7166 of a culture and

of the “underlying patterns” and “interaction patterns
an ideology at work in shaping the “distinctive thought world”'®7 of
Americans.

In one sense, then, what begins n the 1950s and continues into the 1960s is
not so much a revolt as a reassertion of “traditional” values; the suggestion
that in the complexity of post-wa - politics and post-modern, post-industrial
society, “old-fashioned” axiologic: 1 systems had been devalued or forgotten.
This, of course, is in general term: a familiar conservative argument, and at
least one commentator on the 1960s has it that the movement called the
New Right began as 1960s survivors began to shape the trends which
coloured American political life n the 1980s and 1990s. Not all Americans
were hippies; Paul Lyons argue: that “History belongs”'®® to the young
conservatives who helped reassess the direction of conservative politics in
the United States after the 1960s, and that “the most accurate and telling
stage production of the baby bocmers' 1960s...would be a two-ring circus,
with New Left and New Right elites under the spotlight, and most of their
generational peers—and the rest of the nation—in the audience watching,
taking in messages at the margins and over time.”'®’

Both the “Left” and the “Right” attempted to appropriate the figure of the
American hero, recognising its iremendous emotional appeal, during the
1960s. Indeed, the re-definition ard re-delineation of the hero figure and the
re-examination of masculine modalities has been seen to be a dominant
feature in the cultural landscape of post-war America. David van Leer refers

to “(t)he rise of competitive individualism,”'”°

which he proposes “may
have been a natural reaction agaiast the compulsory cooperation of the New
Deal and war years.”'’! Here is, perhaps, the origin of the extreme edge of
harshness and coldness toward isotimoi and anisotimoi which sociologists
like Miedzian have observed. If n the 1950s the competitive individualist
was to an extent encouraged within the corporation—incentive for
individual effort had proven to benefit, not undermine, the corporate
system—there were limits to tie extent to which genuine dissent was
tolerated. Individualism and definitions of correct, acceptable or sanctioned
behaviour rested increasingly not with the individual, but with a society
determined to instruct him in how to be a man for his, and of course its,
benefit.

At the beginning of the 1960s, then, the model of ideal masculinity had
come under re-consideration dwue to the social, cultural, economic, and
philosophical stresses which had emerged from twentieth century post-
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industrial society and the political changes which had arisen from the two
world wars. As more aggressive and less tractable characteristics of the
American male were being criticised, so it occurred to very few that these
same qualities had long provided the basis for the American model of ideal
masculinity which was, and remains, so important to the American
national self-conception. On a conscious level individuals did—and
continue to—wish to eliminate certain “ultra-masculine” characteristics
from the ideal paradigm. At the same time identical stereotypical male
qualities continue to be produced and widely disseminated within the
society, and the society itself valo-ises the same qualities of ideal masculinity
that in another sense it castigates as detrimental, or not socially desirable,
during the current phase of the nation's social and cultural development.
There is, I would argue, a level of cognitive dissonance within individual
Americans on the subject of masculinity. Ideological ambiguity on the
subject of aggressiveness and competitiveness leads to social messages
which imply that a certain lev:l of these attributes is acceptable, even
desirable, but that what is acceptable has become subject to sudden and
arbitrary re-definition. The tencions engendered by this dichotomy are
examined with great detail in the riovels of the 1960s as individual
American men, consciously or unconsciously, formulate their responses to
the increasing contradictions in the at:itudes to masculinity presented to
them in the cultural and social phenomena of their nation.
VII

The authors on whom I decided to focus in order to study American
masculinity in the 1960s were Norman Mailer, Ken Kesey and Philip Roth.
Each of these authors wrote works which were influential or popular during
the 1960s; each wrote novels set during the 1960s; and each deals with the
unique social conflict in American society in the 1960s while employing
distinctively American themes and perspectives in their work. As [ am
interested in making observations which lie in the field of literary sociology,
it is useful for my purposes that, as well as having written about the 1960s,
Mailer, Kesey and Roth as indiv duals are part of the story of the 1960s in
America; their names are associaed culturally and philosophically with that
decade with a prominence that can be matched by few of their peers. Of
Mailer and Kesey this is especial y true, and Roth's Portnoy’s Complaint has
retrospectively assured its author the reputation of one who both chronicled
and inspired the liberalisation of attitudes to sexuality and sex which
occurred during the 1960s. As a result of the combination of these factors
the accounts of American life ard American men in the 1960s provided by
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Norman Mailer, Ken Kesey and ~hilip Roth are most authentic, as well as
representative in artistic terms. These writers gave me persuasive reason
for their choice in this regard: each exhibits a fondness for what William
Carlos Williams termed “ ‘fictionalized recall,” ”'’* in so far as each is an
example of a writer of whom Tory Tanner might have been thinking when,
in introducing the above expression into his City Of Words, he noted that
“for some American writers their experience of life in America is so intense
and primary that it seems supererogatory to invent new material. Instead,
the craft of the fiction-maker goes into shaping and ordering the overall
structure of his recollections.”'”?

I further buttressed my employrnent of these novelists by the fact that each
of these authors had, during the 1960s, enjoyed both commercial success and
critical or popular esteem; I have reasoned that high sales figures might be
said to indicate a depiction of events, people, and ideas which is “enjoyed”
by a large number of people. I would suggest some connection between the
popularity of a work and its “ctltural efficiency,” i.e. its ability to express
something which a culture requires be expressed (and re-expressed), or the
manner in which it mirrors a ctlture in such a way that the culture either
derives satisfaction from the depi:tion or, as is often the way with art, uses it
for self-criticism, cathartic/symyolic/vicarious experience etc.. Mailer,
Kesey and Roth also match this criterion, although in Mailer's case his non-
fiction writing garnered greater attention than his novels.'”* These three
writers were part of the 1960s in a1 sense that transcends their function in the
creation of literature in/of the 1950s. These authors inscribe America and its
values systems in the 1960s, and American masculinity and its characteristic
forms in that decade, in their writing.

Of course, a number of other authors also matched the criteria which had
emerged, which were essentially hat I was, in my search for evidence of the
p-structures of American masculinity in the 1960s and expressions of male
experience as expressed in nove s of the 1960s, most interested in writers
who had: achieved some degree of coramercial success and/or attracted at
least a measure of artistic acclaim played some role in the social or political
life of America in the 1960s; and written about men in the 1960s in novels
set in or close to the period. Several names were prominent amongst writers
whose work I surveyed.

Truman Capote's “non-fiction novel” writing and Tom Wolfe's “New
Journalism” attracted to both these authors a great deal of public attention
during the 1960s; however, neither are noted for novels written during the
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period;'”’ Norman Mailer and his fiction seem to occupy a similar place in
American life and letters.

Saul Bellow's Herzog (1964) probably remains as daring and honest an
examination of masculine inner life as any produced by any American
writer. However, Bellow's men ale in no wise 1960s-men; like their creator,
their intellectual and moral selves have been formed in the world which
existed prior to the Second World War. Bellow's men find themselves adrift
in a society with whose values they find themselves increasingly at odds;
their choice is not rebellion or recasting of visions, however, but moral
transcendence, and the focus on human eternals in the face of cultural,
emotional and philosophical epiemera. They straddle the “old” and the
“new” America, and provide us; with a rich perspective on a changing
society. Much of the tension betv/een Bellow's protagonists and their society
derives from their refusal to adapt to “modern” life—Henderson, in
Henderson the Rain King(1959) flees to Africa and Herzog to solitude—
whereas the writers on which thi; study focuses shows men for whom flight
is not an option, or not their cesire. They stay, and either change their
environment—"“cleanse” it—accommoclate with the society's values or try
to live in permanent conflict with them. Thoughtful, morally serious, and
possessed of a sensitivity and restraint coupled with inner strength, they
were out of step with their brotbers both fictional and real in the 1960s in
their reliance on deep, self-iccepting, idiosyncratic self-investigation
(ontology: what am I in essence? as opposed to: what would I like to be?) as
their bulwark against stereotype->ound mode of self-definition.

