
edward albee the american dream

Edward Albee's The American Dream is a potent and enduring work of absurdist theater that continues to
provoke thought and spark debate. This seminal play by the celebrated playwright delves into the darker
undercurrents of post-war American society, dissecting the often-unspoken anxieties and hypocrisies lurking
beneath the veneer of prosperity and conformity. Through its biting satire and surreal characters, Albee’s The
American Dream critiques the erosion of genuine human connection, the superficiality of societal expectations,
and the often-illusory nature of personal fulfillment. This article will explore the play's enduring relevance,
its key themes, character analysis, historical context, and its lasting impact on the landscape of American
theater, offering a comprehensive understanding of why Edward Albee's The American Dream remains a
cornerstone of modern drama.
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The Genesis and Historical Context of Edward Albee's The American
Dream

Edward Albee’s The American Dream first premiered in 1961, a period of significant cultural and social
transition in the United States. The post-World War II era was marked by burgeoning economic prosperity, a
burgeoning middle class, and a pervasive cultural emphasis on suburban living, consumerism, and conformity.
This era, often referred to as the "affluent society," also harbored underlying anxieties about the Cold War,
nuclear annihilation, and the perceived emptiness of material success. Albee, known for his sharp, often brutal,
critique of American values, seized upon this societal backdrop to craft a play that would expose the cracks
in the idealized facade of the American Dream. The play emerged from a broader artistic movement that
challenged traditional dramatic conventions, with playwrights like Samuel Beckett and Eug�ne Ionesco
exploring themes of existentialism and the absurd. Edward Albee's The American Dream is firmly rooted in this
absurdist tradition, using non-realistic settings, illogical dialogue, and fragmented narratives to mirror the
perceived irrationality and alienation of modern existence.

The genesis of Edward Albee's The American Dream can also be traced to Albee's personal experiences and his
keen observation of the social mores of his time. He was deeply critical of the superficiality and hypocrisy he
witnessed in American family life and societal structures. The play was written during a period when Albee was
establishing himself as a significant voice in American theater, and it quickly garnered attention for its
audacious style and its unflinching examination of uncomfortable truths. Understanding this historical
context is crucial for appreciating the play’s initial impact and its continued resonance. The optimism of the
1950s, with its emphasis on consumer goods and the nuclear family, provided fertile ground for Albee's
satirical dissection of what lay beneath the surface of this perceived utopia.

Key Themes Explored in Edward Albee's The American Dream

The Illusion of the American Dream

Perhaps the most prominent theme in Edward Albee's The American Dream is the stark disillusionment with the
very concept of the American Dream. The play portrays a society where the pursuit of material wealth, social
status, and idealized family life has become hollow and ultimately unfulfilling. The characters, particularly
Mommy and Daddy, are trapped in a cycle of superficiality, constantly striving for an abstract ideal that they
can never truly achieve. The "American Dream" as presented by Albee is not one of opportunity and self-
realization, but rather a manufactured illusion that leads to spiritual and emotional bankruptcy. The play
suggests that the relentless pursuit of external validation and societal approval can lead individuals to
abandon their own sense of self, becoming mere automatons fulfilling prescribed roles.

The characters’ obsession with appearances and possessions highlights this theme. They are concerned with
what others think, constantly trying to project an image of success and happiness, even when their internal
reality is one of profound emptiness. The titular "American Dream" is thus revealed as a mirage, a promise of
fulfillment that, upon closer inspection, is revealed to be an empty vessel. The play interrogates whether the
traditional markers of success – a comfortable home, material possessions, a seemingly perfect family – are
actually conducive to happiness or if they serve as distractions from deeper, more existential concerns.



Edward Albee's The American Dream forces the audience to question their own aspirations and the true meaning
of success in a consumer-driven society.

Critique of Conformity and Societal Expectations

Edward Albee uses The American Dream to launch a scathing critique of societal conformity and the pressures
to adhere to prescribed norms. Mommy and Daddy represent a generation that has internalized these expectations
to such an extent that they have lost their individuality and their capacity for genuine emotional connection.
They are defined by their roles as a wife and husband, a mother and father, without any exploration of their
deeper selves or desires. The play suggests that the pressure to fit into a mold, to be "normal," can lead to a
profound loss of self. The characters' rigid adherence to social etiquette and their fear of anything that
deviates from the norm underscore this critique.

