norman mailer the armies of the night

norman mailer the armies of the night stands as a seminal work in both literary journalism and historical
narrative, blending novelistic techniques with documentary reporting. This groundbreaking book by
Norman Mailer chronicles the 1967 March on the Pentagon, a pivotal anti-Vietnam War protest, capturing
the political and cultural upheaval of the era. Mailer's innovative approach merges personal experience
with broader social commentary, offering readers a vivid and multifaceted perspective on the protest and
its significance. The book not only won critical acclaim but also secured both the Pulitzer Prize and the
National Book Award, cementing its place in American literary canon. This article delves into the
background, themes, narrative style, and lasting impact of Norman Mailer’s The Armies of the Night,

providing a comprehensive understanding of its relevance in literary and historical contexts.
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Background and Historical Context

Norman Mailer’s the armies of the night emerged during a period of intense social and political turmoil in
the United States. The book documents the October 1967 March on the Pentagon, one of the largest anti-
Vietnam War demonstrations, which brought together activists, intellectuals, and veterans protesting U.S.
military involvement in Vietnam. This era saw widespread dissent and a rising counterculture that
challenged traditional norms and government policies. Mailer, already an established literary figure,
leveraged his firsthand participation in the event to create a narrative that was both journalistic and

introspective.

The 1967 March on the Pentagon

The March on the Pentagon was organized by various anti-war groups aiming to confront the military



establishment directly. Tens of thousands gathered to protest, and the event culminated in a tense standoff
between demonstrators and armed military police. Mailer’s account provides a detailed chronicle of these

events, including his own arrest and reflections on the protest’s symbolism.

Norman Mailer’s Role and Perspective

Mailer uniquely positioned himself as both participant and observer, blending political activism with
literary craft. His dual role allowed him to explore not only the external events but also his internal
responses, making the narrative deeply personal and reflective. This approach marked a departure from

traditional reportage and contributed to the book’s innovative style.

Narrative Style and Literary Techniques

Norman mailer the armies of the night is renowned for its pioneering narrative style, which Mailer
termed "The Novel as History." This technique combines factual reporting with novelistic elements such as
character development, dialogue, and subjective introspection. The book is structured in alternating

chapters that shift between a third-person historical narrative and a first-person personal memoir.

Use of Multiple Perspectives

Mailer employs a distinctive narrative strategy by presenting himself both as the protagonist and as an
external commentator. This duality enriches the storytelling by allowing the reader to see the events from

multiple angles—both the public spectacle and the private experience.

Blending Journalism with Literature

The book’s style challenges rigid genre boundaries by integrating detailed reportage with literary
flourishes. This hybrid approach enhances the emotional and intellectual impact of the text, making it a

landmark work in the development of New Journalism.

Themes and Key Messages

The core of norman mailer the armies of the night revolves around themes of protest, power, identity, and



the role of the intellectual in society. Mailer scrutinizes the morality of war, the limits of political activism,

and the complexities of American identity during a time of crisis.

Anti-War Sentiment and Political Critique

Mailer’s narrative is deeply critical of the Vietnam War and highlights the moral ambiguities faced by both
protesters and authorities. The book captures the fervor and frustration of a generation questioning the

legitimacy of government actions.

Exploration of Personal and Collective Identity

Through his introspective passages, Mailer examines his own motivations and doubts, reflecting broader
questions about the role of the individual within mass movements. The interplay between personal

experience and historical forces is a central motif throughout the book.

Conflict Between Establishment and Counterculture

The book vividly portrays the clash between the entrenched military-industrial complex and the

burgeoning countercultural movement, symbolizing larger societal tensions in 1960s America.

Reception and Critical Acclaim

Upon its release, norman mailer the armies of the night received widespread acclaim for its innovative
approach and incisive commentary. Critics praised Mailer’s skillful blending of reportage and literary

artistry, as well as his candid and provocative perspective on a contentious political issue.

Awards and Honors

e Pulitzer Prize for General Nonfiction (1969)

e National Book Award for Nonfiction (1969)



These prestigious awards recognized the book’s significant contribution to both literature and public

discourse.

Critical Perspectives

Scholars and reviewers have highlighted Mailer’s ability to capture the zeitgeist of the 1960s while
innovating the form of nonfiction writing. Some critiques focus on his subjective methods, debating the

balance between fact and interpretation, yet this very tension is often regarded as a strength.

Legacy and Influence

Norman mailer the armies of the night has had a lasting impact on journalism, literature, and political
writing. It helped define the New Journalism movement and inspired subsequent generations of writers to

experiment with narrative nonfiction.

Influence on New Journalism

The book’s fusion of personal narrative and historical analysis influenced contemporaries like Tom Wolfe

and Hunter S. Thompson, encouraging a more immersive and literary approach to nonfiction.

Continued Relevance

Decades after its publication, The Armies of the Night remains a vital text for understanding the cultural
and political dynamics of the 1960s. Its themes resonate with ongoing discussions about protest, authority,

and the role of the writer as witness and participant.