John Updike's Rabbit, Run (19060) and its first sequel, Rabbit Redux (1971)
trace a “1950s man” who finds tae complexity and the revisionism of the
1960s confusing and dispiriting;. =~ These novels might have made a
component of this study, especiilly if considered along with The Centaur
(1963) which deals with family accommr.odations. However my reasons for
preferring Roth's work, which ccvers the same kind of masculine dynamics,
I have discussed, and will furthe - discuss below. Joseph Heller is a novelist
with the ability to depict masctline experience both accurately and with
distinctively black humour (alsc like Roth); however, Heller's only 1960s
novel, Catch-22 (1961), is set du-ing the Second World War, and outside
America; Roth's Portnoy’s Comlaint is similarly dark in its approach to
comedy, and represents many of the same observations about the grim irony
of human existence and the (af parently) problematic natures of personal

choice and free-will. John Birth ic another writer one might have
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considered; of his two 1960s novels, The Sot-Weed Factor (1960) is set in the
eighteenth century, and appealin 3 though the wild satire of the allegorical
university novel Giles Goat-Boy (1966) might have been, Mailer's equally
extravagant Why Are We In Vietnam? is more incisively savage in its
exposure of the sterile instrumentalities of the patriarchy and the
destructive hierarchicisation of American males, if much less artistically
successful than either of Barth's vsorks.

Other novelists, of course, migh: have been considered, but in the writings
of Mailer, Kesey and Roth I felt I had achieved a complete “portrait” of the
American male in the 1960s, and had, in the novels I had chosen, collected
different aspects of the life and character of 1960s American man to consider,
as well as having 1960s man depi:ted in a number of areas which I thought
crucial: economic, social, sexual, and in terms of the accommodations men
strike within the family and with its members, and within society and with
its members.

The specific novels I have chosen are: Norman Mailer's An American
Dream (1965) and Why Are We i1 Vietnam? (1967); Ken Kesey's Sometimes
a Great Notion (1964); Philip Rcth's Portnoy’s Complaint (1969) and, for
several reasons, the series of nosels which deals with the fictional writer
Nathan Zuckerman: The Ghost Ariter (1980), Zuckerman Unbound (1981)
and The Anatomy Lesson (1983 . The narrative of Alex Portnoy's sexual
mania and his monologic disccurse is, of its nature, limited in subject
matter. Roth's Nathan Zuckermin comes to maturity and material success
in the 1960s, and his tale, I thirk not unreasonably, although written at
some remove from the 1960s, makes an important addition to the portrait I
am intending to paint of American man in that decade, through its detailed
observations of Nathan Zuckerman and his relationship with his mother
and father, and hierarchical society, which add greatly to information in
Portnoy’s Complaint concerning Alex Portnoy's accommodations with his
parents, and a demanding world.

The varied approaches and artistic choices offered by the novelists and
novels concerned combine into an harmonious “whole” in providing a
portrait of American man in the 1960s as he relates to the construction and
articulation of his sense of ilentity, and his relationships with the
hierarchical societal instrumer.talities with which he is forced to
accommodate. In Mailer and in Kesey it is relatively easy to demonstrate
that hierarchical structures and status are prime considerations of both
writer and characters; in Roth tie apparent dominance of other elements
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requires a more concentrated elucidation in order to show the presence of
these concerns.

There is concinnity in the focus of the works, too, as Mailer's study of a
man in virtual isolation (the soc opathic Stephen Rojack in An American
Dream) prefaces his study of men in small groups (in Why Are We In
Vietnam?); this in turn segues iato the depiction of a family group and
small town life in Kesey's novel, ‘vhich in turn is succeeded by Roth's more
complex analysis of men's solitary inner-life and their reluctant acceptance
of the web of inter-relationships into which the urban and metropolis
dweller is forced. Mailer's view includes interpersonal sexual dynamics,
and if Kesey's males seem less concerned with sex than with money and
status, Roth's Alex Portnoy and Mathan Zuckerman are as rampantly sexual
as any two males depicted in popular post-war American fiction. Portnoy’s
Complaint and the Zuckerman 1ovels deal with father-son relationships
and provide contrasting views of the paradigmatic male-male relationship
which exists between male parert and son, and of life within “traditional”
family groups.

Thus this study takes into account a man's private self; social (and
political) self; sexual self; and economic self; and sees how he balances the
calls and obligations of the immediate and wider social structures in which
he is enmeshed: of the family, the employer, the state and/or nation. I
found variety, and comparison ind contrast in sufficient quantity in the
differences and similarities between Stephen Rojack (An American Dream)
D. J. Jethroe (Why Are We In Vietnam?), Hank and Lee Stamper
(Sometimes a Great Notion), Alex Portnoy (Portnoy’s Complaint) and
Nathan Zuckerman (The Ghcst Writer, Zuckerman Unbound, The
Anatomy Lesson) to convince ine that I had achieved a reasonable and
rounded portrait of the Americar: male in the 1960s, and been able, through
their perceptions (and through e::amination of the literary techniques of the
novelists in question) and in the articulation of their experience, to see in
operation the forces which shape his iclentity and his social, economic and
familial realities.

The course of Norman Mailer's career in the 1960s can be seen as an
allegory for the whole American experience of that decade. Fascinated by
both masculinity and Americar-ness, Mailer and his publicity-attracting
antics elevated to public theatre moments of tragedy, drama, comedy, and
even nobility. Like a Hemingway menqué, Mailer began the 1960s very
much in 1950s status-seeker style dressed in the uniform of white shirt and
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thin black tie, he was a bourbon-swilling, Marlboro-smoking aficionado of
pugilism and other macho pursuits. However, the 1960s offered Mailer
much inspiration: he was already an enthusiastic smoker of marijuana, and
he became attracted by the anti-war movement, for whom he would be
journalist and spokesmen. Next as a liberal with a “tough-guy” image he
ran for political office himself, and thus moved from 1960s observer to 1960s
participant. Like much of the in:ellectual property of the 1960s, however,
both Mailer's popularity and the “pop” philosophy he articulates owe their
energy more to his personality than to his intellect.

It has been said that Mailer, “exorcised his personal demons by identifying
neurotic fantasies with the social and political mood of the early 1960s.”'7°
In the two novels examined here, the rovelist certainly captures the mood
of 1960s America. First, he porrays a dark side to the optimism of the
Kennedy era in An American Dream, and then he provides a most
unattractive depiction of an American youth which finds in its own
bloodthirsty fantasies the answer to the question Why Are We In Vietnam?

Stephen Richards Rojack and Barney Kelly in An American Dream and
the characters in Why Are We In Vietnam? provide examples of the
business and public selves men need to construct in order to successfully
undertake hierarchical accommodations within the pitiless structures of
competitive America. Mailer shows us 1950s “social man” entering a period
of transition; enmeshed in capita ist status games and dreams of power, the
1960s will bring to American man a change of clothes, hairstyle and
vocabulary, but, the evidence of Mailer's men, the endurance of the
“traditional” model of masculinitly makes one question the extent to which
American men made any other than superficial adjustments to changing
social mores. In An American Lream the calculating, ambitious Rojack is a
politician and Presidential hopef.l, sparring at the top of the hierarchies of
public life in the most public o: nations. His are social man's aspirations
writ large, and the web of obligation into which he becomes drawn—with
his wife and his friends as much 2as his adversaries—define him as much as
his own desires and his own visions. He remains, however, isolated, and in
the final analysis it is his own wilderness he wishes to conquer—Rojack's
inner demons and his public fail ares—and he chooses violence and flight as
solutions. Rojack cannot remak: himself, and cannot survive; he depends
on there being a “frontier” for him to tame. His flight to South America
might be seen as analogous to Huck Finn's flight at the end of Twain's
Huckleberry Finn, and all similarly anachronistic yearnings for vanished
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freedom, reductive simplicity anc. a never-ending supply of virgin fields to
conquer.

