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Norman Mailer(1923— ) is generally considered as an advocate of
individualism, but his works, especially his novels, indicate that he
prefers egalitarianism to individualism. This study explores his concern
with power from the perspective of his identity as a Jewish American. It
positions Mailer’s concern with power in the context of the American
individualist culture and examines power and morality in his novels a-
long the lines of gender, race, and nation. By looking into power rela-
tions between men and women, between the white majority and the
racial and ethnic minorities, and between America and the rest of the
world as reflected in The Naked and the Dead, Barbary Shore, The
Deer Park, An American Dream, Why Are We in Vietnam?, The Exe-
cutioner’s Song, Tough Guys Don’t Dance, and Harlot’s Ghost, which
are all set in contemporary America, it reveals the intimate link among
American individualism, sexism, racism, and imperialism in contempo-
rary American culture and society and the complex relationship be-
tween Mailer and American individualism.

This study uses the ideological criticism as its method of investi-
gation and draws upon such critical approaches as the Marxist, the
feminist, the post-colonialist, and the new historicist in analysing and
interpreting power and morality in Mailer’s novels. It also draws a the-
oretical framework from Michel Foucault’s theory of power and

Bertrand Russell’s theory of the ethics of power for the analysing and
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interpreting of power in Mailer’s novels.

Mailer is a Jewish American. He is both within and without white
America and is both an insider and an outsider. His identity as a Jew-
ish American provides him with a double perspective from which he
can view contemporary America from both within and without. He has
a deep concern with the morality of power and he sees power in terms
of the effect of its exercise. He believes that power is both repressive
and productive and that power that enslaves others is productive only
to one that exercises that power and forever repressive to others over
whom that power is exercised whereas power that sets others free is
productive both to one and others and therefore always moral. He does
not approve of power that enslaves others but values power that sets
others free. He stresses the morally productive aspect of power and
harshly criticizes power-morality because it functions only to reinforce
and sustain power that enslaves others rather than power that sets oth-
ers free. He wishes to see freedom and happiness enjoyed equally by
all human beings, whatever their gender, race, and nation, and does not
want to see some people enslaved and dominated by others just be-
cause of their gender, race, and nation.

Mailer suggests in his novels that not everyone can exercise his/
her own individuality in contemporary America because individuals in
contemporary America are not equal in terms of gender, race, and na-
tion. He also indicates that in contemporary America one’s exercise of
individuality more often than not implies one’s exercise of control over
and repression of others and therefore the very individual who is re-
pressed by and under the control of another can not exercise his/her
own individuality. He believes that only when individuals in contempo-

rary America are equal with one another can they be really free to ex-
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ercise their own individuality. To assume that all individuals in con-
temporary America are repressed without distinguishing them along the
lines of gender, race, and nation is an act of obscuring the existence of
sexism, racism, and imperialism in contemporary American culture and
society and the intimate link among American individualism, sexism,
racism, and imperialism.

Mailer shows that American individualism does not imply self-re-
liance, self-determination, and independence as fostered by the Ameri-
can frontier experience and advocated by Benjamin Franklin, Ralph
Waldo Emerson, and others but self-interest, subjugation, and domina-
tion as practiced in contemporary American social, political, cultural,
and religious life. Mailer demonstrates that American individualism is
closely linked with sexism, racism, and imperialism because it often
stresses the primacy of the white Anglo-Saxon Protestant Americans and
male Americans as individuals and emphasizes the supremacy of Amer-
ica over other nations. Mailer’s concern with the effects of the exercise
of power is a reflection of his obsession with the effect of American in-
dividualism on the moral consciousness of the American people. He be-
lieves that the existence of sexism, racism, and imperialism in contem-
porary American culture and society has exacerbated the moral con-
sciousness of the American people and he has been critical about sex-
ism, racism, and imperialism, suggesting that everything that America
has done in the name of serving God is directed toward its domination
of the world and that everything that the Americans who call themselves
Christians have done in the name of doing service and honor to God is
directed toward the domination of the poor and the weak by the rich
and the strong.

