p. 23).

Rebeck aims to convey a message for women that television
programs have the capacity to establish standards of beauty and dictate the
ideal appearance of models based on market demands. These established
standards often appear to be unrealistic and difficult for the average
individual to attain. Rebeck expresses a rejection of the manufactured
notions of beauty maintained by the industry, which create an inauthentic
representation of women, equivalent to the ideals portrayed by Plath.

Plath is one of the first women authors of the twentieth century who
dared to introduce a modern version of women with their new roles and
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new dreams. Through The Bell Jar (1963), Plath allows Esther Greenwood
to uncover the reality of both beauty and the American Dream to warn
women against being attracted by marketing campaigns on TV (Hugs,2017,
p.2). Merv criticizes the industrial beauty that affects women's styles and
enforces them to follow specific stereotypes to be accepted in TV
programs. However, this is one way for producers to control the audience's
preferences.

“Merv. Nobody looks like that. Barbie looks like that. Malibu
nosejob Barbie. | mean | hate it when gorgeous women cut their hair like
that, it’s like I’'m so beautiful I can cut it all off and look I'm still great
looking, it’s so aggressive. It’s like look at me! Look at my bone structure!
She probably hasn’t had plastic surgery; I take it back. But she is so skinny,
I don’t believe it for one second. She probably spends half her life in the
bathroom throwing up.” (Rebeck,2011, p.24).

According to Garry M. Leonard in The Bell Jar, Sylvia Plath tries
to show how women relate their self-value to cosmetics and accessories,
which are changeable and do not last forever (2017, p.60). In her novel,
Plath describes how giving importance to appearances and spending on
them is something illogical. Esther Greenwood says: “I knew something
was wrong with me that summer, because all 1 could think about was
......... how stupid I'd been to buy all those uncomfortable, expensive
clothes, hanging limp as fish in my closet” (Plath,2017, p. 2-3).

Erich Fromm discusses the human’s desire for societal acceptance,
which is often sought through adapting “characterological having”.
According to Fromm there are two forms of having the excisional having
and characterological having. In the first one people look for their essential
needs to survive. while the second one is when people tries to gain due to
social expectations (1976c, p.70). Consequently, reliance on industrial
standards of beauty emerges as one of the repercussions associated with
“characterological having.”

“WES. No arguments from me on that. She looks great, she is great.
Nose might be too perfect. That’s what they say in the chat rooms. Her
nose is too perfect!” (Rebeck, 2011, p. 27).

The primary function of television is to generate revenue via
viewership and advertising. This profitability is the primary motivation for
producers to allocate their resources toward such programming.
Consequently, television can serve as a means of attaining financial
prosperity, aligning with aspects of the Contemporary American Dream.
According to Wes, he says:

“Christ. Americans like optimism. The news division bleeds money,
I’m throwing everything I can at it, Jennifer Ramirez, the hottest anchor on
the air, and I still can’t pull it out of the red.” (Rebeck,2011, p. 28).

“Americans like optimism” means that Wes analyzes the
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inclinations of the community in order to provide them with what they
seek. In his book To Have or to Be, Fromm elucidates that individuals
possessing a marketing character perceive themselves as commodities,
whereby their worth shifts from "use value" to “exchange value.” They
possess the capability to market themselves effectively and draw others in
based on their abilities, which are leveraged to secure business deals or
employment opportunities (1976c¢, p.120).

Rebeck tackles political and social issues by using a TV as a symbol.
She tries to explain how the government addresses the citizens' needs and
desires. Once TV is the interface between citizens and the government,
people sometimes make TV their source of information. Rebeck thinks that
news is prepared to be shown in a specific way and at a specific time. She
also affirms that it is a must not a choice, through the lenses of her
character; Stu. Fromm articulates the distinction between “having
knowledge” and “knowing.” The former refers to the possession of
accessible information, whereas knowing, as he explains, involves
recognizing reality in its most unadorned form. Stu advocates for a society
in which Americans are sufficiently informed and educated (1976c, p. 33).
Wes posits that Stu emphasizes the significance of the “human race” over
numerical values. Although, as a television producer, Stu would typically
be expected to
to adapt “having mode” that focuses on material achievements, yet instead
he aligns himself with a “being mode,” demonstrating a preference for the
intrinsic value of human connections. “WES. So, what you’re saying is that
the human race would be more important to you than the numbers. —”
(Rebeck, 2011, p. 29).

