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an american dream norman mailer stands as a significant work in the canon of
20th-century American literature, reflecting the complex social and political
landscape of the United States during the 1960s. Written by Norman Mailer, a
prominent and often controversial author, the novel delves into themes such
as violence, identity, and the American psyche. This article explores the
background, themes, literary style, and critical reception of An American
Dream, providing a comprehensive understanding of its place in American
literary history. Additionally, this examination highlights Norman Mailer’s
influence on contemporary literature and the enduring relevance of his work.
The following sections will guide readers through the main aspects of this
novel, from its narrative structure to its cultural impact.

Background and Context of An American Dream

Thematic Exploration in An American Dream

Literary Style and Narrative Techniques

Critical Reception and Legacy

Norman Mailer’s Influence on American Literature

Background and Context of An American Dream

An American Dream was published in 1965, during a period of considerable
social upheaval in the United States. Norman Mailer, already an established
figure in the literary world, crafted this novel amidst the turbulence of the
civil rights movement, the Vietnam War, and widespread questioning of
traditional American values. The book reflects the anxieties and
contradictions inherent in American society at the time, offering a raw and
often unsettling narrative.

Norman Mailer’s Career Leading to An American Dream

Before writing An American Dream, Norman Mailer had gained acclaim for works
such as The Naked and the Dead and numerous essays and journalistic pieces.
His reputation for blending fiction with social commentary set the stage for
this novel. Mailer’s interest in exploring violence, masculinity, and
existential questions is evident in his earlier works, themes he expanded
upon in An American Dream.



Historical and Cultural Context

The 1960s were marked by a growing disillusionment with the American ideal, a
sentiment that permeates the novel. Mailer’s narrative captures the spirit of
a nation grappling with its identity, focusing on the darker aspects of the
American dream, including moral ambiguity, power struggles, and personal
redemption.

Thematic Exploration in An American Dream

The novel’s themes are central to understanding its significance in American
literature. Norman Mailer uses his protagonist’s journey to probe into deeper
issues related to identity, violence, and the pursuit of happiness within a
fractured society.

Violence and Power

Violence is omnipresent in An American Dream, serving as both a literal and
symbolic force. The protagonist’s acts of violence highlight the destructive
potential of unchecked power and the complexity of human nature. Mailer’s
exploration of violence is not gratuitous but rather a commentary on the
societal and psychological forces that drive individuals to extremes.

Identity and Existential Conflict

The struggle for personal identity is a recurring motif throughout the novel.
The protagonist wrestles with conflicting desires and moral dilemmas,
representing a broader existential conflict faced by many during the era.
This theme underscores the tension between societal expectations and
individual freedom.

The American Dream Reexamined

Mailer critically examines the notion of the American dream, exposing its
contradictions and challenges. The novel questions the attainability of
happiness and success and reveals the often dark realities lurking beneath
the surface of the idealized American life.



Literary Style and Narrative Techniques

Norman Mailer’s distinctive literary style in An American Dream combines
vivid prose with experimental narrative structures. His approach contributes
to the novel’s intensity and its engagement with complex themes.

Genre Blending and Experimental Approach

The novel fuses elements of noir fiction, psychological thriller, and social
critique. Mailer’s willingness to cross traditional genre boundaries enhances
the story’s impact and allows for multifaceted interpretations.

Narrative Perspective and Voice

The narrative employs a first-person perspective, providing intimate access
to the protagonist’s thoughts and emotions. This choice intensifies the
reader’s connection to the character’s inner turmoil and heightens the
novel’s psychological depth.

Symbolism and Imagery

Mailer uses rich symbolism and evocative imagery to underscore the novel’s
themes. From recurring motifs of darkness and light to the symbolic use of
settings, these literary devices deepen the narrative’s meaning and reinforce
its thematic concerns.

Critical Reception and Legacy

Upon its release, An American Dream elicited diverse critical responses,
reflecting its provocative content and stylistic boldness. Over time, the
novel has secured a place in American literary studies as a work that
challenges readers and scholars alike.

Initial Reviews and Controversies

The novel’s graphic depiction of violence and its moral ambiguity sparked
controversy among critics and readers. Some praised Mailer’s fearless
exploration of difficult subjects, while others criticized the book for its



perceived nihilism and brutality.

Enduring Impact on Literature and Culture

Despite mixed early reactions, An American Dream has influenced generations
of writers and thinkers. Its themes resonate with ongoing discussions about
American identity, power dynamics, and the complexities of human nature.

Recognition in Academic Circles

Today, the novel is frequently studied in university courses focusing on
American literature, postmodernism, and cultural criticism. Scholars analyze
its narrative techniques and thematic richness, cementing its status as a
significant literary achievement.

Norman Mailer’s Influence on American
Literature

Beyond An American Dream, Norman Mailer’s broader contributions to literature
and public discourse have left an indelible mark. His work continues to
inspire critical thought about culture, politics, and the human condition.

Mailer’s Role as a Public Intellectual

Mailer was not only a novelist but also a public intellectual who engaged
with major political and cultural debates. His outspoken nature and
provocative ideas helped shape American literary and intellectual landscapes
during the mid-20th century.

Innovations in Narrative Form

Mailer’s experimentation with narrative form and his blending of fiction,
journalism, and autobiography opened new possibilities for American writers.
His influence is evident in the works of subsequent authors who explore
similar themes with innovative techniques.



