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We dedicate this book to our wives,
 Donna Pedro Lennon and Claudia Maree Mailer.


Without their generous help, this book would not exist.









Re-reading the bulk of my work in the course of a spring and summer, one theme came to predominate—it was apparent that most of my writing was about America. How much I loved my country—that was evident—and how much didn’t I love it at all! Our noble idea of democracy was forever being traduced, sullied, exploited, and downgraded, through a non-stop reflexive patriotism. And every decade our great land lay open more and more to all the ravages of greed.


What a curiosity is our Democracy, what a mystery. No novelist unwinds a narrative so well.


The Time of Our Time (1998)









EDITORS’ NOTE


Mailer, like most writers of his time, used the word “Negro” when referring to someone from the Black community. It was meant as a term of respect, much the way “African American” is intended as a term of respect today. Mailer also uses the masculine pronoun when referring to humankind, which was the standard for writers of his generation but can seem off-putting when read through the lens of today’s filters.


Given the sensitivities of the current climate, we considered updating some of the verbiage Mailer employed from the earlier decades covered in this book in order to accurately reflect his intentions to the younger audience of today, but thought better of it. To change words in Mailer’s sentences would be the equivalent of plucking notes out of a symphony from another day. So, we ask the reader to read Mailer’s words within the context of the time in which he was writing and to savor the cornucopia of prescient insights he offers us on how we, Americans all, have arrived at the troubled waters we now navigate, and how we can reach safe haven.


Square brackets are used throughout for editorial additions to the excerpts from Mailer’s work. Source notes at the end of the book provide detailed bibliographical information on the contents. Mailer’s original titles are in quotation marks; those of the editors are not.









INTRODUCTION


At the midpoint of The Big Empty, a 2006 collection of speeches, interviews, and conversations between Mailer and his son John Buffalo about the state of the nation after the 9/11 attacks and the Iraq War they precipitated, Mailer made a prophetic statement:


You know, under all my remarks rests a very unhappy premise. Fascism may be more to the tastes of the ruling powers in America than democracy. That doesn’t mean we’ll be a fascist country tomorrow. There are any number of extensive forces in America that would resist it. On the other hand there are also huge forces in America that are promoting fascism in one way or another.


Mailer had spoken and written of his fears many times prior to this, all the way back to 1948 when, during a campaign speech for Henry A. Wallace, the Progressive Party presidential candidate, he called Wallace “the only national figure who is an obstacle to fascism in America.” But his 2006 comment to his son is perhaps the clearest statement about the predilections in the American character for a homegrown variety of fascism. Mailer’s commentary over the decades notes that, like twentieth-century European varieties, the American brand would be rooted in racism, xenophobia, cronyism, flag-waving, and fraudulent elections. But he also foresaw that creeping fascism would incorporate idiosyncratic native traits—rugged individualism (guns aplenty), corporate freebooting, religious fundamentalism, and an indifferent if not rapine attitude toward the environment. He rejected the idea that such a serious and divisive ultranationalistic movement could be imported. After the fall of the Soviet Union in 1991, his warnings increased and became more vehement as he watched the loss of a common enemy turn our anger and fear upon ourselves.


Now, after the assault on the Capitol and the ever-increasing divide between those who feel enthusiasm for Donald Trump and those who view him as an unprecedented threat to our democracy; after a global pandemic and a growing divide between rich and poor; after peaceful demonstrations have led to chaotic violence in the streets fueled in part by social media—the worldwide experiment started with no understanding about the effects it would have on our collective psyche and our freedom—now, as Americans find themselves navigating the overlapping effects of these profound events and changes, it is clear that Mailer was correct: fascism, not yet dominant, is festering within the American body politic.


His premonitions can be traced back to his mother, who came to the United States in 1894 as a three-year-old refugee from Lithuania. As Mailer recalled a year before the end of his life, Fan Mailer was deeply affected by the European wars and dislocations during the first decades of the twentieth century. The horrendous events in Germany in the 1930s “caused my mother pain,” he said, adding that it seemed she knew in advance what would happen.


His understanding of how fascism came to Europe became more sophisticated during an eighteen-month period in 1949–50 when he was tutored by Jean Malaquais, a Polish Jew whom he met in France. A leftist intellectual whose parents died in the Holocaust, Malaquais immersed Mailer in the history of Russia and Europe from the later czars to the 1917 revolution to the purges of Stalin in the late 1930s, Hitler’s astounding rise, the Spanish Civil War—Malaquais was a veteran—and the Cold War that began shortly after World War II ended. He gave Mailer a vivid sense of the forces and counterforces of war, peace, genocide, economic disaster, and revolution and—the central point—that both the Russian and American political and economic systems, although profoundly different, were geared for war and vulnerable to populist authoritarianism. They also discussed Hitler’s rise to power as a reaction against the harsh economic penalties imposed on Germany after World War I.