Merv, on the other hand suggests that television passively impacts
individuals' psychological well-being, despite its portrayal of entertainment
and aesthetic appeal. He says that:

“I think that frankly, television doesn’t just make us stupid, it also
makes us depressed. All those bright colors! And everyone looks so pretty
and real. Real, how does television do that, make people look hyper-real. It
makes you just want to climb in there. But then the shows are all so
depressing and moronic, you end up — if that is reality? Why not just blow
your brains out.” (Rebeck, 2011, p. 57).

Television presents an idealized representation of individuals,
showcasing them in a flawless manner. This presentation compels viewers
to draw comparisons between their own realities and the idealized world
depicted on screen. However, although Merv is a psychopath, he has a
logical opinion concerning TV.

His descriptive language exhibits a high degree of creativity and
spontaneity, attributable to his engagement in a state of “being mode”
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during dialogue.

Fromm posits that individuals who engage in the “being mode”
during discussions communicate their thoughts in a spontaneous and
creative manner, without prior preparation of their statements. In contrast,
meetings often see participants operating in the “having mode,” where they
carefully prepare their contributions (1976c¢ 28-30).

In the concluding scene, there is a mention of many historical
references. It also includes the part in which Wes asks the psychopath
Merv, to join him in TV programs.

“WES. A lot of people might look at you and think sociopath but |
see the kind of genius that only television can create. | think there might be
something we could do together.” (Rebeck, 2011, p. 67).

Wes’s justification for Merv’s crime highlights as a commonplace
occurrence the significance of television in the lives of individuals in
America. Wes’s transition into what can be termed “the having mode,”
prioritizing the value of his acquisitions and possessions. In the modern era,
even those exhibiting unconventional or unpredictable behaviors are often
favored for their ability to pursue a dramatic appeal that attracts viewership.
Such individuals appear to have an increased opportunity to attain their
version of the American Dream.

“WES. Post-O.J.-television and the law leave a lot of room for
Improvisation. | mean the trial will be riveting, and it could be a very close
call, but that doesn’t necessarily mean jail time. MERYV. I did like being on
T.V. but I don’t know.” (Rebeck, 2011, p. 67).

To conclude, TV can sometimes be a mirror reflecting a large scale
of Americans with their different dreams. It engages the audience through
auditory and visual experiences, to observe from the comfort of their own
homes, with accessibility being nearly constant. Furthermore, reality
television programs provide opportunities for audience’s participation,
thereby embodying their aspirations more concrete and achievable.

The Consequences of Fame as an Aspect of the Contemporary
American Dream:

Fame has increasingly emerged as a vital component of the modern
American Dream, largely attributable to the influence and attainability of
media outlets, including television network. Television reality programs
provide ordinary individuals with the opportunity to achieve fame and
acquire recognition among a large audience within a brief timeframe.
However, approaching fame necessitates not only effective social skills for
self-promotion but also a commitment to persistent work. (Reiss and
Wiltz,2001, p 4)

In Our House, Jennifer; who has a typical marketing orientation, is
keen enough to evaluate and promote herself in the workplace. she is
striving to attain her American Dream of becoming a prominent news
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anchor, which can also position her as having a "productive orientation".
“WES. What I just said is the simple truth, Jennifer; you wouldn't be here,
with me, if it weren’t. Well, you might because you’re an absurdly
attractive woman and it’s just possible that I would ask for a meeting just
for an excuse to spend the night flirting with you but that’s a different
matter” (Rebeck,2011, p. 8).

“JENNIFER. That’s what I want, Wes. I want to be here. This network is
what I want” (Rebeck, 2011, p.10).

Wes perceives Jennifer’s achievements as a result of the responses she has
received regarding her performances, suggesting that she enjoys a
considerable level of popularity among viewers. This recognition of
success presents new opportunities for her. “WES. Jennifer? She’s
phenomenal. What a gorgeous girl. I’ve been watching the rushes on her;
she eats the camera. She eats it. | love her” (Rebeck,2011, p.17).

However, those who attain fame are often required to exert greater effort
than their counterparts. Stu, the television producer, cautions Wes
regarding potential rumors that could negatively impact the professional
path of both Wes and Jennifer. Such rumors have the potential to transform
their aspirations and betray their dreams. “STU. (ignoring the warning)
They’re always looking, you know this, and they’re always looking for an
excuse to turn. If you try to fly in the face of the rules on some- thing this
big? She’s the one they'll go after. They’ll go after both of you together.
Wes put too much faith in Jennifer Ramirez” (Rebeck,2011, p. 30).

