
norman mailer an american dream
norman mailer an american dream stands as a significant work in the literary canon,
representing a complex exploration of American identity, culture, and politics. This novel,
written by Norman Mailer, delves into themes of power, ambition, violence, and the
elusive nature of the American Dream itself. Through its vivid characters and controversial
narrative style, Mailer challenges readers to confront the darker undercurrents of 20th-
century America. This article offers a comprehensive examination of Norman Mailer’s *An
American Dream*, highlighting its historical context, thematic depth, literary style, and
critical reception. Understanding this novel provides insights into both Mailer's unique
voice and the broader American cultural landscape during the 1960s. Below is a detailed
outline of the key areas covered in this article.

Historical Context of Norman Mailer’s An American Dream

Thematic Analysis of An American Dream

Literary Style and Narrative Techniques

Character Study in An American Dream

Critical Reception and Legacy

Historical Context of Norman Mailer’s An
American Dream

Norman Mailer’s An American Dream was published in 1965, a period marked by social
upheaval and political turbulence in the United States. The novel reflects the anxieties and
contradictions of the post-World War II era, particularly the shifting ideals surrounding
the American Dream. This time was characterized by the Cold War, civil rights
movements, and a growing skepticism toward traditional values.

Post-War America and Cultural Shifts

The aftermath of World War II brought substantial economic growth and cultural change
to America. However, beneath this prosperity lay tensions related to race, class, and
political ideology. During this period, literature began to question the mythos of the
American Dream as a straightforward path to success and happiness. Mailer’s novel
captures these complexities by portraying a protagonist whose life embodies both the
promise and the peril of American society.



Influences on Mailer’s Writing

Mailer’s work was influenced by the rise of existentialism and the Beat Generation,
emphasizing individual freedom and the darker aspects of human nature. Additionally, his
own experiences as a soldier and journalist during World War II deeply informed his
perspective. This context is essential for understanding the novel’s tone, its critique of
American values, and its experimental style.

Thematic Analysis of An American Dream

Themes in Norman Mailer’s An American Dream are multifaceted and contribute to the
novel’s enduring significance. The narrative explores the elusive nature of the American
Dream, the struggle for power, and the inherent violence within society and the self.

The Elusiveness of the American Dream

The novel’s protagonist grapples with the contradictions of the American Dream, where
success and fulfillment are often shadowed by moral ambiguity and personal failure.
Mailer critiques the idealized vision of upward mobility and happiness, exposing how
ambition can lead to self-destruction.

Power and Violence

Power dynamics are central to the narrative, highlighting both political and personal
struggles. Violence operates as a metaphor for the primal instincts lurking beneath
civilized society. This theme questions whether true freedom can exist without chaos and
brutality.

Identity and Alienation

Mailer examines the fragmentation of identity in a modern, fast-changing society. The
protagonist’s internal conflicts reflect broader social alienation, illustrating the difficulty
of maintaining a coherent self-image amid cultural pressures.

Literary Style and Narrative Techniques

Norman Mailer’s distinctive literary style in An American Dream combines elements of
modernism and postmodernism, marked by experimental narrative structures and



provocative prose. His approach challenges conventional storytelling and engages readers
in a complex psychological experience.

Use of Stream of Consciousness

Mailer employs stream of consciousness to provide intimate access to the protagonist’s
thoughts and emotions. This technique intensifies the reader’s connection to the
character’s struggles and disorientation.

Symbolism and Imagery

The novel is rich in symbolic imagery that reinforces its themes. Objects, settings, and
recurring motifs contribute layers of meaning, often blurring the line between reality and
mental projection.

Fragmented Narrative Structure

The narrative unfolds in a non-linear fashion, reflecting the chaotic inner world of the
protagonist and the fragmented nature of American society. This structure challenges
readers to actively piece together the story, enhancing the novel’s psychological depth.

Character Study in An American Dream

The characters in Norman Mailer’s An American Dream are complex and symbolic,
representing various facets of American life and ideology. The protagonist, in particular,
serves as a focal point for examining themes of identity, morality, and power.

The Protagonist: Stephen Rojack

Stephen Rojack, a former war hero turned television personality, embodies contradictions
between public success and private turmoil. His violent actions and moral ambiguity
challenge traditional heroic archetypes, making him a controversial figure in American
literature.

Supporting Characters

The supporting cast includes figures who symbolize different societal roles and



psychological states. These characters interact with Rojack in ways that reveal the
tensions and hypocrisies within American culture during the 1960s.

Rojack’s wife, Deborah, whose relationship with him is fraught with complexity and
violence

Political figures representing power and corruption

Friends and adversaries reflecting various social attitudes

Critical Reception and Legacy

Upon its release, Norman Mailer’s An American Dream garnered mixed reviews, with
critics divided over its provocative content and unconventional style. Despite controversy,
the novel has secured a lasting place in American literature due to its daring exploration
of cultural and psychological themes.