Mailer’s early novels abound with fears of reactionary encroachments in the US. In The Naked and the Dead (1948), the crypto-fascist General Cummings tells his Lieutenant Hearn, his aide, that fascism is “far sounder than communism if you consider it, for it is grounded in men’s actual natures.” In his next novel, Barbary Shore (1951), Cummings’s predictions of the rightward turn in postwar America are dramatized in the conflict between an FBI agent, Hollingsworth, and McCleod, a former high official of the Communist Party, who played a role in the murder of Stalin’s rival Leon Trotsky but left the party in disgust at Stalin’s brutality. The Red Scare and the blacklist of leftist writers and artists, stoked by the demagoguery of another American reactionary, Senator Joseph McCarthy, is the backdrop to Mailer’s 1955 Hollywood novel, The Deer Park. Mailer’s portrait of Herman Teppis, the right-wing studio head, and the insidious corruptions of Hollywood Babylon is based on his eighteen months spent working as a scriptwriter, along with Malaquais, at Warner Brothers.


In the 1950s, Mailer described himself as a “libertarian socialist,” a phrase that captures his desire to join the emerging polarities of his thinking, to build a radical bridge between the Left and the Right, to create an alliance that would stand as a bulwark against reactionary nativism. Because the encroachments of totalitarianism knew no boundaries and were present in the programs of both the Left and the Right from the start, the effort to keep democracy alive had to take place in every venue of American life. Consequently, as he stated in a 1955 interview, “politics as politics interests me less today, than politics as part of everything else in life.” Mailer was a proponent of sexual freedom, minority and worker civil rights, and an end to literary censorship; he was also opposed to corporate greed, environmental destruction, jingoistic patriotism, and the growing and powerful seductions of advertising, all of which he saw as the hydra heads of totalitarianism. Dismayed by these trends and forces, he stepped away from party politics and did not vote again until 1960.


He was enticed back to the political arena by the candidacy of John F. Kennedy, whose “New Frontier” platform gave promise of a rejuvenation of civic life as the dull fog of conformity during the 1950s began to recede. Kennedy, he believed, could perform the essential duties of governing while also satisfying the nation’s psychological yearnings for greatness, which he called “the dream life of the nation.” Mailer’s deepest aspiration was to create a dialectical relationship not only between the political Left and Right but also between traditional politics and psychology—more Jungian than Freudian—linking the world of practical affairs with the world of movies, myths, and dreams. His deepest fear was that a polarized nation would devolve into a failed nation. He described the gulf between these oppositions in the nation’s psyche in “Superman Comes to the Supermarket,” one of his most brilliant and influential essays, which is also a portrait of candidate Kennedy at the 1960 Democratic convention in Los Angeles.


Another reactionary spasm, a powerful one, followed the massive protests against the Vietnam War and led to the election of the anti-communist Republican Richard M. Nixon as president. Mailer chronicled these protests in his Pulitzer Prize–winning account, The Armies of the Night, and Miami and the Siege of Chicago, both published in 1968. The same pattern of a major national or international upheaval leading to a confusing period of discontent, rage, and scapegoating occurred after the fall of the Soviet Union in 1992 and again following the destruction of the Twin Towers and the attack on the Pentagon in 2001. In 1995, in a commencement speech at Wilkes University, Mailer proposed a metaphor for this pattern of upheaval, one that unleashed rage and anger and moved the country closer each time to political polarization.


Looking back on it, we were like magnetic filings in the power of a huge electromagnet, the Cold War, and almost all of us pointed in the same direction. When the Cold War ended, it was as if the great switch on this huge electromagnet was released and now all the fragments went in all directions. Filings were scattered, and being so scattered we discovered that the anger and the rage that we have been able to channel toward the Soviet Union was now being directed toward ourselves in every way.


To the end of his life, Mailer continued to warn about the alarming manifestations of fascism in the United States in interviews, letters, speeches, political reportage, essays, and fiction. For this collection, which spans six decades, from 1945 to 2007, we have drawn from the vast trove of Mailer’s work (published, unpublished, and/or uncollected), presenting his contemporaneous observations and analyses in rough chronological order but departing from this whenever he cast back to consider events and phenomena from an earlier time.


Most if not all of Mailer’s statements and insights on the grace and fragility of democracy employ one or more of the four rhetorical methods employed by the Old Testament prophets: revilements of excesses and abominations; lack of awareness, care, and understanding of those with whom we disagree; warnings of impending ruination and suffering; and visionary promises of a stronger, more equitable society. More specifically, he recommended six ways that democracy could be strengthened, all of which are emphasized and reemphasized in the excerpts from his work in this collection:


1. Exercise free speech and encourage civic involvement.


2. Build left-right bridges and dialogue.


3. Be wary of corporate power and create equity between worker rewards and corporate profits.


4. Mend the wounds of slavery and eliminate all forms of discrimination.


5. Distrust flag-waving patriotism.


6. Never forget the past.


The role of the artist in society, Mailer wrote, “is to be as disturbing, as adventurous, as penetrating as his energy and courage make possible.” He had hoped to become an adviser to President Kennedy, a member of the Camelot roundtable, but this never came to pass. His voice, however, especially after Kennedy’s assassination, proved to be far more potent as an unfrocked seer speaking with the same foreboding passion as the Old Testament prophets Isaiah, Daniel, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel. His death on November 10, 2007, was a huge loss for the advocates of free speech and honest debate, racial harmony, civil comity, social justice, and a vigorous and secure democracy.
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OPENING REMARKS


