
the american dream albee
the american dream albee is a phrase that evokes a complex tapestry of societal aspirations,
individual striving, and the often-unseen fissures within the fabric of American society. Edward
Albee, a towering figure in 20th and 21st-century American drama, frequently dissected this very
concept, exploring its illusory nature and the profound disappointment that can arise when its
promise remains unfulfilled. This article will delve into Albee's critical examination of the American
Dream, analyzing how his plays challenge its tenets of success, happiness, and upward mobility. We
will explore the characters who embody distorted versions of this dream, the societal critiques
embedded within his narratives, and the enduring relevance of his work in understanding
contemporary American anxieties.

Understanding the American Dream Through Edward
Albee's Lens
The American Dream, a deeply ingrained national ethos, traditionally suggests that anyone,
regardless of background, can achieve success and prosperity through hard work and determination.
It is a powerful narrative of opportunity and self-reliance. However, Edward Albee, a playwright
renowned for his unflinching portrayals of human relationships and societal failings, consistently
used his dramatic works to scrutinize and often dismantle this idealized vision. His plays are not
celebrations of aspirational narratives but rather incisive explorations of the psychological and social
costs when the dream becomes unattainable or, worse, a source of profound disillusionment. Albee's
characters frequently grapple with the gap between their perceived entitlements and their lived
realities, highlighting the inherent tensions within the pursuit of this elusive ideal.

Albee's Early Critiques of Societal Norms
In Albee's seminal works, the façade of the American Dream is often revealed to be fragile and
superficial. Characters are frequently trapped by their own expectations and the societal pressures
to conform to certain standards of success. These early plays established Albee's reputation for
confronting uncomfortable truths about middle-class American life, where appearances often mask
deep-seated unhappiness and moral compromise. The pursuit of material wealth and social status,
central to many interpretations of the American Dream, is depicted as a hollow victory, devoid of
genuine fulfillment.

The Illusion of Success in Albee's Plays
Many of Albee's protagonists are ostensibly successful by conventional metrics – they possess
wealth, social standing, and seemingly stable lives. Yet, beneath this veneer of accomplishment lies a
profound sense of emptiness and moral decay. This subversion of the traditional success narrative is
a hallmark of Albee's engagement with the American Dream. He illustrates that achieving outward
markers of success does not automatically translate to inner peace or genuine happiness,
questioning the very definition of what constitutes a life well-lived within the American context.



Key Plays and Their Examination of the American
Dream

Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf? and the Deconstruction of
Domestic Bliss
Edward Albee's masterpiece, "Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf?", offers a searing indictment of the
American Dream within the confines of domesticity. George and Martha, a middle-aged academic
couple, engage in a brutal, psychologically torturous game of "Hoot the Host" that gradually exposes
the hollowness of their marital life and their carefully constructed illusions. Their bitter exchanges
and fabricated realities serve as a potent metaphor for the ways in which individuals can become
entangled in self-deception to maintain a façade of happiness and fulfillment. The play meticulously
deconstructs the idealized image of the happy, successful American family, revealing the despair and
resentment that can fester beneath the surface. The relentless pursuit of an imagined perfect life
leads not to contentment but to mutual destruction, a stark counterpoint to the promise of the
American Dream.

A Delicate Balance: The Precariousness of Comfort
"A Delicate Balance" further explores the fragility of the American Dream, focusing on a wealthy
suburban family whose comfortable existence is shattered by the arrival of unwelcome guests and
the specter of fear and uncertainty. The characters, accustomed to a life of privilege and order, find
their carefully maintained equilibrium disrupted, forcing them to confront anxieties they had long
suppressed. Albee uses this play to suggest that the American Dream, often equated with security
and material comfort, can be easily destabilized, leaving individuals vulnerable and adrift when
faced with genuine adversity. The play highlights the psychological toll of living in a state of denial,
where the illusion of control is paramount.

The Goat, or Who Is Sylvia? and the Subversion of Morality
In "The Goat, or Who Is Sylvia?", Albee pushes the boundaries of conventional morality and societal
taboos to question the very foundations of the American Dream's ethical framework. The play
explores themes of forbidden love and betrayal, revealing how deeply ingrained societal norms can
be challenged by raw, primal desires. While not a direct allegory for the economic or social mobility
aspects of the dream, it interrogates the moral compromises individuals might make in pursuit of
personal fulfillment, even when those pursuits transgress societal boundaries. This work forces
audiences to confront uncomfortable truths about human nature and the often-arbitrary distinctions
between acceptable and unacceptable desires within the pursuit of a so-called "good life."

Characters as Embodiments of Strained Aspirations
Albee's characters are rarely straightforward heroes or villains; instead, they are complex
individuals grappling with internal conflicts and external pressures that shape their pursuit of the
American Dream. They often embody distorted versions of societal expectations, driven by ambition,



insecurity, or a desperate need for validation. Their struggles reveal the human cost of striving for
an ideal that may be unattainable or fundamentally flawed.