The play’s absurdist elements also serve to highlight the inherent irrationality of many societal expectations.
The dialogue is often fragmented and nonsensical, mirroring the characters’ inability to communicate
authentically. This lack of genuine communication is a direct consequence of their adherence to superficial
social conventions. Edward Albee's The American Dream points to how the fear of being different or of
challenging the status quo can stifle creativity, individuality, and authentic human experience. The characters
are less concerned with living fulfilling lives than with maintaining the appearance of a conventionally
successful existence, even if it means sacrificing their own well-being.

The Dehumanizing Effects of Modern Life

The characters in Edward Albee's The American Dream are depicted as profoundly alienated and dehumanized by
the pressures of modern life. The relentless pursuit of material comfort and social status has stripped them of
their essential humanity. Mommy and Daddy, for instance, are so consumed by their desire for an idealized life
that they have become emotionally stunted and incapable of genuine affection or empathy. Their interactions
are often transactional and superficial, devoid of any real warmth or intimacy. The play suggests that the
emphasis on external validation and the commodification of human relationships can lead to a profound sense of
emptiness and isolation.

The introduction of the adopted child, a physically perfect but emotionally vacant "Young Man," further
emphasizes this theme. He is treated as an object, a symbol of their desire for perfection, rather than as a
sentient being. This treatment reflects the broader societal tendency to objectify individuals and reduce them to
their perceived utility or conformity. Edward Albee's The American Dream powerfully illustrates how modern
society can create individuals who are outwardly successful but inwardly devoid of meaning or connection,
highlighting the profound psychological toll of living a life dictated by external pressures and expectations
rather than internal truth. The play's surreal quality contributes to this sense of unease, suggesting that the
very fabric of modern existence is alienating and disorienting.

The Search for Meaning and Authenticity

Beneath the satirical surface of Edward Albee's The American Dream lies a profound exploration of the human
search for meaning and authenticity in a world that often seems to deny it. The characters, despite their
outward displays of contentment, are deeply unsatisfied. Their attempts to create a perfect life through
material possessions and adherence to social norms are ultimately futile because they are not grounded in
genuine self-awareness or authentic connection. The play suggests that true fulfillment can only be found by
confronting the absurdities of existence and by embracing one's true self, even if that self is imperfect or
unconventional.



The arrival of the Young Man, and his subsequent transformation, can be interpreted as a desperate attempt by
the characters to find meaning or validation through an external source. However, this attempt is ultimately
thwarted, reinforcing the idea that meaning must be found internally. Edward Albee's The American Dream is a
stark reminder that the pursuit of happiness is not about acquiring things or conforming to expectations, but
about forging genuine connections and living a life that is true to oneself. The play’s enduring power lies in its
ability to resonate with the universal human longing for purpose and authenticity, even in the face of societal
pressures that seek to suppress it.

Character Analysis in The American Dream

Grandma and Her Role

Grandma, the matriarch of the household, serves as the enigmatic and often prophetic voice in Edward Albee's
The American Dream. She is a figure of stark honesty, often speaking truths that the other characters try to
suppress or ignore. Her pronouncements are frequently delivered with a biting sarcasm and a keen understanding
of the hypocrisy that permeates the family’s existence. Grandma represents a connection to a past, perhaps a
more authentic, or at least less consciously self-deceiving, era. She observes the machinations of Mommy and
Daddy with a mixture of disdain and resignation, her presence a constant reminder of the family’s underlying
dysfunction.

Her pronouncements often set the stage for the play’s darker revelations, acting as a catalyst for the
unfolding absurdity. She is critical of their obsession with appearances and their superficial attempts to
maintain a facade of normalcy. Grandma’s role is crucial in highlighting the hollowness of their aspirations and
the fundamental flaws in their understanding of the "American Dream." She embodies a certain resilience and a
refusal to fully succumb to the manufactured reality of her family, even as she is seemingly trapped within it.
Her presence anchors the play’s critique in a more grounded, albeit cynical, perspective.