An American Dream was a best-selling novel of the early 1960s; it was
controversial, and it was feted as a bold critique of the social, sexual and
cultural mores of the period. Its hzro is virtually the essence of the archetype
of the all-American boy; and his tale everything such an appellation
implies: however, there is a canker in the middle of the Rojack apple, which
I presume is Mailer's point: the American Dream has failed because at its
heart is not love of country but love of self. As Mailer would later write: a
“fearful disease”'”” has afflicted America. Its cause is: “Greed. Vanity...[and]
Arrogance. Half the people in this country think they are possessed of
genius.”'”® Mailer's Rojack, blinkered by a full measure of the excessive self-
confidence of his fellow Americars, achieves a celebrity status in war which
prompts him to tilt for the peak of American achievement, the “Executive
Office” of the United States. With Mailer not slow to point them out, the
parallels between Rojack and Joln Fitzgerald Kennedy added spice for the
novel's contemporary readers; Rojack, however, fails to reach his goal, and
the novel charts the aftermath as he struggles with the reification and the
distillation of his own bitterness and sense of failure: in the Lilith-form of
his wife, Deborah (whom he murders), and in the figure of Deborah's father,
Barney Oswald Kelly, with whcm Rojack jousts in symbolic and actual
combat. Rojack's intense temp:2rament marks him as a man who will
always attempt the path of close accommodation as his first resort. He
impulsively competes with his isotimoi, but his lack of resources with
which to deal with circumstances; when he fails in his goals, and his quick
resort to violence to solve his pioblems, his ego and obsession with status,
all mark him as a reification of the model of ideal, American masculinity.
The inevitable and unpleasant corollary of the valorisation of “mutually

exclusive goal attainment”'”’

is that not every person can win, and in a
society where everyone wants t> win, and where males are conditioned
from an early age to construct the mselves as “winners” and to be “winners,”
this inevitably leads to disappo nted expectations, loss of self-image, and
other psychological and physical stresses associated with self-perception
contradicted by life experience. 1t was at the start of the 1960s that a well-
known sporting coach, Vince Lombardi, articulated the American position
on competition when comment ng: “ ‘Winning isn't everything; it's the
only thing.” ”'*® Alfie Kohn calls this “a capsule description of our entire

culture.”'8!
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Why Are We In Vietnam? operates against the background of America's
military involvement in Soutl-East Asia. The stylistic disorder—or
playfulness—of the novel serves as counterpoint to the linearity of
determinant, phallogocentric Amz2rican masculinity, whose brutal disregard
for “otherness” is revealed in tae violent and exclusivist nature of the
patriarchal Weltanschauung the rovel reveals and dissects.'®> In Why Are
We In Vietnam? Mailer answers the question posed somewhat
enigmatically in the title of a novel which is set in Alaska, and in which
only tangential reference is made to the conflict in Indo-China, by implying
that certain qualities in American masculinity were responsible for many of
the excesses which bedevilled 1560s” American society, including but not
limited to America's involvement in the events of the civil war in
Vietnam. The nature of the “ideal man” is at heart conquesting,
bloodthirsty, and acquisitive; IJailer explores the American cultural
processes which produce the strong, competitive “U. S. Male” and illustrates
the result of these processes. Matcrial success or fame are the only acceptable
yardsticks of human worth in th:s degenerate culture, and its products are,
in Mailer's cartoonish depicion, repellently grotesque. Mailer's
characterisations of men are in a “classic” American traditior: they are
stereotypical “loners,” aggressively driven, intrepid and able individuals
who attempt to force their will a1d their vision on others and on society.
The qualities which facilitate the kind of domineering behaviour of these
characters are identical with the jualities of masculinity which have been
historically valorised in American culture, and Mailer is but a recent
example of a trend in American ‘iction, which, as I have examined earlier,
has celebrated the “loner” male, the type which might be characterised by
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the employment of Melville's term: “Isolato. “Such solitary heroes,”

7184 Thus an

comments Walter Allen, “dominate American fiction.
examination of Mailer, often regarded as the doyen of the male chauvinist
rearguard, begins the study, providing a portrait of American man, both
alone and in relief, as it were, against the background of a social context with
which he wars.

Ken Kesey was an influential figure in the youth movement of the 1960s;
he was often cited as a “hippy” spokesperson and theorist. Mailer's political
protests were directed at a systenr in which he participated, and which he
hoped to reform; Kesey, however, was a maverick figure hero of the
counter-culture, which despaircd of contemporary mores and their

repressive, enervating effect on th2 individual. He is a literary champion of
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the anti-conformist—the symbo ism and characterisations in his novels
reinforce his thematic assertion cf individualism.

These elements contributed to the stccess of his first novel, One Flew
Over the Cuckoo’s Nest (1962), aad Kesey was thereafter “always included
with Philip Roth and Joseph Heller and Bruce Jay Friedman and a couple of

others as one of the young novelists who might go all the way.”'®

Writing,
however, began to interest Kescy less than personal and inter-personal
experience, social and civil rights issues and experiments in psychedelics-
fuelled “consciousness expansion ” He “finished his second novel with LSD
as his co-pilot...inaugurated his b: nd of Merry Pranksters...[and]...announced
he would write no more (‘Rather than write, I will ride buses, study the
insides of jails, and see what goes on’).”'®® L. Gilbert Porter refers to
“problem years...between the publication of Sometimes a Great Notion in
1964 and Kesey's move to the fa'm in Pleasant Hill in 1968,”'*’ which he
describes as being

characterised by experimer ts with drugs and group living

that sometimes exploited family and friends, the vision of

altering consciousness and establishing revolution, the lure

of power, the scrapes with the law, the rasping polarities of

freedom and responsibili'y, the frustrating attempts to

establish universal connec:ions.'*®

Kesey was eventually to gain tte status of a genuine “outlaw,” and spend
time both in exile from America and in jail in America resulting from drug-
possession charges. The former college wrestling champion's movement
from small-town “All American Boy” to criminal, revolutionary hero and
philosopher was an expression of the 1960s youth experience: many felt
obliged to join the novelist in averring that it was not they who were out of
step with America, but their nation which was betraying its heritage and its
traditional values for material gain according to the corrupt mores of the
greedy, anti-spiritual twentieth century.

Raised to the status of a “cult h2ro” as a result of Tom Wolfe's depiction of
him and the Pranksters in The Electric Kool Aid Acid Test (1968), Kesey
found his fame and notoriety had progressively limited his activities and
reduced his influence; nonetheless he retains the status of a “living legend”
among the residual members ani devotees of a generation Lee Stamper, in
Sometimes a Great Notion, sarcastically characterises as “dedicated droves,
equipped with sideburns and san dals and a steel-stringed guitar, relentlessly
tracking...lost rootbeds . . . yet all the while guarding against that most
ignoble of ends: becoming rootbc und.”'*’

50



One Flew QOver the Cuckoo’s N>st is an efficient and incisive allegory of
the corporate mentality in America, and of the dehumanising effects of
technology and of the repression of individualism.'*® Yet in Sometimes a
Great Notion Kesey's sentimenta if gritty portrait of American family life
and its exaltation of “traditional ‘amily values” gives tacit approval to the
same patriarchal structures to which he had seemed creatively and
personally in opposition. = The ab:lity to reconcile the attack on
contemporary American society with the reassertion of “old-fashioned”
American values, and feeling no cognitive dissonance in the project, is
typical of Kesey, then, as much as of the young generation of the 1960s.'*"
Kesey was selected as a novelis' who, willy-nilly, clearly and forcefully
depicts the workings of hierarchi:al power structures in American society,
even as he, in the editorialising of interior monologues, seems determined
to identify and exorcise their malign influence. Sometimes a Great Notion
explores the relationship between the construction of masculine identity
and the experience of a male's li‘e as part of a family unit. The epic novel
places the “old order”—a conservative, traditional American family—
against “modern values”—a dru3-taking 1960s student, and in the dialectic
American ideology and America character are treated as abstract qualities,
comparable to geological or otter topological phenomena, arising from
autochthonic processes as much ¢s transmitted genetically or culturally. The
novel's careful, detailed pictures of the family life of the Stampers and the
novelist's insights into a child's reception of outside experiences and
influences, show the ways in which national and transcultural stereotypes
of masculinity are transmitted to an individual in the process of the
construction of his identity. Kesey's men are seen in the context of both the
kin-group and the wider socia. order, and they are bound by ties of
community, regional and national obligation which they acknowledge in a
very conscious way—the “belonging” and “mutuality” of obligation
participates in self-definition. Kesey's males also inhabit the psychic and
geographical locus of the tracitional “range” of American hero: the
outdoors. Like Mailer's men, they are “Anglo”in the broadest sense;
although their poverty and indefendence render their access to structures of
power problematic, the ideological, symbolic and cultural accoutrements of
this clan make it clear that they contextualise and define themselves as
participants in the American ma nstream: in quest of the American Dream,
economically  aspiring, capitelist, conservative, and dedicated to
“traditional” (as Stamper-definec.) economic, moral and social values. The

changing post-war economic s tuation in America, and the continued
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dominance of corporations and group conformism over small business and
the individual causes fractures in the balance of life within the hierarchy of
the Stamper family, and changes the interactions of all the members of the
family.

Kesey's focus on the hero paradigm. is foregrounded. Kesey's men,
especially the characters in Somet.mes a Great Notion, are vividly aware of
the historical and cultural forces which surround them. To describe the
ideal of heroic character to whict his central male characters aspire, Kesey
frequently refers to the heroes of American history and culture-—including
that most modern and stereotyped of rnanifestations of the heroic model,
the superhero of comic-books. Tt e unambiguous nature of the character of
the superhero expresses sometting of the idealism which is so often
characteristic of American self-definition; in the 1960s Kesey himself
regularly adopted such a persona complete with “Uncle Sam” flourishes, in
which to execute some of his confrontational theatrics. The influence of the
image of ideal masculinity is clearly identifiable in Kesey's depiction of
masculine experience. Robert Forrey describes Kesey as being in the
tradition of Steinbeck and Heminzway, noting that he “presents as ideals in
his first novel the arrogantly masculine ones of drinking, whoring, hunting
and gambling,” and in “depicting his hero as a masculine Christ whom the
conspiring world of weak-kned men and bitchy women try to
emasculate.”'*?