Martha and George: The Destroyers of Their Own Dreams
Within "Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf?", Martha and George are tragic figures who have built their
lives on a foundation of mutual delusion. Their constant warfare is a desperate attempt to find
meaning and agency in a life that feels increasingly hollow. They cling to the idea of intellectual
superiority and marital "strength" as their version of the American Dream, yet their methods of
achieving it – through manipulation and cruelty – ultimately lead to its complete disintegration. Their
inability to confront reality and their reliance on a fabricated past exemplify how the pursuit of an
abstract ideal can lead to personal ruin.

The Characters in A Delicate Balance: Navigating Fear and
Disillusionment
The inhabitants of "A Delicate Balance" represent a segment of society that has achieved a certain
level of material comfort but remains deeply unsettled. Agnes and Tobias, the central couple, have
cultivated a life of refined surfaces, but their carefully constructed world is threatened by their own
internal anxieties and the intrusions of outside forces. Their fear of vulnerability and their attempts
to maintain control over their circumstances demonstrate a nuanced critique of the American
Dream's promise of perpetual security. They are caught between the desire for comfort and the
haunting realization that such comfort is inherently precarious.

Albee's Enduring Legacy and the Modern American
Dream
Edward Albee's plays, though often set in the mid to late 20th century, continue to resonate with
contemporary audiences because the anxieties and critiques they present remain remarkably
relevant. The pursuit of happiness, the complexities of identity, and the search for meaning in a
consumer-driven society are all themes that are central to the ongoing discussion of the American
Dream today. Albee's work serves as a vital reminder that the dream is not a monolithic entity but a
fluid concept constantly being redefined and re-examined.

The Psychological Toll of Unfulfilled Expectations
Albee's unflinching look at the psychological toll of unfulfilled expectations is perhaps his most
significant contribution to understanding the American Dream. His characters often suffer immense
emotional and psychological distress when their aspirations are dashed, or when they realize the
dream they are chasing is a hollow pursuit. This aspect of his work speaks to the modern experience,
where societal pressures to achieve a certain level of success and happiness can lead to widespread
anxiety and depression. The plays highlight that true fulfillment often lies beyond material
acquisition or societal validation.



Challenging the Narrative of Triumphant Individualism
By portraying characters who are often isolated, resentful, or deeply flawed, Albee challenges the
triumphant individualism that is often a cornerstone of the American Dream narrative. He suggests
that while individual effort is important, the dream is also shaped by societal structures,
psychological complexities, and the often-unacknowledged need for genuine human connection. His
work implicitly argues for a more communal and empathetic understanding of success and
fulfillment, moving beyond a purely self-made mythology.

The Continuing Conversation about Success and Happiness
The enduring power of Albee's work lies in its ability to provoke thought and initiate dialogue about
what it truly means to live a successful and happy life. His plays do not offer easy answers but
instead invite audiences to question their own assumptions about the American Dream. In a world
still grappling with economic inequality, social division, and the relentless pursuit of material gain,
Albee's critiques remain a crucial voice in the ongoing conversation about what constitutes a
meaningful existence within the American landscape.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the contemporary understanding of the American
Dream, and how might Edward Albee's plays reflect or critique
it?
The contemporary American Dream is often still tied to concepts of upward mobility,
homeownership, and financial security, but also increasingly includes notions of personal fulfillment,
happiness, and societal contribution. Albee's plays, particularly those from his earlier periods, often
depicted characters trapped by societal expectations, struggling with failed aspirations, and
experiencing profound disillusionment, which can be seen as a stark critique of the perceived
attainability and even the desirability of a rigid, materialistic American Dream. His characters'
anxieties and existential crises highlight the darker side of the pursuit of success and happiness.

How does Albee's exploration of family dynamics relate to the
idea of the American Dream?
Albee's plays frequently expose the dysfunctional and often destructive dynamics within families,
which are traditionally seen as the bedrock of the American Dream. Characters in his works often
grapple with parental failures, marital strife, and the breakdown of familial bonds, suggesting that
the pursuit of individual success and happiness can come at the expense of healthy family
relationships. This challenges the idealized nuclear family often associated with the American
Dream, revealing its fragility and the emotional toll it can take.

In what ways do Albee's characters embody the struggles and



disillusionment associated with the pursuit of the American
Dream?
Albee's characters are often depicted as deeply dissatisfied and disillusioned, yearning for
something more but ultimately failing to achieve it. They can be seen as embodying the anxieties and
failures that arise when the idealized promises of the American Dream collide with harsh realities.
Whether it's George and Martha's bitter marital struggles in 'Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf?' or the
superficial existence of characters in 'The Zoo Story,' they represent a pervasive sense of
unfulfillment and a questioning of the values that underpin the dream.