Key Contributions

¢ Redefined nonfiction narrative techniques

¢ Provided an insider’s view of a landmark protest



e Examined the complexities of political dissent

e Influenced literary and journalistic fields

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'The Armies of the Night' by Norman Mailer about?

'"The Armies of the Night' is a nonfiction novel by Norman Mailer that chronicles the 1967 March on the

Pentagon, blending historical narrative with personal memoir and social commentary.

Why is "The Armies of the Night' considered a significant work in

American literature?

'"The Armies of the Night' is significant because it pioneered the New Journalism style, combining
novelistic techniques with factual reporting, and it provides a vivid first-person account of the 1960s

antiwar movement.

What awards did Norman Mailer win for "The Armies of the Night'?

Norman Mailer won the Pulitzer Prize for General Nonfiction and the National Book Award for 'The
Armies of the Night' in 1968.

How does Norman Mailer portray himself in 'The Armies of the Night'?

Mailer portrays himself both as a participant and an observer during the March on the Pentagon, often

with self-critical humor and introspection, blending his roles as narrator and character.

‘What themes are explored in 'The Armies of the Night'?

The book explores themes such as political activism, the Vietnam War, the counterculture movement, the

nature of protest, and the role of the writer in society.

How does 'The Armies of the Night' reflect the political climate of the
1960s?

It captures the widespread dissent against the Vietnam War, the rise of the counterculture, and the

growing activism among young Americans, illustrating the tensions and hopes of the era.



What narrative style is used in "The Armies of the Night"?

'"The Armies of the Night' uses a novelistic narrative style known as New Journalism, combining factual

reportage with literary techniques such as dialogue, character development, and dramatic structure.

Can 'The Armies of the Night' be considered a historical document?

Yes, it serves as both a literary work and a historical document, providing a firsthand account of a key

protest event and capturing the spirit and complexities of 1960s America.

Additional Resources

1. The Executioner's Song by Norman Mailer

This Pulitzer Prize-winning novel by Norman Mailer explores the life and death penalty case of Gary
Gilmore, a convicted murderer in Utah. The book blends fictional techniques with journalistic detail,
creating an intense narrative that delves into themes of justice, morality, and the American legal system.

Like *The Armies of the Night*, it reflects Mailer's unique style of immersive nonfiction.

2. Miami and the Siege of Chicago by Norman Mailer

In this book, Mailer covers two significant political events from 1968: the Republican National Convention
in Miami and the Democratic National Convention in Chicago. His firsthand observations and critical
insights capture the tumultuous political atmosphere of the era. The work is a natural companion to *The

Armies of the Night* in its exploration of 1960s American politics and protest movements.

3. The White Negro: Superficial Reflections on the Hipster by Norman Mailer

This essay, often published in collections, examines the identity and culture of the "hipster” in post-World
War II America. Mailer discusses rebellion, existentialism, and race, which complement the themes of social
critique and countercultural examination found in *The Armies of the Night* The piece is essential for

understanding Mailer's perspective on American society.

4. Siaves of Sex by Norman Mailer

An early novel by Mailer that explores themes of sexuality, power, and human nature. Though more
fictionalized and less politically focused than *The Armies of the Night*, it reveals Mailer's ongoing interest
in the complexities of identity and society. The book provides context for Mailer's development as a writer

concerned with the raw forces shaping individuals and culture.

5. Harlot's Ghost by Norman Mailer

This sprawling novel delves into the world of espionage and the CIA during the Cold War. It combines
historical events with fictional narrative, much like *The Armies of the Night* combines memoir and
history. The book reflects Mailer's fascination with power, secrecy, and the darker sides of American

politics.



6. Coming of Age in the Sixties by Norman Mailer

A collection of essays and reportage that reflect on the cultural and political upheavals of the 1960s. This
work complements *The Armies of the Night* by offering Mailer's insights on the decade's defining
moments, including protests, social change, and the shifting American landscape. It provides a broader

context for understanding the era Mailer captures in his writing.

7. Advertisements for Myselfby Norman Mailer

This is a collection of Mailer's essays, short stories, and reflections that reveal his literary philosophy and
social commentary. It includes pieces that explore themes of identity, politics, and culture, resonating with
the themes in *The Armies of the Night* The book offers a deeper look into Mailer's mind and his

approach to writing and activism.

8. The Fight by Norman Mailer

Mailer documents the legendary 1974 boxing match between Muhammad Ali and George Foreman in
Zaire. Like *The Armies of the Night*, it combines reportage with personal narrative, exploring themes of
heroism, race, and spectacle in American culture. The book showcases Mailer's skill in blending sports

journalism with literary flair.

9. Of a Fire on the Moon by Norman Mailer

This narrative account of the Apollo 11 moon landing captures the awe and complexity of one of
humanity's greatest achievements. Mailer's detailed and philosophical approach mirrors his style in *The
Armies of the Night*, combining historical events with personal reflection. The book highlights Mailer's

ability to find profound meaning in contemporary events.
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