Mailer and Kesey are writetrs for whom American-ness is central;
American themes and settings dominate; but if national values and the
conduct of U.S. politics and policies might be discussed in their works, the
essence of America, the validity of its ideological heart, is rarely
challenged—indeed, is so much a cultural donnee and noli-me-tangere or
hidden centre that the nature of it is only rarely brought to the surface in
their representations of the artic.ilation of experience of that most formed
and formative, represented and 1epresentative groups, American males.

Ideally, however, the depicticns of masculinity in Mailer and Kesey
needed to be balanced by representations of masculinity emanating from the
voice of a writer who could view naturalised notions of American-ness and
maleness from the perspective cf one who has some understanding of the
experience of marginalisation. Unlike the other two authors, both of
whom, it might be argued, represent “mainstream” American masculinity,
Roth emerges from, and articulates, an American immigrant background.
Roth has noted that the “business of being able to be an American was
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always problematic for [his] parents’ generation, and the tone of his
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works is coloured by “the self-consciousness of someone confronted with
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the choices of rising up out of an ethnic group, complicated by the

knowledge that the “sense of being part of America merges in all sorts of

ways with [one's] personality.”'®’

Mailer, despite his Jewish background,
has not focussed extensively on the articulation of the tension between
ethnic- and Anglo-American identities, and Kesey's males are identifiably
the result of a “mainstream” cor struction of American masculine identity.
Roth's voice, however, represens those non-Anglo emigrant groups who
found, behind the unfamiliar language, cultural concepts and modalities of
construction of identity s-structures of American society, derived, as we
have seen, from European mocels—and ultimately from p-structures—
with which they were familiar. Finally, the novels by Mailer and Kesey I
examine are each complete in themselves as narratives; conventional
structuring allows dramatic even's to unfold and reach a conclusion. Roth's
literary depiction of Zuckermun's aging and hesitant maturation is
instructive, and is additional witness to the continuing influence of family
relationships on a male's adult life, as well as providing a perspective not
only on the construction of matculinity identity, but its influence on an
individual's response to social ¢nd farnilial expectations of himn over the
passing of time.

Philip Roth's articulate, econcmical descriptions of family life and the
inner life of American men »>rovide an example of a writer whose
articulation of gender-identity ha: sincerity and integrity. His cultural voice
as male, as Jew, and as American—and most particularly the nexus of his
sense of total identity— is honest and incisive and he plays with American
and ethnic identity, personal and public facts, fictions and non-fictions. His
characters, elusively, spend their lives spinning self-justifying re-
inscriptions of the central dramas of their personal lives from facts,
evasions, and half-truths. Roth'; presentation of identity exhibits what has

been called a “Chinese-box effect, "'°¢

as a creation from one text gives way to
a character of the same name who appears in another, with the end result
blurring the distinction betweer “face,” “facade” and “facet,” between fact
and fiction, and even between writer and writing.'®” If Roth's works are an
attempt to define the essence of the inner life of the American Jewish male
and the affect of his culture on him, the themes of Roth's work transcend
mere ethnic identity. Murray Baumgarten and Barbara Gottfried have
identified Roth's signature themes as the
nexus of ethnicity anc gender—of Jewishness and

masculinity...his tales focus on the struggle of his
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protagonists...to define their masculinity over against a
prototype of American ma eness. That masculine ideal is
desirable from the point cf view of assimilating into the
American mainstream, yet antithetical to certain elements
in their ethnic makeup...Jewishress contributes what the
Roth hero most respects ar.d yet most loathes in himself-—
that quality which makes 1im...both superior and inferior
to what is defined as masculinity in America.'*®

Roth's themes also include: sex, Jewishness, guilt, concern with the
opinion of others, a man's relationship with family, especially his father,
and finally the cultural/social nightmare of banishment, the fear of being
reviled and disowned. Each has exhaustively, and exhaustingly, alone and
in clusters, been examined over ‘he thirty-plus years of his writing career,
leading to the criticism that he is, perhaps, a writer with a limited subject
range hampered by a penchant fcr thematic réchauffé.

In a 1973 interview with himself in Partisan Review the ever self-reflexive
Roth asks Roth the question: “Cecn you explain why you are trying to come
on like a bad boy—although in the manner of a very good boy indeed?”'®®
The same question might be ¢sked of any of Roth's protagonists: for
example, Neil Klugman, Gabe Wallach, Alex Portnoy, David Kepesh, Peter
Tarnopol, or Nathan Zuckerman. Like Kesey's characters, Roth's men,
classic male status seekers, have to deal with the fact that their identities and
desires have been both created ¢nd constrained by their backgrounds, and
structured by the preconceptions of others. Roth's “urban, intellectual,

second-generation American Jews”?%"

come to understand, or have
circumstances thrust before therr, the extent to which the past is at once a
strength and a liability, ineluc:ably conditioning a man's attitudes to
existence and experience; to his own, and women's, sexuality; to what it is to
be a man; and to how one relites to the religion and culture of one's
forefathers and the religion and culture of one's neighbours. Roth teases
out the complexities of being Jewish, male and American, and, with
humour and empathy and often with a mercilessly acerbic and satirical pen,
unveils the lives of individuals who attempt to merge into a coherent, but
not necessarily homogeneous, s2nse of self the claims of different, often
conflicting, definitions, while atiempting to accommodate successfully and
profitably with the social, economic and family structures belonging to
Jewish-American life.

The impression which emerge; from a study of Roth’s works is that they
are about people and families who are Jewish, rather than about Jewish

54



people and families, and the dif erence is more than a matter of syntax.
Stanley Cooperman records a moment in 1964 when, “speaking at the
annual American-Israel dialogue at the Weizman Institute, Roth defiantly
announced that ‘I am not a Jewish writer. I am a writer who is a Jew;’ ”2°!
and Ruth Wisse succinctly defends Roth when she says of his response to
his earliest critics: “When he explained nimself...Roth rightly protested that
he could not be indicted for his fuilure as a Jew because he was not making

7202

any claim for himself as a Jew. Roth himself has preferred to say: “

77293 In his work the issues and

‘Intimacy and subjectivity are my subjects.
subjects and themes are not Jewishness per se, but, in Jewish families: the
relationships between parents aad their children; the comic potential of
guilt; the bonds of mutual cohe¢rence which arise from family ties; the
power nexus in kin-groups; the construction of cultural and personal
identity; and how the way one deils with the heterogeneous claims of these
social elements on one's allegiance affects one's sense of individuality and
the process of one's individua:ion. Here, too, Roth provides another
contrast with Mailer and Roth, and thus an alternative “angle” on the
mechanisms of the construction of masculine identity in America: Mailer's
and Kesey's novels are dramatic, even relentlessly so; Philip Roth engages
in a barbed castigation of his socicty undertaken from a contrastingly comic
perspective. In trying to identify ¢xactly what the “Jewish quality” of Roth's
books might be, it could be said tc reside in a wry, self-deprecating humour,
as well as in a tone of emotionel sincerity and honesty; the portrayal of
intense emotions and close psychic and emotional atmospheres; as well as
in the celebration of the vitalitv of inter-personal relationships that lies
behind the astringent, extravagant satire.

These traits are all characteristic of the novels which feature the character
of Nathan Zuckerman, who has been called Roth's “alter id,”*°* and whose
hyperactive consciousness might itself be said to be archetypically Jewish,
were it not for Zuckerman's evas.ve, ambivalent attitude to the calls of that
ethnic identity on him. Having their genesis firmly in the 1960s and their
creator's vivid memories of the mood of that decade, Roth's depiction of
Zuckerman allows the novelist to illustrate a number of aspects of male
experience in terms of the principal hierarchical structures of American
society as they were manifest in ‘he 19€0s, beginning with, and principally
concerning, the hierarchy of the family, and Nathan Zuckerman's
accommodation with that hierarcay in the years of his early manhood. All
the novels which feature him, like the fictional experiences depicted in
them, revolve around the hierar:hy which is delineated by the relativities
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of prestige and power in the inte -personal relationships of the Zuckerman
family. The novels detail the persistence of the emotions engendered by
these accommodations, and the pervasiveness of their influence on the life
and work of this one individual.