Legacy of Controversy and Provocation

Mailer’s willingness to confront controversial topics head-on has ensured
that his work remains relevant. His legacy is characterized by a commitment
to exploring uncomfortable truths and challenging societal norms.

Publication in 1965 during social upheaval

Blend of noir, thriller, and social critique

Themes of violence, identity, and the American dream

First-person narrative with psychological depth

Mixed critical reception evolving into academic recognition

Mailer’s enduring influence on literary form and cultural discourse

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'An American Dream' by Norman Mailer about?
'An American Dream' is a novel by Norman Mailer that explores the dark and
violent life of Stephen Rojack, a war hero and television personality, as he
struggles with existential questions and moral decay in post-war America.

When was 'An American Dream' published?
'An American Dream' was first published in 1965.

What themes are central to 'An American Dream'?
The novel deals with themes such as violence, identity, the American Dream,
existentialism, power, and the duality of human nature.

How does Norman Mailer portray the American Dream in
the novel?
Mailer portrays the American Dream as a flawed and often destructive ideal,
highlighting the contradictions and moral ambiguities faced by individuals
pursuing success and happiness in modern America.



Is 'An American Dream' considered a significant work
in Norman Mailer's career?
Yes, 'An American Dream' is considered one of Mailer's significant novels,
showcasing his style and thematic concerns, and contributing to his
reputation as a major literary figure of the 20th century.

What narrative style does Norman Mailer use in 'An
American Dream'?
Mailer employs a gritty, direct narrative style with elements of noir and
psychological depth, blending realism with surreal and symbolic moments.

Has 'An American Dream' been adapted into other
media?
Yes, 'An American Dream' was adapted into a film in 1966, directed by Robert
Gist.

How was the critical reception of 'An American
Dream' upon its release?
The novel received mixed reviews initially, with some praising its bold
exploration of dark themes and others criticizing its controversial content
and style.

What is the significance of violence in 'An American
Dream'?
Violence in the novel symbolizes the internal and societal conflicts faced by
the protagonist, reflecting the broader chaos and moral ambiguity of American
society during the 1960s.

Additional Resources
1. The Executioner's Song by Norman Mailer
This Pulitzer Prize-winning novel is a gripping true-crime narrative about
Gary Gilmore, a convicted murderer who insisted on facing the death penalty
in Utah. Mailer explores themes of justice, media sensationalism, and the
complexities of the American criminal justice system. The book delves into
the darker aspects of the American Dream, portraying a fragmented society and
the consequences of personal choices.

2. The Armies of the Night by Norman Mailer
A blend of novelistic storytelling and historical reportage, this work covers
the 1967 anti-Vietnam War march on the Pentagon. Mailer presents himself as



both a participant and observer, offering a critical look at political
activism and American society during a turbulent era. The book won both the
Pulitzer Prize and the National Book Award, highlighting the clash between
ideals and reality in the American Dream.

3. An American Dream by Norman Mailer
This novel tells the story of Stephen Rojack, a war hero and TV commentator
who struggles with his personal demons and moral conflicts. The narrative
examines the darker side of American success, including violence, power, and
identity. Mailer critiques the superficiality and contradictions inherent in
the pursuit of the American Dream.

4. The Naked and the Dead by Norman Mailer
Mailer’s debut novel is a powerful World War II story focusing on a platoon
of soldiers in the Pacific theater. The book explores themes of heroism,
fear, and the human condition amidst the horrors of war. It reflects on the
American Dream through the lens of sacrifice and the quest for meaning in a
chaotic world.

5. Miami and the Siege of Chicago by Norman Mailer
This dual narrative covers the 1968 Republican National Convention in Miami
and the Democratic National Convention in Chicago, highlighting political
upheaval and social unrest. Mailer’s vivid descriptions capture the
fragmentation of American society and the challenges to traditional ideals.
The book offers insight into the political and cultural crises that shaped
the American Dream during the 1960s.

6. The Prisoner of Sex by Norman Mailer
In this provocative essay collection, Mailer tackles issues of gender,
sexuality, and feminism. He critiques contemporary gender roles and questions
the evolving nature of American identity and freedom. The work reflects
Mailer’s complex views on what the American Dream means in terms of personal
and societal liberation.

7. Of a Fire on the Moon by Norman Mailer
This detailed account of the Apollo 11 mission explores humanity’s quest for
exploration and achievement. Mailer examines the symbolic significance of the
moon landing as a pinnacle of the American Dream and technological progress.
The book blends journalism with philosophical reflection on ambition, risk,
and the human spirit.

8. Advertisements for Myself by Norman Mailer
A collection of essays, stories, and reflections, this work offers insights
into Mailer’s thoughts on American culture, politics, and literature. It
reveals his critique of conformity and his search for authenticity in a
rapidly changing society. Through his candid prose, Mailer addresses the
aspirations and disillusionments tied to the American Dream.

9. Harlot's Ghost by Norman Mailer
This sprawling novel delves into the covert world of the CIA during the Cold
War. Mailer intertwines espionage, politics, and personal drama to portray



the complexities of American power and ideology. The book challenges the
idealistic narratives of the American Dream by exposing the moral ambiguities
behind national security and global influence.
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