Jennifer has the capacity to achieve her American Dream by working hard
as a news anchor and reporter. Through the adoption of a “marketing
orientation,” Jennifer realizes her contemporary American Dream of
attaining fame. The transition from news anchor to reporter on a television
reality show can be understood through Fromm's concept of “marketing
orientation.” The latter claims that individuals who embody this orientation
prioritize self-promotion as their primary objective. Thus, the guiding
principle of these individual is to be expressed as follows: “I am as you
desire me” (1976b, p. 73-76). Jennifer is witty, which can be recognized
through her strategies in her work. The way she presents herself is
respectful. Even when she takes on a mission that differs from her
specialization, she tries her best to be the right person in the right place. As
part of the marketing orientation, she knows the art of adjusting herself to
new situations to complete her mission in a better way.

“JENNIFER. I used to be real. I did real news! I interviewed Koffi Annan.
I interviewed Mel Gibson!” (Rebeck,2011, p. 43).

One of the most common issues among famous people is the obsessive
fans, who cling to their preferred famous figures. These types of fans may
unconsciously put themselves and their famous person in bad situations
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only to get the attention of a specific well-known figure.

“STU. He’s a fan, Wes, instead of asking for her autograph he shot his
roommates! It’s some crazy sociopath who watches a lot of television. This
isn’t news” (Rebeck, 2011, p. 45).

Jennifer exemplifies a “marketing orientation” personality, characterized by
a courageous disposition. Individuals with this orientation tend to navigate
both positive and negative emotions, even with their interpersonal
connections (1976b, p 71). This trait allows her to achieve recognition by
performing her objectives with exceptional precision.

“JENNIFER. I'm not arguing with you about this, you psychopath! I’'m
telling you what you need to do, now. I’m going to turn that camera on, and
you are going to give me the gun. Now, you are going to give it to me,
now, on the air. And it’s going to be great television” (Rebeck,2011, p.62).
Even the end is a dramatic one in all its details. It serves Jennifer's
recognition and popularity. She effectively realizes her modern American
Dream by proficiently promoting herself to her audience and framing an
ending that coordinates with her objectives. Her inquiry to Wes regarding
the view counts is indicative of the concept of “marketing orientation,”
which quantifies success through numerical data. According to Fromm, the
primary aim of this approach is centered on “selling” and “exchanging”
(1976D, p. 68).

In this context, the numerical data representing the views that function as a
tangible indicator of Jennifer's marketability and audience engagement,
proving thus her hard endeavors. By positioning herself thoughtfully within
the marketplace of ideas and entertainment, Jennifer not only gains her
identity but also heightens her place within the public sphere. Hence, the
entertainment industry needs a specific way of marketing to fulfill its vision
where personal ambition and strategic marketing can serve as the two
pillars to approach success within the contemporary landscape.
“(JENNIFER takes the gun, smiles at him and goes out of the house. As the
door opens, all hell breaks loose: lights, cameras, Shouting reporters. The
door shuts behind her.)” (Rebeck,2011, p. 65).

Consequently, the relationship between fame and the American dream
becomes increasingly complex, as it interweaves issues of identity,
personal accomplishments, and societal expectations in an era heavily
influenced by the visual culture and media.

The Freedom Version of the Contemporary American Dream

Freedom constitutes a fundamental aspect of the American Dream.
Throughout history, from the founding of the United States to the present
day, American society has been engaged in struggles to attain this ideal.
The ideology of freedom is developed throughout centuries. Fromm
assumes that freedom has three phases: “pre-freedom,” “negative freedom,”
and “positive freedom.” According to him, in the “pre-freedom” phase,
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people’s identity is lost where they strive communal inclusion and
belonging.

The “negative freedom” stage is characterized by feelings of isolation and
loneliness, urging some individuals to seek refuge from this solitude by
conforming to authoritative domination, thus reverting to the “pre-
freedom” condition to absorb the real meaning of freedom before
transitioning to “positive freedom”(Hassani,2011 p.75). Erich Fromm
assumes that individuals in contemporary society often perceive freedom as
a burden rather than as a privilege.

In Our House, Merv resorts to self-destruction as a way to escape from

the responsibility of freedom. He sometimes engages in disruptive
behavior, and at other times, he never cooperates with his housemates
economically or morally. Furthermore, he reaches the peak when attacks
his housemate; Alice, with his gun and prevents others from transporting
her to medical care till completing his interview with Jennifer.
Alice reflects on her experiences in Vermont, the 14th state of the United
States, located in the northeastern region of the country. The name
Vermont, derived from French, translates into “green mountain”
(Alexander,2025, p. 2). To Alice, Vermont represents her sense of
community and of freedom; a notion that positions her in a pre-liberation
state.