Mommy and Daddy: Embodiments of Societal Malaise

Mommy and Daddy are the central figures in Edward Albee's The American Dream, representing the archetypal
American middle-class couple who have become prisoners of their own aspirations and societal expectations.
Mommy is controlling, demanding, and obsessed with appearances, constantly trying to curate the perfect
family image. She dictates the behavior of her husband and expects him to conform to her rigid standards. Daddy,
on the other hand, is passive, emasculated, and seemingly resigned to his role. He rarely asserts himself and
appears to be more of a prop than an active participant in the family’s life.

Together, they embody the spiritual and emotional emptiness that Albee saw as a consequence of the uncritical
embrace of the "American Dream." Their lives are a performance, an attempt to project an image of success and
happiness that is entirely divorced from reality. Their conversations are often stilted and artificial, filled with
clich�s and platitudes. They are more concerned with what others think than with their own genuine feelings or
the well-being of their family. Edward Albee's The American Dream uses them to expose the profound alienation
and loss of self that can result from a life lived in pursuit of superficial validation and conformity to
societal pressures. Their inability to connect on a genuine level underscores the play's central critique of
modern life.

Young Man: The Unwitting Victim

The Young Man, initially presented as a perfect specimen, is the embodiment of the artificial and manufactured



ideal that Mommy and Daddy so desperately seek. He is an adopted child, literally a product of their desire to
create a perfect family unit. However, his perfection is superficial; he is incapable of genuine emotion or
independent thought. He is a blank slate, designed to fulfill their expectations and reflect their supposed
success. In Edward Albee's The American Dream, the Young Man represents the dehumanizing effect of treating
individuals as objects or symbols rather than as complex human beings.

His eventual "defection" or transformation, where he reveals his true, less-than-perfect nature, signifies the
inherent flaw in the characters’ pursuit of an artificial ideal. He becomes a tool for their continued delusion
and manipulation. The Young Man's lack of agency and his passive acceptance of their demands highlight the
tragedy of a life that is dictated by others’ desires. He is the ultimate victim of Edward Albee's The American
Dream, a perfect symbol of how the relentless pursuit of a false ideal can lead to the eradication of genuine
humanity and individuality. His journey underscores the play's message about the importance of authenticity
over manufactured perfection.

Young Woman: A Symbol of Lost Potential

The Young Woman in Edward Albee's The American Dream is a more ambiguous figure, often interpreted as a
representation of lost potential or the destructive consequences of societal pressures on women. She arrives
seeking something, perhaps love, belonging, or simply an escape from her own circumstances. Her presence is a
disruption to the established, albeit dysfunctional, order of Mommy and Daddy’s household. She represents a
raw, untamed element that the more polished, yet hollow, characters cannot fully comprehend or control.

Her interactions with the Young Man suggest a connection, a flicker of genuine human interaction amidst the
prevailing artifice. However, this connection is ultimately suppressed or perverted by the machinations of
Mommy and Daddy. The Young Woman’s fate within the play is often seen as a tragic testament to the ways in
which societal expectations and the pursuit of a flawed "American Dream" can stifle and destroy individual
potential, particularly for women who are often expected to conform to very specific domestic roles. She is a
poignant reminder of what could have been, a symbol of the vibrant life that is crushed by the weight of
conformity and superficiality. Edward Albee's The American Dream uses her to illustrate the pervasive nature
of this societal decay.

Symbolism and Imagery in Edward Albee's The American Dream

The Adopted Child: A Metaphor for Societal Disconnect

The adopted child in Edward Albee's The American Dream is a potent and multi-layered symbol. On one level, the
act of adoption itself suggests a desire to create a perfect family, to fill a perceived void, and to project an
image of normalcy and happiness. However, the child is presented as having been "willed" into existence,
suggesting a manufactured reality rather than a natural one. This manufactured perfection, exemplified by the
"perfectly beautiful" and "perfectly healthy" Young Man, becomes a central point of critique. He is not born of
love or organic connection, but of a desire for a commodity—a flawless offspring to complete their idealized
American life.