Mailer’s attitude toward American individualism, though predomi-
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nantly critical, sometimes seems somewhat ambiguous. As a Jewish
American, he belongs to the community of the ethnic minorities and is
always in an inferior position in white America. His inferior status as
an outsider makes him tend to see the relationship between men and
women, between the white majority and the racial and ethnic minorities,
and between America and the rest of the world from the perspective of
the “oppressed” and the “ruled.” He severely criticizes sexism, racism,
and imperialism in contemporary American culture and society and ad-
vocates freedom and equality among human beings. As a Jewish de-
scendant, he values the morally right action and behavior and harshly
criticizes the American individualist action and behavior of men en-
slaving women, of the white majority oppressing and dominating the
racial and ethnic minorities, and of America trying to dominate the
world. But then, as a Jewish American, Mailer partly, if not wholly, be-
longs to the white community and therefore has at times been somewhat
ambiguous about the white domination. He seems to be more sympa-
thetic with Jews and Mexicans than blacks. And as an American, he
has sometimes shared the prevalent view in his time of America as su-
perior to other nations in the world and therefore partly participated in
the sustaining of the dominant ideology of imperialism in contemporary

America.
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Abbreviations

I will use in the text the following abbreviations of Norman Mail-

er’s works, whose editions will appear in the Bibliography:

ND The Ndked and the Dead
BS. Barbary Shore

DP The Deer Park

AM Advertisements for Myself
PP The Presidential Papers
AD An American Dream

wv Why Are We in Vietnam?
™D Tough Guys Don’t Dance
ES The Executioner’s Song

HG Harlot’s Ghost
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Introduction

Power has been Norman Mailer’s major concern in his fiction, and
for more than five decades critics and scholars have been engaged in
the discussing and interpreting of Mailer’s obsession with power, which
has resulted in a controversy over Mailer and his work, focusing mainly
on his conception of power and his attitude toward violence, and yet no
consensus has been reached. The controversy has inspired the present
study which is intended to examine power and morality in Mailer’s fic-
tion, with an aim to explore the relationship between Mailer and the
dominant ideology in contemporary American society.

The idea of conducting the present study grows out of an imbal-
ance between the Mailer scholarship in China and that in America.
Norman Mailer is a great contemporary American writer who has been
writing for more than five decades and produced and published more
than forty books of more than one genre,' but there has been a rather
small scholarship on him in China. Chinese scholars and critics, due to
some historical reasons, did not pay much attention to Mailer until the
early 1980s when two critical essays on his Ancient Evenings appeared
in the journal of Reading.” Since then, in more than two decades, only
less than thirty essays have been published on Mailer or his work in

Chinese academic journals or newspapers, but few have covered Mail-
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er’s fiction as a whole.> Although recent years have witnessed the pub-
lication of several books on the Vhistory of American literature in which
Mailer’s novels are referred to, none of them intends to make an inten-
sive and in-depth investigation; instead, they have only made a brief
introduction to his fiction, with more emphasis on some of his novels
than on the others. Some of the authors of these books have observed
Mailer’s concern with power and violence in his work, but none of
them has developed their observation into a comprehensive exploration
of Mailer’s conception of power and his attitude toward violence.® So
far, on the Chinese literary critical scene, there has been no monograph
on Mailer’s conception of power and his attitude toward violence. The
absence of such a monograph has stimulated me into pursuing an effort
to probe into Mailer’s conception of power and his aititude toward vio-
lence and write a monograph on his concern with power in his fiction.
There has been, however, a growing scholarship on Mailer in
America which has been developing along with a controversy about
Mailer’s conception of power and his attitudes toward violence and
women. The controversy began as early as in the 1950s when two im-
portant critical essays on The Naked and the Dead were published.’
And now, more than half a century later, the controversy seems far from
ceasing, and scholars and critics seem to be more and more interested
in Mailer’s conception of power.® And yet, there has been no accepted
overview of Mailer, nor of his work in general and his fiction in partic-
ular, nor of his conception of power and his attitudes toward violence
and women, to say nothing of a critical consensus. In addition, Ameri-
can critics and scholars have seldom examined Mailer’s attitudes to-
ward racism and the American imperial culture. The lack of such a

consensus or examination has convinced me of the necessity of con-