In the context of this exploration of freedom, Rebeck mentions the
significant work Democracy in America, authored by Alexis de Tocqueville
(1805-1859), a notable French aristocrat, diplomat, political philosopher,
and historian. De Tocqueville’s analysis of American society presents a
decisive understanding of the nature of freedom, particularly highlighting
the essential role of press liberty. which is mentioned in this book.
According to him: “The English who emigrated three hundred years ago to
found a democratic commonwealth on the shores of the New World, had all
learned to take a part in public affairs in their mother-country; they were
conversant with trial by jury; they were accustomed to liberty of speech and
of the press — to personal freedom, to the notion of rights and the practice
of asserting them. They carried with them to America these free institutions
and manly customs, and these institutions preserved them against the
encroachments of the State. Thus, amongst the Americans it is freedom
which is old.” (Tocqueville,2002 p.751).

Alice perceives television as an apparatus that limits her autonomy and
self-sufficiency. The character engages in a quest for the authentic iteration
of the American Dream. It appears that she draws a distinction between the
modern interpretation of the American Dream and its original conception.

“ALICE. Because it was like freedom, like being a free person living in
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America. Because there was no television. MERV. You suck. ALICE. I
don’t suck. De Tocqueville said this thing — ’cause | was reading books,
you know, while | was up there, I actually read Democracy in America —”
(Rebeck, 2011, p. 12).

In Our House, Alice draws a distinction between the traditional concept of
the American Dream and its Contemporary interpretation. She expresses a
preference for the former, deeming it the more exemplary iteration.
“ALICE. There is no liberty here, not to mention intelligence, this is the
opposite of the American dream!” (Rebeck ,2011, p. 12).

Merv employs destructiveness as a mechanism to evade the burdens of
freedom by inflicting harm on himself and others through various actions
that diminish his sense of helplessness. His choices, including his refusal to
pay rent, have repercussions for both his housemates and himself. Merv
exists in a state of “negative freedom”, wherein he seeks to revert to a
condition of “pre-freedom”, as he struggles to move toward “positive
freedom”.

“VINCE. So, what are you saying, that you did pay the money? ALICE. He
did not — MERV. Of course, | paid! If she lost the check —” (Rebeck,
2011, p. 34).

In the realm of media, particularly in relation to television channels, there
exist specific regulations mandated by the government that these channels
are required to adhere to.

Wes is a sample of the typical American citizen, and he reflects the
American social structure. Wes is trapped between the two phases of
freedom: the positive one, which allows him to express his authenticity,
and the negative one, which is marked by outer restrictions, political
oppression, and social expectations. Positive freedom, according to Fromm,
Is associated with self-development (1941a, p.297), while negative freedom
Is associated with being free from the restrictions of outer factors (1941a,
p.48).

In essence, Wes's aim is to resort to freedom in its true phase through
“conformity.” He advocates for the rules that have already been set by the
FCC, which is an agency that is responsible for overseeing interstate and
international communications through various types of media such as cable,
radio, television, satellite, and wire.

Once the Commission has specific goals to fulfill, Americans should follow
the rules. They aim to deepen the connection with the audiences in addition
to establishing a competitive market. Wes tries to trace the instructions by
associating in the process, which is marked as “Automaton Conformity.”
Although this process makes Wes a part of the whole system, he should
submit to its authoritative influence (Matthias, n.d, p. 4).

“WES. The fact is — | am told — the reality is — that we are required by
the FCC to broadcast a certain number of hours of news, to the public, in
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exchange for the right to use the airwaves. Now. Clearly, I didn’t make the
rule up! No one checked in with me, when they invented America. And do
| object to this rule, this so- called “law of the land”? I do. Why? Because
staying informed, in America, is optional.” (Rebeck, 2011, p. 41).

Wes adheres to the established norms of television, yet he simultaneously
exhibits a defiance towards these conventions when out of the public eye,
articulating his frustration with the regulations. He advocates the notion of
freedom as an American citizen, suggesting that the current interpretation
of the American Dream—particularly in relation to freedom—remains
unfulfilled within the confines of media regulated by FCC guidelines
“Alice said The television thing is a harassment, that is how | experience,
it’s just bombarding, all the time, and you can’t connect. How can you have
an actual conversation with anyone, when that thing is on, it interferes with
everything, with life, you can't, people can’t — connect — | am not crazy
to want that! Plus, plus, my things are disappearing —” (Rebeck, 2011, p.
37).

Indeed, Vermont has symbolic significance because it embodies the
traditional version of the American Dream, where freedom means living in
peace and being free of restrictions. It is about being free from industrial
distractions like TV. The traditional concept of freedom itself is positive,
but the way that Alice chooses to transition to is passive. This places Alice
in what is referred to by Fromm as negative freedom (1941a, p. 266). Alice
chooses to alienate herself from the community because she is unable to
afford the price of freedom. Alice believes that TV affects the quality of
human connection.