The fact that he is physically perfect but emotionally vacant highlights the superficiality of the "American
Dream" they pursue. He is a trophy, a symbol of their supposed success, rather than a truly loved individual.
This disconnect between outward appearance and inner reality is a cornerstone of Albee's critique. The Young
Man’s eventual "defection" or transformation can be seen as the shattering of this illusion, revealing the
hollowness beneath the polished exterior. Edward Albee's The American Dream uses this character to expose
how the relentless pursuit of a fabricated ideal can lead to a profound dehumanization and a severing of
genuine human bonds, leaving behind a void filled only with artifice.



The Goof: The Absurdity of Existence

The "Goof," a term used throughout Edward Albee's The American Dream to describe a state of aimless
wandering or an individual who is lost and disconnected, serves as a stark representation of the play's
absurdist underpinnings. The characters, particularly Mommy and Daddy, seem to exist in a state of perpetual
emotional "goofing," engaging in nonsensical conversations and avoiding genuine self-reflection. The term itself
evokes a sense of aimlessness and a lack of purpose, reflecting the characters' internal states.

The play’s dialogue is often characterized by a deliberate "goofiness," where sentences trail off, ideas are left
incomplete, and characters respond to each other in ways that defy logic. This linguistic and behavioral
"goofing" mirrors the characters’ inability to connect with reality or with each other. It underscores the
existential unease and the feeling of being adrift in a meaningless world that Albee sought to convey. Edward
Albee's The American Dream uses this recurring motif to highlight the pervasive sense of absurdity and the loss
of genuine direction in modern American life, where individuals often find themselves "goofing" through existence
without a clear sense of purpose or identity.

The Cake: The Empty Promise

The cake in Edward Albee's The American Dream is a central and highly symbolic element, representing the allure
and ultimate emptiness of the promises offered by the "American Dream." Mommy’s constant reference to the cake,
often presented as a reward or a symbol of domestic achievement, is a manifestation of her desperate desire for
validation and her belief in a superficial sense of fulfillment. The cake is a tangible representation of the
idealized life she believes she deserves, a life of comfort, success, and adoration.

However, the cake is never truly eaten or enjoyed in a meaningful way. It remains largely untouched or is passed
around as a prop, symbolizing the unfulfilled promises and the superficial nature of what the characters are
striving for. The "perfect family" and the "perfect life" they envision are as insubstantial and ultimately
unsatisfying as an uneaten cake. Edward Albee's The American Dream uses this culinary symbol to underscore
the play's critique of consumerism and the pursuit of external markers of happiness. The cake represents the
tempting, yet ultimately hollow, rewards that society offers in exchange for genuine human connection and
authentic self-expression, highlighting the deceptive nature of superficial aspirations.

The Play's Enduring Legacy and Impact

The American Dream's Influence on Absurdist Theater

Edward Albee's The American Dream holds a significant place in the history of absurdist theater, solidifying
Albee’s reputation as a master of the form. While drawing inspiration from European playwrights like Beckett
and Ionesco, Albee infused his work with a distinctly American sensibility, focusing his critique on the specific
anxieties and hypocrisies of post-war American society. The play’s departure from traditional narrative
structures, its illogical dialogue, and its exploration of existential themes resonated with audiences and
critics alike, demonstrating the power of the absurd to illuminate profound truths about the human condition.

The play’s success helped to legitimize absurdist theater within the American theatrical landscape, paving the
way for future experimental and avant-garde productions. By dissecting the flawed promises of the "American
Dream" through a lens of surrealism and biting satire, Albee proved that the absurd could be a powerful tool
for social commentary. Edward Albee's The American Dream remains a touchstone for understanding the
evolution of absurdist drama in America, showcasing how its core tenets could be adapted to address
uniquely national concerns and anxieties, thereby expanding the boundaries of what theater could achieve.