Contemporary Reviews

Critics in the 1960s often focused on the novel’s graphic depictions of violence and
sexuality, some praising its boldness while others condemned its perceived
sensationalism. This polarized reception highlighted the tension between traditional
literary expectations and emerging avant-garde trends.

Influence on Literature and Culture

The novel influenced subsequent writers and contributed to debates about American
identity and artistic freedom. Its interrogation of the American Dream continues to
resonate in discussions of national mythology and personal ambition.

Ongoing Relevance

Today, An American Dream is studied for its rich thematic content and innovative
narrative techniques. It remains a compelling reflection on the complexities of American
life, making it a vital subject for literary scholars and cultural historians alike.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of Norman Mailer's 'An
American Dream'?
The central theme of 'An American Dream' is the exploration of the dark side of the
American Dream, focusing on violence, identity, and the complexities of human nature.

When was Norman Mailer's 'An American Dream'
published?
'An American Dream' was published in 1965.

How does 'An American Dream' reflect the social and
political climate of the 1960s?
The novel reflects the social and political climate of the 1960s by addressing issues such
as disillusionment with American society, the questioning of traditional values, and the
emergence of countercultural ideals.

Who is the protagonist in 'An American Dream' and
what is his struggle?
The protagonist is Stephen Rojack, a former war hero and TV personality who struggles
with his violent impulses and moral conflicts throughout the novel.

What literary style is Norman Mailer known for in 'An
American Dream'?
Mailer employs a blend of noir, psychological thriller, and existentialist literature styles,
characterized by vivid prose and complex character development.

How was 'An American Dream' received by critics upon
its release?
The novel received mixed reviews; some praised its bold narrative and stylistic innovation,
while others criticized its graphic violence and moral ambiguity.

Has 'An American Dream' been adapted into other
media?
Yes, 'An American Dream' was adapted into a film in 1966, directed by Robert Gist and
featuring Stuart Whitman as Stephen Rojack.



Additional Resources
1. Norman Mailer: A Double Life
This biography by J. Michael Lennon offers an in-depth look at the complex life and career
of Norman Mailer. It explores his achievements as a novelist, journalist, and cultural critic,
alongside his controversial personal life. The book provides context for understanding
Mailer's impact on American literature and society.

2. The American Dream and Its Discontents
This critical work examines the theme of the American Dream in various literary works,
including Norman Mailer’s writings. It analyzes how Mailer’s "An American Dream"
reflects postwar American anxieties and challenges traditional notions of success and
identity. The book situates Mailer's novel within the broader cultural and political
landscape of mid-20th century America.

3. Mailer’s America: The Politics of Masculinity
Focusing on the intersection of gender and politics in Mailer’s work, this book explores
how "An American Dream" critiques and constructs ideas of masculinity. It delves into
Mailer’s portrayal of violence, power, and identity against the backdrop of American
society. The analysis highlights the author’s role in shaping discourse on male identity.

4. Violence and Identity in Norman Mailer’s Fiction
This scholarly study investigates how violence is depicted as a means of self-definition in
Mailer’s novels, especially in "An American Dream." It discusses the psychological and
social implications of violent acts by Mailer’s protagonists. The book also considers how
violence serves as a metaphor for broader cultural conflicts.

5. Postwar American Literature and the Dream of Normalcy
This book contextualizes "An American Dream" within the post-World War II literary
scene, focusing on themes of conformity and rebellion. It contrasts Mailer’s work with
other contemporaneous authors who grappled with the American Dream’s promises and
failures. The text provides valuable insight into the era’s literary movements.

6. Norman Mailer and the New Journalism
Exploring Mailer’s contributions to the New Journalism movement, this book discusses his
narrative techniques and blending of fact and fiction. It highlights how "An American
Dream" and other works influenced literary journalism and cultural commentary. The book
also examines Mailer’s role as a public intellectual.

7. The Politics of the American Dream in 20th Century Fiction
This critical anthology includes essays on how the American Dream is portrayed by various
authors, with significant focus on Mailer’s "An American Dream." It provides comparative
perspectives on political, social, and psychological themes in the Dream’s literary
representations. The collection is useful for understanding Mailer’s place within this
tradition.

8. Norman Mailer’s Literary Style and Narrative Innovations
This book analyzes the unique stylistic elements and narrative structures Mailer employed
in "An American Dream" and other works. It discusses his use of stream-of-consciousness,
unreliable narrators, and vivid imagery. The study sheds light on how Mailer’s style
contributes to the thematic depth of his novels.



9. The Shadow of the American Dream: Crime and Morality in Mailer’s Work
Focusing on ethical questions and moral ambiguity, this book examines the depiction of
crime and justice in "An American Dream." It considers Mailer’s exploration of the
American Dream’s darker side through his characters’ struggles with morality. The work
highlights the tension between idealism and reality in Mailer’s storytelling.
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