While The Ghost Writer takes place before the 1960s, and The Anatomy
Lesson takes place after them, tt.e 196(s is nonetheless the period around
which the Zuckerman saga orbit; emotionally, intellectually, and in terms
of the history of Nathan Zuckerm.an and those with whom he is intimately
involved. During the 1960s MNathan Zuckerman achieves fame and
experiences its vicissitudes; he struggles with his failure to deal with the
powerful emotions emerging frcm his relationships with his parents; and,
at the end of the 1960s, after both his parents die within two vears of the
publication of Carnovsky, he deuls with the residual influence of the first
and most influential hierarchy w~ith which he accommodates, the family
structure headed by Victor Zuckerman and his wife Selma.

In Roth's novels his characte's find a way to subsume ethnic identity
beneath the labile concepts of “America” and “American,” if not always
comfortably, in a United State: itself under redefinition in a diverse,
multicultural, post-war society. The America depicted by Roth may be more
pluralistic than the America carlier generations of Jewish and other
immigrants confronted, but 3t seems more, not less, hierarchical,
conservative, and patriarchal. Roth's 1960s America is the product of overt
and covert hierarchical structures derived from a number of cultures which
have contributed to a social system in which the “prestige” attached to an
individual is accounted for by tis or her place in the various hierarchies
which make up the national life, and in which individuals are rigidly
defined in terms of gender and role assignation. In Roth's America the
measure of a person's importan:e relies on evaluations of status, income
and occupation or reputation rather than in an evaluation of an
individual's intrinsic or moral worth. Like the male characters of both
Mailer and Kesey, Roth's men ccme to adulthood in a nation which seems
at odds with its own philosophical tenets; they enter into accommodations
with that nation's economic ani social hierarchies —as Americans have
since the first European settlement: disappointed that the reality does not
seem to match the dream—but convinced that the possibility of close
accommodation on the highest Jevels remains possible, and that, if this is

so, a puissant and enthusiastic male can imbue a debilitated order with new
life.2%?
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Roth's voice is quintessentially .American, and identifiably “60s” in its self-
questioning, almost neurotic sear:h for liberation and self-definition. Roth's
depiction of the American male goes tc the heart of issues that lie deep at
the core of the divided nature of the American male, torn between cultural
and social messages which at on:e affirm and deny the rugged traditional
model of masculinity.

In their focus on the articult¢tion of masculine experience, the three
novelists in question have greater stylistic and thematic differences than
similarities. Yet, for all their dive-gent treatments of American life, in their
manner of working and in the wider conclusions at which their fictions
arrive they show important po nts of convergence. Each depicts strong
individuals set against a sociecy which prides itself on its historical
valorisation of individuality, and yet which supports government policies
and modern corporate attitudes «nd instrumentalities which are inimical to
the individualist. Paradigms and structures which are hierarchical and
patriarchal emerge from the writing of these persons; it is my contention
that it is precisely because he has entered into an “honest” “artistic”
engagement with his experience of his own culture that each of the three
writers in this study demonstrates, wittingly or unwittingly, through his
choice of techniques, themes, plots and characterisations, how hierarchies
and the pursuit of power have historically occupied American men and
male characters in American ficion. Despite appearing to be so different,
numerous elements of each of the novels in this study are structured
hierarchically, and further show how American society is shaped by
hierarchical models which facilitate the satisfaction of a lust for power
which is fundamental to patriarchal culture in its American manifestation.
Each novelist depicts hierarchie: and hierarchical patterns of interaction,
status seeking, the forming of hierarchies and dependent relationships,
acquisitiveness, aggression either real or covert, and the exercise of power.

This study hopes to make som> comments about how selected novels of
Norman Mailer, Ken Kesey and Philip Roth illuminate the social context of
America in the 1960s, reflect the instrumentalities of ideology and social
regulation in operation at that time, and how this concerns the articulation
of American male experience diring that decade. I intend to discover the
extent to which, in the novels or which I will focus, the paradigms of ideal
masculinity prominent in American history and society are instrumental in
the construction of masculine s:lf-identity, and in what ways hierarchical
structures regulating power and 1ccess to power, facilitating and controlling
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masculine interactions in social, 2conomic and familial spheres of life, will
be found in the representations of the lives of American men in these
novels. In American novels set d aring the 1960s, will obsession with power
and its concomitant hierarchicil structures dominate other modes of
discourse even in novels in which they do not at first seem to be the
principal concern of either charzcters cr authors? The essentials of what
became this work were crystallised by the hypothesis that, even in texts
which presented male experience in other terms, male experience in art, as
in life, would be ineluctably conditioned by the pursuit of power and
prestige through hierarchical structures.
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Part One: “To Scale the High Pyramides”: Norman Mailer's An
American Dream and Why Are We In Vietnam?

What glory isthere ina common good,
That hangs for cvery peasant toachieve?
Thatlike I best that flies beyond my reach.

Set me to sca e the high pyramides.
Christopher Mcrlowe, Massacre at Paris.

Chapter One: “The Unstated Essence of Hip”: Norman Mailer
and the Articulation of Male Experience.

“One is Hip or one is Square...one is a rebel or one conforms, one is a frontiersman in The Wild
West of American night life, or else .1 Square cell, trapped in the totalitarian issues of
American society, doomed wi'ly-nilly to conform if one is to succeed.”

Norman Ma.ler, “The White Negro.”

Norman Kingsley (Nachum Malech) Mailer gave an indication of his later
audacity, love of controversy, .nd desire to contextualise himself in a
Western historical and philosophical as opposed to a Jewish cultural and
religious context when he devoted part of his bar mitzvah speech to

" 7

Spinoza,' and announced to the gjathering that he hoped to emulate

7 w2

great
Jews like Moses Maimonides and Karl Marx.

Born in Long Branch, New Jercey, on January 31, 1923, Mailer enrolled to
study aeronautical engineering at Harvard in 1939. He became fascinated
with literary architechtonics anc. authors like Theodore Dreiser, Thomas
Wolfe, James T. Farrell, Ernest Hemingway, John Steinbeck, William
Faulkner, John Dos Passos, and F. Scott Fitzgerald, and decided that he
would become a writer. Mailer studied under the poet Robert Hillyer and
experimented with different styles and forms before and after his graduation
from university in June 1943 and his subsequent participation in his
country's war with German Euro se, Italy and Japan.’

At Harvard, while listening tc a speech by Archibald MacLeish, Mailer
wrote his first (and shortest) shoit story, in which the theme of war, and the
casual approach to violence, pref gure with unsettling brevity his later work:

We were going through the barbed-wire when a machine-
gun started. I kept walking; until [ saw my head lying on the
ground.

“My God, I'm dead,” my head said.

And my body fell over.’
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Mailer approached his new vo-:ation by initiating a search for a “writer-
persona,” and he adopted an urconvircing, swaggering, pugnacious, and
occasionally boozy demeanour in what he imagined was imitation of
Hemingway. Mailer was slight ¢ nd skinny, and, comments a friend of the
time, George Goethals, “ ‘Norma...could not hold his liquor.” "> Although
comparisons between Mailer and Hemingway are often prompted by the
centrality of “macho” behaviour n both the lives and the works of the two
novelists, in a 1971 article Dorald L. Kaufmann dissects the difference
between Mailer and Hemingway and finds little similarity, noting that
“[u]lnlike Papa's assimilation of autobiography, Mailer makes do with bits
and pieces of his life revised to 1it his fiction.”® While this critic finds in
Hemingway a consistency of style and theme, and protagonists around
whom “[a] code emerges with an inner order,”” he finds that Mailer's
“writing features a series of noa-heroes without a code.”® The “unity,
coherence, and simplicity,”” of Femingway is contrasted with the tendency
of Mailer to allow “the outsice chaos [to] shape his fictive world.”'?
Kaufmann's analysis decides that “[t]he times may have gone too much out
of joint to include Hemingway and Mailer in the same slice of literary
history after all their shadow box ng with posterity ends.”"'