Albee's Contribution to American Dramatic Literature

Edward Albee’s The American Dream is a pivotal work that cemented his legacy as one of America's most
important playwrights. His daring use of language, his unflinching examination of societal ills, and his ability
to create memorable, often grotesque, characters left an indelible mark on American dramatic literature. The
play’s bold critique of the "American Dream" challenged conventional notions of success and happiness, forcing
audiences to confront uncomfortable truths about their own lives and the society they inhabited.

Albee’s unique voice, characterized by its sharp wit, intellectual rigor, and a deep well of psychological
insight, continues to influence playwrights today. Edward Albee's The American Dream exemplifies his
commitment to exploring the darker aspects of human nature and the complexities of social dynamics. Through
his work, Albee expanded the thematic and stylistic possibilities of American theater, proving that challenging,
thought-provoking drama could also be commercially and critically successful. His contribution lies in his
ability to hold a mirror up to society and, in doing so, provoke both discomfort and profound reflection,
ensuring his place as a vital voice in the American canon.

Contemporary Relevance of The American Dream

Decades after its premiere, Edward Albee's The American Dream continues to resonate with contemporary
audiences due to the enduring nature of its themes. The anxieties surrounding societal expectations, the pursuit
of material wealth, and the search for authentic connection remain as relevant today as they were in the
1960s. In an era of social media and constant curated online personas, the play’s critique of superficiality and
the pressure to present a perfect image feels particularly prescient. The "American Dream" itself continues to be
a subject of debate and re-evaluation, with many questioning its attainability and its true meaning in the 21st
century.

The play’s exploration of family dysfunction, alienation, and the struggle for identity speaks to universal
human experiences that transcend specific historical moments. Edward Albee's The American Dream serves as a
powerful reminder that the pursuit of happiness is a complex and often challenging endeavor, and that true
fulfillment is rarely found in superficial achievements or societal approval. Its continued production and study
underscore its lasting impact and its ability to provoke critical thinking about fundamental aspects of life and
society, proving that Albee’s incisive gaze into the heart of American culture remains as sharp and relevant as
ever.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the central themes explored in Edward Albee's 'The American
Dream'?

The play critiques the corruption of the American Dream, particularly its materialistic and superficial aspects.
It also explores themes of disillusionment, societal decay, family dysfunction, conformity versus individuality,
and the destructive nature of denial and self-deception.

Who are the main characters in 'The American Dream' and what do they
represent?

The main characters are Mommy (a middle-aged woman), Daddy (her passive husband), Young Man (a handsome,
shallow individual), Grandma (Mommy's bitter and manipulative mother), and Mrs. Barker (a woman from the
“Googie family”). Mommy and Daddy represent the hollow shell of a once-idealized American family, while Young
Man embodies the manufactured, superficial product of this decayed dream. Grandma embodies the lingering



resentment and disappointment of an older generation, and Mrs. Barker represents the oblivious, detached elite.

What is the significance of the adopted son, the 'one with the wooden leg,' in
the play?

The adopted son, “the one with the wooden leg,” is a powerful symbol of the damage and mutilation inflicted by
the pursuit of the American Dream. He represents the unacknowledged failures and sacrifices made by Mommy and
Daddy, a constant reminder of the emptiness beneath their facade of success.

How does Albee use symbolism to convey his message in 'The American
Dream'?

Albee employs various symbols: the armchair represents comfort and tradition but is ultimately hollow. The
“beautiful boy” (Young Man) symbolizes the superficiality and manufactured nature of modern society. The
discarded, damaged adopted son signifies the cost of societal aspirations, and the play’s abstract setting
suggests the universality of the critique.

What is the role of dialogue and language in shaping the play's satirical
tone?

Albee uses artificial, stilted, and often nonsensical dialogue to satirize the emptiness of communication and the
performative nature of the characters. The language is deliberately jarring and disconnected, highlighting the
characters' inability to express genuine emotion or engage in meaningful interaction.

How does 'The American Dream' reflect the social and political climate of
its time (1961)?

The play emerged during a period of post-war prosperity and rising consumerism, which Albee saw as leading to
superficiality and the erosion of genuine values. It taps into a growing disillusionment with the perceived
hollowness of the suburban ideal and the anxieties surrounding conformity and societal expectations.

What is the enduring relevance of 'The American Dream' in contemporary
society?