“ALICE. (laughing a little) There weren’t very many people. And there
was no television. And...it was so pretty there. Hills. And streams
everywhere. Trees. | learned how to knit. | liked that. I always felt...like 1
was living, like I was living my life.” (Rebeck, 2011, p. 40).

Fromm has a special theory concerning freedom. According to him, when
people do not have the ability to take responsibility for their freedom, they
decide to rid themselves of it through psychological interactions, such as
being sadistic and dealing with others in an aggressive way. This may lead
to psychological and physical sudden attacks by them, like when Merv
decides to use his gun to shoot his housemate Alice (1941a, p.165).
Jennifer says: “Jennifer. today, an unemployed graduate student, Merv
Masterson, allegedly shot two of his housemates, Alice Sules, a legal
secretary, and Dr.Sandra Grigsby, a second-year medical intern at St. Louis
Presbyterian Hospital” (Rebeck, 2011, p. 52).

Merv has a daring personality and he demands to express his ideas on live
TV programs. He attacks the idea of being materialistic. He notes that TV
producers prefer to collect money through programs instead of helping
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people who are really in need.

This stringent critique is met with disapproval by Wes, who intervenes to
reprimand Jennifer for conveying such perspectives to the audience. This
situation illustrates a broader issue regarding the constraints on individuals'
ability to express themselves freely. “JENNIFER. (impatient) Yes, he said
the police are not going to come in because of Ruby Ridge. So what am |
supposed to do? ”(Rebeck,2011, p.60).

Ruby Ridge indicates “A firefight between six US marshals and two boys
and their dog began a movement founded on anti-government ideology.
The internet age has spread its message wider” (Wilson,2017). Merv starts
to articulate specific references and Ruby Ridge is one of them “MERV.
(overlap) Branch Davidians —” (Rebeck, 2011, p. 60).

A religious organization located in Waco, Texas, held the conviction that
the return of Christ was imminent. The group's leader was David Koresh.
In 1993, several members of this sect fatally shot four government officials
from the United States who attempted to access their facility. Subsequently,
the structure was cordoned off for a duration of 51 days, culminating in a
tragic incident where the Branch Davidians initiated a fire, resulting in the
deaths of 82 individuals, among whom were 33 British nationals. (Oxford
Learner's Dictionaries,2025, p.2). Furthermore, Merv Keeps on mentioning
references such as “Elian Gonzales” (Rebeck, 2011, p. 60). The man who
called Elian Gonzales 1s a “Cuban national who set off an international
custody battle as a child when he was found floating alone in the Florida
straits in 1999, is about to become a member of the communist country's
parliament” (Romo,2023, p.2).

“MERYV. Well, I don’t advise that they do that! Because I have a gun here,
and if anyone tries to attack, I’m gonna kill everybody! Including Jennifer
Ramirez. (He holds up his weapon and puts it to her head. She freezes a
litle bit.) I’'m doing it for you, America!” (Rebeck, 2011, p. 64).”

The individuals that are discussed by Merv generally have adverse
relationships with governmental authority and exhibit a desire to avoid state
regulation. This indicates that Merv is experiencing what Erich Fromm
describes as a form of “negative freedom”, characterized by an individual's
wish to escape the constraints imposed upon them.

In contrast, Merv does not progress toward a more constructive form of
freedom; instead, he regresses to what Fromm identifies as the “pre-
freedom” phase (Hassani,2011, p.75), mainly due to his assaultive and
passive approach in seeking personal liberty. Furthermore, the
conceptualization of freedom has evolved over time, acquiring new
meanings and dimensions. While freedom continues to be a significant
component of the contemporary American Dream, individuals now engage
with their liberty through different mediums, reflecting a shift in expression
and interaction with the concept of freedom.
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Conclusion

Ultimately, the play addresses a large scale of American Dream
components. There is concern regarding the development of specific
aspects of the American Dream, such as fame and freedom. Examining the
American Dream in this text falls under the umbrella of media, especially
reality TV programs. In America, being famous means meeting the specific
expectations of society, along with the marketing skills necessary to secure
a place in the market.

Reality television is characterized by its vibrant personalities and
captivating narratives, frequently marked by conflict and emotional
Interactions that stir up competition among participants. This competitive
element tends to enhance viewer engagement, resulting in increased income
for broadcasting networks. In this environment, the intersection of fame,
freedom, and commercial interests reflects broader societal trends and
poses questions about the authenticity of the American Dream in an era
increasingly defined by reality television and its influence on cultural
values.
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