During his war service Mailer vrote a series of letters to his first wife, Bea
Silverman Mailer, which provided the basis for The Naked and the Dead,
which was completed in Augist 1947, and published in May of the
following year. Assisted by an award-winning advertising campaign
engineered by Rinehart's Helen Murphy and comparisons which linked it
with Erich Maria Remarque's All Quiet on the Western Front,
Hemingway's A Farewell to Arn s and Dos Passos' Three Soldiers, Mailer's
novel was critically acclaimed, and remained Number One on the New
York Times’ best-seller list for eleven weeks. A central element in this work
is still evident in Mailer, despite nany later stylistic and thematic changes.'”
This I would characterise as “masculirist,” and in Mailer's novels of the
1960s military metaphors and the worship of decisive, violent, narcissistic
men of “strength” and “courage” colour the characterisation of Stephen
Richards Rojack, the protagonist of An American Dream, and the “jock
talk,” Texan anti-semitism, and good-old-boy firearm fixations of Why Are
We In Vietnam? The pugnaciots undertones of Mailer's depiction of men
remains in the 1960s; although Why Are We In Vietnam? is a trenchant
critique of American society, Ma ler neither repudiates violence, aggression,
and self assertion, nor hierarchical “games” of mutually exclusive status
attainment along the American model.
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The Naked and the Dead i5 a detailed examination of masculine
hierarchical accommodation. Set during a Second World War campaign on
the fictional island of Anopopel, the novel concerns a set of characters
differentially placed in the “natural hierarchical structure in the military
chain of command.”'? Leading -he American forces invading the island is

14

Major General Cummings, an intellectual, cultivated, “crypto-fascist,”'* and

" 14

hierarchical theorist. Cummings believes that “ ‘to make an army work you
have to have every man in it fitted into a fear-ladder...The army functions
best when you're frightened of the man above you, and contemptuous of

your subordinates.” "'’

Cummings revels in leadership and the exercise of
authority; he shares the belief of George S. Patton that a military
confrontation between Russia and America is inevitable, and he would like
to turn America into an overtly structured, militaristic society to prepare for
this end. “Cummings,” Jean Rac ford comments,

believes that beyond the desire to survive and the sexual

urge, instincts which men share with other animals, man's

primary drive (qua man) is toward the achievement of

power over other men axd the natural world...if man's

essential nature is to struggle for power, then his relation

with other men is governed by the power principle and

other considerations...are betrayals of human nature.'®

The hierarchical organisationa unit on which the novel focuses is the

platoon led by the sadistic Sergea 1t Croft, who is as obsessed by power as the
General, and who exercises an euthority as absolute, albeit over a smaller
number of men. The novel's empathetic centre is Lieutenant Hearn, a
thoughtful college-graduate, vho is fascinated by Cummings and,
eventually, killed after he places his trust in Croft. Mailer's “flashback”
technique evokes the confusion of war, and his interior monologues and

”17 increase the reader's

“Dos Passos-like diagnostic biographical portraits
sympathy for the crusty soldiers. Mailer also intimates a connection
between the life of the individuul and the state of the larger organisations
which the individual can represent: the army, the nation, or even the
species. The homo-eroticism of the male relationships, and the admiring
presentation of misogyny and th: urge to sexual violence and phallocentric
domination is also notable. A ccmpact example of Mailer's prime concerns
and his literary technique—both at this time and later—is to be found in the
following excerpt:

Croft slaps her across the face...He strikes her so heavily that

she falls.
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That's one thing you ain't best in, she screams.

Croft stands there tremblin 3...He feels nothing and then anger
and shame and then notiing again. At this moment his
initial love, his initial need of her is full-throated again. (Jus'
an ole fuggin machine.).. That's right, honey, I understand
you. They roll together in bed...You're all fuggin whores, he
thinks.

His ancestors pushed and labored and strained, drove their
oxen, sweated their women, and moved a thousand miles.

He pushed and labored inside himself and smoldered with an
endless hatred.

(You're all a bunch of fuggin whcres)

(You're all a bunch of dogs)

(You're all deer to track)

I HATE EVERYTHING WHICH I5 NOT IN MYSELFE."®

Mailer spent the years which followed the success of The Naked and the
Dead in search of a public face ard a national place. He spent time in Paris
and, although he had not read Sartre, embraced existentialism. He would
later claim that Barbary Shore (1955) was the “first of the existentialist
novels in America.”!? Mailer also became an enthusiastic socialist, under
the tutelage of a Polish-born Mar:ist, Jeen Malaquais. In 1949 Mailer made a
speech at a conference for world peace in New York sponsored by the
National Council of the Arts, Sciences and Professions which Irving Howe,
later the founder of Dissent m:gazine, remembers deciding was covered
with “the intellectual fingerprin' of...Jean Malaquais.”*® Mailer-versions of
both existentialist and Marxist hilosoohies were important influences in
his later fictional creation of men and their place and behaviour in social
arrangements.

Mailer's next works were Barbcry Shore and The Deer Park, novels which
appeared in 1951 and 1955 resoectively, and two works of non-fiction,
Advertisements for Myself (1959) and The Presidential Papers (1963). In
Barbary Shore the nature of the relationships between the characters and a
rather clumsy, morality-play atnosphere allow certain associations to be
made in response to what Richard Foirier calls Mailer's “confused but
volatile feelings about the relaticnship between the dialectics of sex and the

dialectics of politics.”?"

In the eventual confrontation between the capitalist
lackey Hollingsworth and the communist functionary McLeod, Mailer's
point becomes clear: both are dehumanised “elements” in a mindless,

degraded and degrading world d:ifting toward “the Barbary shore” of social
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chaos, from which fate only the intensity of a passionate and aware
commitment (to revolutionary sccialism) can offer rescue.

While working on the novel Mailer “found his Marxist intellectual
convictions continually distracied by compulsive preoccupations with
‘murder, suicide, orgy, psychosis ' ‘I always felt as if I were not writing the
book myself, “*? he claimed. Thus this novel prefaces Mailer's later
concern with these themes. Ther: has also been the suggestion that Barbary
Shore serves as a gloss to the thematic intentions of later works, especially

An American Dream.*’

Even in these earliest novels, Mailer is riveted by
the extent to which an individual's actions are conditioned by his or her
“place” in a system, by the obligations which arise from acceptance of an
ideology, and by the demands inaerent in either or both of these activities.
No one can avoid being a part >f some system, some greater whole, and
being subject to the forces of thit system. No one can avoid hierarchical
accommodations, and all they er tail. In Barbary Shore, Lovett has a Marx-
phrased realisation that: “There was a sentence for it...‘Men enter into social
and economic relations independent of their wills,” and did it not mean
more than all the drums of the mnedicine men?”?* Mailer is fascinated by
hierarchies and by hierarchical iccomraodations; in a sense this becomes
one more way of observing tha' he is entranced by the warps and wefts
which constitute the “power rela:ionships” in which all “western” persons,
and possibly all humanity, are ermeshed, and by which their lives and their
personalities are structured.

Despite, or because of, the novel's use of first person narration and
metaphysical atmospherics, Barb.iry Shore was a failure both commercially
and critically. After a “spiritual trial: years dominated by sensuality, drugs,
confusion, disturbing insights nto his own violence, and a recurring,
morbid depression that had settled on him with the abject failure of [Barbary
Shore]”** the novelist began to form the synthesis of borrowed
philosophical and intuitive sociological perceptions which resulted in his
idiosyncratic theories of humanity, individual existence, and social order.
Mailer had also by this time developed his insights into the emotional greed
and egocentricity of America—'the narcissist he finds embedded in the
psyche of most Americans, engaged by a ceaseless and passionate inner
dialogue between parts of himself.”*®

In The Deer Park the presentation of sex and sexuality is metaphorically
evocative and used as a barometer of contemporary attitudes. In all the
relationships in the novel love ind sex are reduced to a “power struggle.”

Women bait men, and men conquer women; they lead each other on in
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order to satisfy their needs; their gambits are the “chips” and “cards” with
which these pathetic gamblers vsage their contests. The novel is keenly
aware of the nuances of social, se<ual, economic and creative “rankings,” or
prestige structures: “Why should a second-rate man spend so much time on
a fifth-rate woman?” Eitel wonders of his relationship with Elena. “It was
not logical. Second-rate men sought out second-rate women; the summits
of society were inhabited by su:h people, and why had he deserted his
caste?”?’