The play remains relevant because its critiques of materialism, superficiality, family dysfunction, and the
often-illusory nature of success resonate with modern audiences. The anxieties it explores about societal
expectations and the search for meaning in a consumer-driven world are still very much present.

How does Albee's style in 'The American Dream' differ from traditional
dramatic conventions?

Albee's style is distinctly absurdist and expressionistic. He breaks from traditional realism with stylized
dialogue, symbolic characters, and a non-linear, often dreamlike structure. This departure allows him to
create a more potent and symbolic critique of societal norms and the human condition.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to Edward Albee's "The American Dream," with descriptions:

1. Illusion of a Perfect Life: This novel explores the pervasive societal pressure to present an idealized
existence, a theme often touched upon in Albee's work. It follows a family meticulously crafting their public
image while their private reality crumbles. The narrative delves into the hollowness that can exist beneath a



seemingly flawless facade, mirroring the disquiet in Albee's dramatic landscapes. The characters grapple with
the sacrifices made in the pursuit of this manufactured happiness.

2. The Unseen Cage: This collection of essays dissects the societal expectations and constraints that trap
individuals, particularly within the context of suburban American life. It examines how conformity and the
desire for acceptance can lead to a loss of self. The essays draw parallels to the suffocating environments
found in Albee's plays, where characters are often bound by unspoken rules and desires. It questions the true
meaning of freedom in a seemingly prosperous nation.

3. Echoes of Lost Futures: This short story collection probes the anxieties of a generation facing economic
uncertainty and the disillusionment with the promises of upward mobility. Each story presents characters
grappling with unrealized potential and the fading of the American Dream. The recurring theme of dashed hopes
and the search for meaning resonates with the existential undercurrents in Albee's dramas. It highlights the
psychological toll of societal shifts on individual aspirations.

4. The Grand Illusionist: This biographical account delves into the life of a charismatic but ultimately
morally compromised figure who built a successful career on deception. It examines how appearances can be
carefully constructed to mask a darker truth, a concept Albee frequently employs. The book explores the
blurred lines between performance and reality, and the societal fascination with those who can manipulate
perception. The narrative questions the integrity of success achieved through artifice.

5. Beneath the Polished Surface: This psychological thriller centers on a seemingly happy family whose hidden
resentments and dark secrets begin to surface. It explores the destructive consequences of unspoken truths and
the pressure to maintain a perfect domestic facade. The claustrophobic atmosphere and simmering tension are
reminiscent of the uncomfortable domestic dramas Albee is known for. The story ultimately reveals the
fragility of idealized family life.

6. The Price of Belonging: This social commentary examines the lengths people will go to fit in and be accepted
by their communities. It scrutinizes the compromises made to achieve social integration and the potential loss of
individuality in the process. The book's critique of conformity and the fear of ostracization aligns with Albee's
exploration of societal pressures. It questions whether true belonging comes at the cost of one's authentic
self.

7. Whispers in the Suburbs: This novel captures the quiet desperation and unfulfilled desires lurking within the
idyllic settings of American suburbia. It follows interconnected characters who are outwardly successful
but inwardly tormented by a sense of emptiness. The narrative's exploration of disillusionment and the search
for deeper meaning echoes the thematic concerns in Albee's exploration of the modern family. It portrays the
anxieties hidden behind manicured lawns.

8. The Phantom Limb of Promise: This philosophical novel explores the lingering impact of broken societal
promises and the disillusionment that follows. It features characters who feel a profound sense of loss for
opportunities and futures that never materialized. The book delves into the psychological and emotional
aftermath of economic and social shifts, mirroring the sense of decay and unfulfilled potential in Albee's
oeuvre. It grapples with the feeling of something vital being missing.

9. Beyond the Gilded Cage: This collection of personal essays reflects on the complexities of identity and the
struggle for self-definition in a world that often imposes rigid roles. The writers share their journeys of
breaking free from societal expectations and the challenges of forging their own paths. The themes of self-
discovery and the critique of limiting social structures resonate with Albee's examination of human resilience
and defiance. It questions the true nature of liberation from imposed constraints.
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