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Edward Albee The American Dream is a thought-provoking exploration of the
complex themes surrounding American society, identity, and the
disillusionment of the American Dream itself. Written by one of the foremost
American playwrights of the 20th century, Edward Albee’s work delves into the
absurdities of family dynamics and the pursuit of happiness in a rapidly
changing world. In this article, we will explore the key themes, characters,
and significance of "The American Dream," along with its impact on American
theater and culture.

Edward Albee: A Brief Overview

Edward Albee (1928-2016) was an American playwright renowned for his ability
to challenge societal norms and provoke thought through his work. He is best
known for plays such as "Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf?" and "The Zoo
Story." Albee's unique style combines elements of absurdism, existentialism,
and realism, making his works both compelling and reflective of the human
condition.

The Context of "The American Dream"

"The American Dream" was written in 1961, a time when the United States was
experiencing significant social and cultural shifts. The post-war era was
characterized by a booming economy, yet beneath the surface, many Americans
felt a sense of disillusionment with the ideals of prosperity and success.
Albee'’s play captures this tension, highlighting the disparity between the
American ideal and the harsh realities faced by individuals.



Plot Summary

"The American Dream" unfolds in a seemingly ordinary living room, where the
characters engage in seemingly mundane conversations that gradually reveal
deeper issues. The play centers around a middle-aged couple, Mommy and Daddy,
who are confronted by a mysterious young man referred to as the "Young Man."
As the narrative progresses, it becomes evident that Mommy and Daddy are
struggling with their own sense of identity and fulfillment.

Key Characters

1. Mommy: A domineering and manipulative figure, Mommy embodies the
materialistic and superficial aspects of society. Her character represents
the pursuit of the American Dream through consumerism and societal
expectations.

2. Daddy: An ineffectual and passive character, Daddy's role highlights the
themes of masculinity and failure. He is often overshadowed by Mommy's strong
personality, reflecting a crisis of identity that many men faced during this
period.

3. The Young Man: The enigmatic figure in the play, the Young Man serves as a
catalyst for the unfolding drama. His presence challenges the established
norms of Mommy and Daddy's life, forcing them to confront their own failures
and the emptiness of their existence.

Themes Explored in "The American Dream"

Edward Albee's "The American Dream" delves into several critical themes that
resonate with audiences even today.

Disillusionment with the American Dream

At its core, "The American Dream" is a critique of the idealized notion of
success and happiness. Albee portrays the American Dream as a facade,
revealing that behind the veneer of prosperity lies a profound emptiness. The
characters' desperate attempts to attain this dream result in alienation and
dissatisfaction.

Identity and Self-Perception

The play raises questions about identity and self-worth. Mommy and Daddy's
interactions reveal their struggles with self-perception and the roles they
play in society. Their inability to connect with each other reflects the
broader theme of individuals feeling isolated in a world that emphasizes
conformity and materialism.



Absurdity of Human Existence

Albee employs absurdist elements throughout the play, illustrating the often
irrational nature of human behavior. The nonsensical dialogue and bizarre
situations serve to highlight the absurdity of the characters’ lives,
emphasizing the gap between their dreams and reality.

Symbolism and Metaphor

Albee's use of symbolism adds depth to "The American Dream," allowing for
multiple interpretations. Here are some key symbols and their meanings:

— The Living Room: The setting symbolizes the facade of domestic bliss and
the ideal American family. However, it serves as a backdrop for the
characters' disillusionment and struggles.

- The Young Man: He represents the new generation and the challenges they
face. His confrontation with Mommy and Daddy signifies a break from
traditional values and expectations.

— The American Dream Itself: The notion of the American Dream is both a
symbol and a metaphor for societal aspirations that ultimately lead to
disillusionment.

Impact on American Theater

Edward Albee's "The American Dream" has had a lasting impact on American
theater and continues to be relevant in discussions about societal values and
individual aspirations. Its innovative structure and thought-provoking themes
paved the way for future playwrights to explore similar issues.

Influence on Contemporary Works

The themes presented in "The American Dream" have influenced numerous
contemporary playwrights and works, inspiring them to address issues of
identity, disillusionment, and societal norms. The absurdist elements and
character dynamics can be seen in various modern plays that challenge
traditional narratives.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Edward Albee's "The American Dream" serves as a poignant
critique of the ideals that underpin American society. Through its
exploration of disillusionment, identity, and the absurdity of human
existence, the play remains a vital piece of American theater. Albee's
ability to capture the complexities of the human experience ensures that "The
American Dream" continues to resonate with audiences, inviting them to
reflect on their own pursuits of happiness and fulfillment in an ever-
changing world. As we navigate the complexities of modern life, Albee's work



encourages us to question the true meaning of the American Dream and the
price we pay to attain it.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of Edward Albee's 'The
American Dream'?

The central theme of 'The American Dream' revolves around the critique of the
American value system, highlighting the emptiness of materialism and the
disillusionment with the traditional concept of the American Dream.

How does Albee use absurdism in 'The American Dream'?

Albee employs absurdism to illustrate the irrationality of social norms and
the futility of the characters' pursuits, emphasizing the disconnect between
reality and the idealized American Dream.

Who are the main characters in 'The American Dream'?

The main characters include Mommy, Daddy, and the Young Man, who represent
different facets of society and contribute to the play's critique of
conventional domestic life.

What role does the Young Man play in 'The American
Dream'?

The Young Man serves as a catalyst for the revelation of truth in the play,
exposing the hollowness of the characters' lives and their inability to
confront their failures.

What is the significance of the play's title, 'The
American Dream'?

The title suggests an exploration of the ideals associated with American
identity and prosperity, while the content of the play subverts these ideals,
presenting a more cynical reality.

How does Albee portray the concept of family in 'The
American Dream'?

Albee portrays the family as a dysfunctional unit, where relationships are
superficial and communication is fraught with misunderstanding, reflecting a
broader critique of societal values.

What techniques does Albee use to convey humor in
'The American Dream'?

Albee uses dark humor, irony, and absurd dialogue to highlight the absurdity
of the characters' situations and to critique their delusions about the
American Dream.



How does 'The American Dream' address issues of
identity?

The play addresses issues of identity through the characters' struggles with
their roles in society, questioning what it means to be successful and the
sacrifices made in pursuit of the American Dream.

What is the role of social critique in 'The American
Dream'?

Social critique is central to 'The American Dream,' as Albee examines the
disconnection between societal expectations and individual fulfillment,
ultimately questioning the viability of the American Dream itself.

How does 'The American Dream' reflect the socio-
political context of its time?

Written in the early 1960s, 'The American Dream' reflects the socio-political
context of post-World War II America, addressing themes of consumerism,
conformity, and the existential crises faced by individuals in a rapidly
changing society.
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