During the three years it took t> write The Deer Park Mailer found his way
past the uncertainty of tone of Birbary Shore to the criss-crossing of modes
of confidentiality and didacticism which characterise his later style.
Allowing his preoccupations to guide him, Mailer also found “an entrance
into the mysteries of murder, suicide, incest, orgy, orgasm, and Time,”?®
which would become the familia - themes and metaphors of the work of the
1960s, and which remain, in essence, his enduring literary hypnotics.29

In the late 1950s Mailer, a shareholder and co-founder of The Village
Voice, began a provocative column in its pages. In it he constructed the
myth of Norman Mailer the ‘psychic outlaw,” and, as Carl Rollyson
comments, “found his way to a set of terms, the Hip and the Square, that
encompassed his either/or, Man chaean view of the world.”*° In this, and
in his other non-fiction of the late 195Cs, the most important of which was
collected in Advertisements for Myself (1959), Mailer engages in a dialectical
process which shows the evolution of his thinking about the nature of man
and his place in this cosmic orcer. Mailer would eventually achieve the
joint tasks of reaching for intellectual and creative credibility via a dazzling
process of re-invention, building self-confidence through self-promotion
and self-assertion. “Mailer lost his voice by the discovery after three novels
that he didn't have one,” writes Richard Poirier. Thereafter “[h]is writing
began to take its form from the vary instability of his voice...it took its form
from a species of debate or dialogue or ‘war’ among the possible or
competing voices that are alive within him.”*'

Displacing his personal frustrations and disappointments onto national,
political, and metaphysical concerns, Mailer created a closed “reality” in
which a kind of karmic law operates, and in which every individual's fate is
not in the hands of tasteless, faczless publishers, editors, and critics, and an
ungrateful and ignorant public, >ut can be seized and manipulated by any
individual with the confidence, power, moral courage and virtu to do so.
Ideas and impulses, as well as people-—colleagues, politicians, journalists,

women, and other writers—all b2come symbols of an enemy who serves as
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catalyst in a “Manichaean epic vision of American possibilities.”** Love and
hate, envy and inspiration, despair and self-confidence: any oppositions
which can be paired are paired in Mailer's dialectic of dichotomy. The
writer merges elements derived from Marx, Freud, Wilhelm Reich, and
fashionable metaphysical, psychologica. and sociological concepts within a
system of homologies and oopositions which express his ideas of
masculinity, American-ness, and identity. Mailer had become entranced by
the works of Robert Lindner, author of books like Rebel Without a Cause—
The Hypnoanalysis of a Criminil Psychopath. Lindner characterised the
psychopath as an individual who “ ‘cannot wait upon the development of
prestige in society: his egoistic ambitions lead him to leap into headlines by

daring performances.” "’

This sentence goes to the heart of hierarchical
function and form and shows Mailer’s thematic emphasis on the close
hierarchical accommodation open tc the “daring,” as it moves from
“prestige” to “egoistic” to “leap” to “lead.” “What characterizes almost
every psychopath and part-psychpath is that they are trying to create a new
nervous system for themselves, ?* enthuses Mailer in the 1966 essay “The
Metaphysics of the Belly,” but he never seems to question the extraordinary
suggestion that one can reorzanise one's biological, electro-chemical
structures by an act of will or experience; indeed, this is precisely what both
Stephen Rojack in An American Dream and D.J. Jethroe in Why Are We In
Vietnam? claim to achieve. Maiiler's tacit condoning of violence in the
interest of self-exploration and self-expression also remains problematic.
The most important single picce produced by the author in this period,
and one which serves as an example of Mailer's style and his emerging
philosophy, is “The White Negro.” In common with many writers of the
post-war period, Mailer was coicerned with the difference between the
states of individuals and societies after as compared with before the war. His
subject in “The White Negro” s the post-war man he would elsewhere
portray as “a modern soul marojned in constipation, emptiness, boredom
and a flat dull terror of death,” * trapped in “a deadened existence, afraid
precisely of violence, cannibalism, loneliness, insanity, libidinousness, hell,
perversion, and mess, because thzse are the states which must in some way
be passed through, digested, transcended, if one is to make one's way back to
life.”*¢ In “The White Negro” Mailer posits a psycho-sexual and cultural
malaise which haunts “twen:ieth-century man...from adolescence to

737 738

premature senescence, and which has, as its only “life-giving answer,

the acceptance of “the terms of d2ath”*® and the decision “to live with death
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as immediate danger, to divorce jneself from society, to exist without roots,
to set out on that uncharted jouraey with the rebellious imperatives of the
self.”** The model of how to live this way is provided by “the hipster,”*'
who Mailer describes as the product of a “wedding of the white and the

743

black,”*? in which “it was the Ne ;ro who brought the cultural dowry,”*? and

744 The American

in which nuptials “marijuana ‘wvas the wedding ring.
black, according to Mailer, has a special kind of consciousness enlivened by
the fact that he or she “must live with danger from his first day...paranoia is
as vital to survival as blood.”"> One must, he says, “encourage the
psychopath in oneself...explore that domain of experience where security is
boredom and therefore sickness.”*® The result of following this prescription
would be “a new breed of...urb:n adventurers...looking for action with a
black man's code to fit their facts. The hipster,” Mailer trumpets, “had
absorbed the existentialist synap:es of tae Negro, and for practical purposes

could be considered a white Negro.”*’

Unhappily vague, as he often is
about such details, Mailer does not suggest how this electro-biochemical
alchemy has been effected. “The unstated essence of Hip,” he nonetheless
exults, with a similar lack of precision:

its psychopathic brilliance, quivers with the knowledge that

new kinds of victories inc ‘ease one's power for new kinds

of perception; and defeats, the wrong kind of defeats, attack

the body and imprison ore's energy until one is jailed in

the prison air of other people's habits, other people's

defeats, boredom, quiet desperation, and muted icy self-

destroying rage.*®

Mailer goes on to score a firm dividing line down society, condemning
those who cannot achieve his breakthrough: “One is Hip or one is
Square...one is a rebel or one conforms, one is a frontiersman in The Wild
West of American night life, or e se a Square cell, trapped in the totalitarian
issues of American society, docmed willy-nilly to conform if one is to
succeed.”*’

Much of “The White Negro’ is flawed both as an argument and as
ethnography. Its more fanciful assertions perpetuate racist stereotypes, as
the “assimilated” black members of a conformist, college-educated middle-
class are forgotten, or as Mailer mplies that all American blacks are vital,
intense, creative and intuitive, marijuana-smoking, jive-talking, “cool,”
and emotionally charged just because they are black. The main thrust of the
argument rests on a series of nor sequiturs which the force of Mailer's prose
might hold in place on a first 1eading, but not subsequently, seductive as
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their energy is. Further, the specific examples Mailer chooses all derive
from an identifiably American context. While his themes are global, his
settings are national, with the implicit identification of the experience of all
“Western” humanity with American experience. This Americo-centric
view seems to escape the author and although Mailer gallantly allows his
friend Jean Malaquais this objection in a riposte immediately after “The
White Negro” in Advertisement: for Myself, his application of American
phenomena to universal humar experience remains questionable. There
has always been a cultural solipsism about Mailer's smug re-discovery of
what are often old ideas, and his assumptions about the universalising and
naturalising of American norms and the applicability of American
experience to other persons, places and cultures. “The White Negro” is a
notable example of a failure which Robert Solotaroff characterises as
Mailer's “attempt to ground the ntuitive in the factual, the mystical in the
phenomenal, the psychic in the biological and the apocalyptic in the
historical.”’° Richard Poirier has also commented on Mailer's capacity “to
confuse problems of literary tecnique with personal problems of life.””'
For the former critic “[p]erhaps the most remarkable stance in ‘The White
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Negro lies in Mailer's apparently seriously-held belief “that the attempt
‘to divorce oneself from society’ can actually be achieved.”””

The novelist James Baldwin brings his critical faculties to bear on “The
White Negro” in the essay “The Black Boy Looks at the White Boy,” first
printed in Esquire in May 1961, ¢nd included in Nobody Knows My Name:
More Notes of a Native Son in the same year. Baldwin's response to what
he perceives as an “antique...vision of the blacks,”** in “The White Negro”
is charged by the awareness that Mailer's argument contains a central flaw:
no matter how alienated a wh te individual, even a whole generation,
might be from “mainstream” A:merican life, the embedded racist ideology
and systemic racial divisions in American society prohibit any white from
genuinely understanding what i: is to participate in the African-American
experience. Baldwin adopts the mild pose of a disappointed rather than
angry friend and fellow-artist, effectively undermining Mailer's posturing
regarding spiritual affinities with, as Baldwin phrases it, “the periphery he
so helplessly maligns in The Wh te Negro.””* Baldwin recalls reading “The
White Negro” and being perplexed by the difference between the sparse
prose of a novelist he admits he has adrnired, a writer who could portray the

6

“sense of the danger and complexity of human relationships,”*® and what

57

he describes as the “downright irnpenetrable””’ style of an offering which is
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nothing but an “imitation of “kerouac, and all the other Suzuki rhythm
boys.””®

For Baldwin Mailer's metaphysic not only represents a misunderstanding
of what it is to be black in Am>rica, but posits a vision of life that few
African Americans could recognise. It is “a total rejection of life...an
infantile vision of love” powered by nothing more than a “mystique [which]

739 Baldwin focuses on two of “The

could only be extended by violence.
White Negro”'s themes, both ¢f which feature prominently in Mailer's
depiction of Stephen Rojack's inner life in An American Dream. Baldwin
accuses Mailer of “malign[ing] tl.e sorely menaced sexuality of Negroes in
order to justify the white man's own sexual panic,”® before summarising
the naivety of the views of the >ther writer as a failure to come to terms
with the psychic as well as econo nic plight of the marginalised in America.
He regales his colleague with his own view that “to become a Negro
man...one had to make oneself 1p as one went along. This had to be done
on the not-at-all metaphorical 3zrounds of the world's determination to

destroy you.”®!