Does Albee's work suggest that the American Dream is an
illusion or an unattainable ideal, especially for marginalized
groups?
Albee's work often leans towards suggesting the American Dream is an illusion or at least a highly
elusive and perhaps even harmful ideal. While he didn't explicitly focus on marginalized groups in
the way contemporary discussions of the American Dream do, the existential angst and profound
dissatisfaction experienced by his characters, regardless of their social standing, imply a universal
struggle against a promise that may not be universally accessible or even truly desirable. The
emphasis on psychological disintegration and moral compromise in his plays can be interpreted as
the cost of chasing an elusive ideal.

How does the theme of societal hypocrisy in Albee's plays
connect to the perceived promises of the American Dream?
Societal hypocrisy is a recurring theme in Albee's plays, and it directly challenges the perceived
sincerity of the American Dream. His characters often present a façade of success and happiness
while being deeply unhappy, morally compromised, or emotionally bankrupt. This stark contrast
between outward appearances and inner turmoil exposes the gap between the aspirational rhetoric
of the American Dream and the often-unfulfilled or even corrupt reality of its pursuit. The plays
suggest that the relentless drive for achievement can lead to a loss of authenticity and a perversion
of true happiness.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to the American Dream and Albee, each with a short description:

1. Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf?
This seminal play by Edward Albee brutally dissects the disillusionment and decay lurking beneath
the surface of a seemingly happy marriage. Martha and George, a middle-aged couple, engage in a
destructive game of verbal warfare, exposing the hollowness of their ambitions and the compromises
they've made in pursuit of a comfortable, yet ultimately empty, existence. The play serves as a dark
commentary on the unattainability of the idealized American Dream and the psychological toll of its
failure.

2. A Streetcar Named Desire
Tennessee Williams' classic drama explores the clash between the fading aristocracy and the rising,



more raucous, working class in post-war New Orleans. Blanche DuBois, clinging to her illusions of
Southern gentility, is confronted by the brutal reality represented by her brother-in-law, Stanley
Kowalski. The play highlights the precariousness of social status and the destructive forces that can
shatter fragile dreams of a better life.

3. The Great Gatsby
F. Scott Fitzgerald's iconic novel examines the allure and corruption of wealth and social mobility in
the Roaring Twenties. Jay Gatsby, a mysterious millionaire, obsesses over recapturing a lost love,
believing his vast fortune will unlock the doors to happiness and social acceptance. The novel
critiques the superficiality of the American Dream, suggesting it is often built on illusion, moral
compromise, and ultimately, unattainable desires.

4. Death of a Salesman
Arthur Miller's poignant play portrays the tragic downfall of Willy Loman, a traveling salesman
desperately clinging to a flawed vision of success. Willy's belief in the importance of being "well-
liked" and his pursuit of a superficial version of the American Dream blind him to his own
shortcomings and the needs of his family. The play is a powerful indictment of a society that
prioritizes material success over genuine human connection and individual worth.

5. The Grapes of Wrath
John Steinbeck's epic novel follows the Joad family as they are driven from their Dust Bowl farm and
journey to California in search of work and a better life. Their odyssey is a testament to the
resilience of the human spirit in the face of immense hardship and systemic injustice. The book
offers a stark portrayal of the broken promises of the American Dream for the dispossessed and the
struggle for dignity amidst economic devastation.

6. A Raisin in the Sun
Lorraine Hansberry's groundbreaking play centers on the Younger family, an African American
family in Chicago, and their hopes for a better future after receiving a life insurance check. Each
family member has a different dream—ranging from buying a home to pursuing education—but they
face societal barriers and internal conflicts. The play powerfully explores the aspirations and
struggles for the American Dream within the context of racial prejudice and economic limitations.

7. All My Sons
This play by Arthur Miller delves into the moral compromises made by Joe Keller, a businessman
who knowingly sold faulty airplane parts during World War II, leading to the deaths of pilots. His
actions have devastating consequences for his family and reveal the dark underbelly of ambition and
profit. The play questions the true cost of achieving success and the ethical responsibilities that
come with pursuing personal gain.

8. The Awakening
Kate Chopin's controversial novel tells the story of Edna Pontellier, a woman who chafes against the
societal expectations of a wife and mother in late 19th-century Louisiana. She seeks personal
fulfillment and independence, rebelling against the restrictive roles prescribed for women. The book
explores the often-unseen barriers to individual liberation and the difficult choices women face in
trying to define their own destinies outside traditional societal molds.

9. Fences
August Wilson's powerful play focuses on Troy Maxson, a former Negro League baseball player
navigating life in 1950s Pittsburgh. Troy struggles with racism, his own past disappointments, and
his relationships with his family, particularly his son Cory, who dreams of playing college football.



The play examines the complexities of the American Dream for Black men, the weight of
generational trauma, and the search for pride and respect in a society that often denies it.
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