Baldwin's cr ticism of “The White Negro” might be
summarised by the comment a inusician friend once made apropos Mailer
which he relates in “The Black Boy Looks at the White Boy”: “ ‘Man...the
only trouble with that cat is that 1e's white’ ”°?

Neither for the first time, nor tt e last, a reader of Mailer will be infuriated
by the solipsistic assumption that wishing something to be so can make it so.
Mailer's enthusiasm might be contagious, but Baldwin probably articulates
many reservations about Mailer's work when he interpolates the telling
opinion that: “No one is more angerous than he who imagines himself
pure in heart: for his purity, by definition, is unassailable.”®’

Despite such criticisms “The White Negro” nonetheless continued to be a
philosophical touchstone for Mailer, serving as a kind of manifesto for
much of his later work. In Mailer's cosmic conception every act, every
relationship, virtually every thought and action, is tied into the private
metaphoric schema he first enunciates in this essay.®® Complex social and
economic realities are simplified in order to “solve” the inconsistencies of
human life and systems: the exercise of daring and ability is always rewarded
with success; cowardice invites o1ly defeat; and judgement follows every act
and every thought. In describ ng the need for those with the requisite
qualities to break the shackles of a corfining and moribund order, Mailer
evokes the Puritan-Frontier Hero and the metaphors of frontier a number
of times to illustrate his ideas. The call for “masculine” traits and the

invocation of what are claimed as “eternal” moral values or verities as part
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of an effort to conquer “new terri ories” of the psyche, or of the social order,
allies Mailer with those who applied such thinking to the territorial
expansion of America in the nincteenth century.

It is germane at this point to rel earse the essential features of what is often
referred to as Mailer's Manichaeenism. At the centre of Mailer's universe is
theomachy, the scarcely original notion that there is a universal, eternal
“conflict” between “gods,” equal rorces of “Good” and “Evil.” In linking the
two novels An American Dream and Why Are We In Vietnam? Richard D.
Finholt notes that “Mailer seens to have built a complete cosmology
around his resurrection of the nction that man acts as the agent of external,
eternal, and omnipotent cosmic forces. They are not ‘Satan and the Lord’
exactly, this identification being more metaphorical than anything else.”®*
The operation of this system dep >:nds on Mailer's metaphoric links between
the terms he employs. Mailer assigns words and concepts to one side or the
other of a structure of oppositions, with “God” and the “Devil,” or positive
and negative, as the primary terms. For Mailer this struggle has reflexes and
expressions on all levels of physical, spiritual, and psychic existence. In
various ways the characters, events, and actions in Mailer's novels, even the
thoughts of his protagonists, daace in symbolic tension between the two
polarities. Mailer's universe is driven by a dynamic of movement, energy,
and duality. Combining Jewish mysticism and an ingrained streak of
American Calvinism with his own version of existentialism, Mailer
develops a system of polaritics and their synonyms in metaphoric
association which link poor hezlth with failure, with loss of potency and
nerve, with darkness, negativity, “evil” and the Devil, on one side.
Opposed to this “’pole” is an order which links good health with the
successful, with the sexually «ctive, with the brave, with light, with
positivity with “good,” with Gcd, on the other. Jean Radford notes how
throughout Mailer's work “ceitain ideas persist—like that of the dual
nature of man as ‘beast’” and ‘see:’—through the patterns of imagery...Mailer
has always used sexual relations n a highly stylized, rather Lawrentian way,
to symbolize his view of social relations”®® In Mailer's writing “[t]he poles
of good and evil, God and thz Dev:l are interlinked with a series of
oppositions: the rational and the instinctive, the intellectual and the
mystical, the conscious and the unconscious.”’

A glib rhetoric, however, colours the associations of “The White Negro”
and Mailer's subsequent fictionil excursions into his system. Interviews
with Norman Mailer have often provided a source of amusement as he has
been forced to be both specific ind brief about subjects he can artistically
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obscure in his fiction or disguise with flights of rhetoric in his non-fiction.
In Advertisements for Myself Ma:ler includes an interview with Richard G.
Stern which helps articulate what J. Michael Lennon calls “a pronounced
Pauline-Calvinistic sense of evil which is associated both with the
imperfection of men and God ar.d the actions of a powerful, wily Devil.”®*
To a question about God, Mailer -eplied:

“I think that the particular God we can conceive of is a god

whose relationship to the universe we cannot divine...But

almost certainly, He is rot all-powerful; He exists as a

warring element in a diviled universe, and we are a part

of—perhaps the most important part—of His great

expression, His enormous destiny; perhaps He is trying to

impose upon the universe His conception of being against

other conceptions of being very much opposed to His.”®*

Mailer's is a world suffering ‘rom eaxiological decay, a world in which
strange people behave without recourse to, or in open defiance of, the
normative values which are said to give life meaning and society stability in
a seedy ambience created by alcohol, drugs, encounter sex, and dispirited
interpersonal relationships. Ascr bing decay to a cosmic conspiracy ennobles
vice, militates against the argumrent for choice and responsibility in moral
issues, and reinforces a sense of loss of individual control, coherence and

{Il

self-assertion. In opposition, in Mailer's cosmos, the “forces” of “evil” are
countervailed principally by the “good” of “courage”: whatever the nature
of the act dared, the act of cvercomning personal trepidation reduces
negativity, bolsters confidence and puissance, and cures everything from
hangovers to cancer. If the lav and its agents are corrupt, and helpless
before an evil determined to degrade and humiliate all that is “decent” and
“innocent” and “pure,” a rousing bout of “good” sex or a display of
confrontational “bravery” can dispel the negative energies, and put
individual and society back on course.

Through appropriation, adapt: tion and misprisioning, Mailer develops a
vocabulary of words, concepts ar.d metaphors that enables him to pursue his
beliefs about “power” in the areas of the social, the sexual, the economic and
the political, and to communicate and refine a paradigm of united physical
and the metaphysical universe:. Mailer's theomachy posits “inverted”
isomorphic hierarchical structures whose conflict is the centre of Mailer's
intellectual, symbolic and narra:ive constructions.”® Mailer's approach to
his intellectual mentors often coes considerable damage to their original
concepts as he habitually discards elements of their thought not useful to his
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purposes, or too hard for him quickly to internalise. Mailer's uses of the
terminology of existentialism, or Marxism, or Freudianism, for instance,
recall Humpty Dumpty's petulart assertion that when he uses a word, “it
means just what I choose it tc¢ mean—neither more nor less.””' The
impression lingers that when Mailer employs terms, symbols and images
which he borrows from others he is seeking new ways to express the things
which he already thinks and -eels rather than allowing himself to be
genuinely influenced by the ideas, issues and philosophies to which he has
been exposed. The rhythms ancl the poetry of his language, the energetic
synthesis of populist notions, and the urgency of his Whitmanesque, “And
what I assume you shall assume’ ’* style aggressively insists on an intimacy
which often successfully covers mprecision of definition, lack of clarity of
concepts, and illogical arguments As Joyce Carol Oates has noted, Mailer is
“so dangerous a visionary, a poet a mystic...one is led to believe anything he

says because he says it so well.”””

Even the most suspicious of readers can be
seduced by Mailer's chutzpah into suspension of their critical faculties.

It is ironic that the work of a person who once enrolled to study as an
aeronautical engineer should be hedevilled by so many structural problems.
Conceits and pretensions whict can be engaging in Mailer's fiction are
egregious in his non-fiction; the evocative, intuitive metaphors of the
former become simply fatuous in the latter. Mailer's great strength is that
he seems to be in touch with a quirky, violent, and superstitious underside
of the character of contemporar’ American men; his great weakness has
been his insistence on attemptirg to spell out and codify that moodiness,
and theorise about its causes and cures. Mailer was, and remains, an
incisive artist and expert emotional diagnostician but an inept metaphysical
clinician and a easily discounted social theorist.
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