BY NORMAN MAILER


The following “Opening Remarks” set the tone and direction for this collection by establishing Norman Mailer’s deep and abiding fears about the many threats to American democracy, as well as some thoughts on how they may be successfully met. Throughout these excerpts (taken from two books published four decades apart, The Big Empty, 2006, and The Presidential Papers, 1963), Mailer’s profound anxiety about the nation’s careless, if not feckless, attention to these threats resounds like a tolling bell. There is also a short piece from the transcript of a French television documentary, Dreams and Nightmares: Mailer’s America, from 2000.


Democracy Is a Grace


We, so great a democracy, have demonstrated already that we have little real comprehension of democracy itself. We don’t seem to understand that it has to be built from the ground up, from the inner midnight will of the people who live in that country. No external power can offer you democracy as a gift. If you are not willing to die for your own idea of democracy, then you are not going to have one. . . . But democracy, however, is not an antibiotic to be injected into a polluted foreign body. It is not a magical serum. Rather, democracy is a grace. In its ideal state, it is noble. In practice, in countries that have lived through decades and centuries of strife and revolution and the slow elaboration of safeguards and traditions, democracy becomes a political condition which can often withstand the corruptions and excessive power-seeking of enough humans to remain viable as a good society. It is never routine, never automatic. Like each human being, democracy is always growing into more or less. Each generation must be alert to the dangers that threaten democracy as directly as each human being who wishes to be good must learn how to survive in the labyrinths of envy, greed, and the confusions of moral judgment. Democracy, by the nature of its moral assumptions, has to grow in moral depth, or commence to deteriorate. So, the constant danger that besets it is the downward pull of fascism. In all of us there is not only a love of freedom, but a wretchedness of spirit that can look for its opposite—as identified with the notion of order and control from above.


Power and Metaphor


The fight now in America as I see it—the primal fight, if you will, the one that underlies all the others—is the level of American intelligence. A democracy depends on the intelligence of its people. By that I don’t mean literary intelligence. . . . Rather, it is the willingness to look into difficult questions and not search for quick answers. You can measure real intelligence by that ability to live with a difficult question. And patriotism gobbled up, sentimentalized, and thereby abased is one of the most powerful single forces to proliferate stupidity. . . .


A nation’s greatness depends, to a real extent, on how well-spoken its citizens are. Good things develop out of a populace that really knows how to use the language and use it well. Would Great Britain have been able to manage the empire in the nineteenth century without their three hundred and more years of reading Shakespeare? Where would Ireland be today without Joyce? Not as prosperous, I suspect. As language deteriorates, becomes less eloquent, less metaphorical, less salient, less poignant, a curious deadening of the human spirit comes seeping in.


By now, America has shifted from being a country with a great love of freedom and creativity (in constant altercation with those other Americans who want rule and order) into a country that’s now much more interested in power. And power, I can promise you, is not interested in metaphor. Metaphor is antagonistic to power because it pushes you to think in more poetic and contradictory ways. Power demands a unilinear approach. Power does not welcome poetic concepts.


The Masks of Fascism


We’re not necessarily headed for disaster, but we may be. I don’t know much about the Greeks, but the little I have learned about them in recent years does inspire some respect on this matter. Because they saw life as a dynamic mixture of hope and despair. In other words, you never live without the possibility that disaster may be near. That’s part of the human condition. Any attempt to wipe out one’s fear of the possibility of disaster is totalitarian, and this is a spectrum that extends all the way from political correctness over to the worst of Hitler. We are not living with a guarantee of a happy ending. Anyone who purveys such a notion is not working for humanity, but against it. I would go as far as to say that.


Under all my remarks rests a very unhappy premise. Fascism may be more to the tastes of the ruling powers in America than democracy. That doesn’t mean we will become a fascist country tomorrow. There are any number of extensive forces in America that would resist it. There are also huge forces in America that are promoting fascism one way or another. . . .


I sneer at people who say we are comparable to Germany in the thirties. The difference is immense. Germany was suffering through absolute demoralization. The profound insult of the Versailles Treaty hung over them. Both sides had been equally guilty in starting that war [World War I], but they were made the sole criminals. Germans saw that as an outrage. The reparations they had to pay were extreme. And then there was their inflation. At one point in the early twenties, the German mark became a joke. People used their currency as wallpaper—literally—it wasn’t worth the paper it was printed on. The mark had once been as substantial to them as the dollar. So, yes, everything had gone wrong in Germany, and to top it off you had a weak liberal government that wasn’t even liberal. . . . If fascism does come here, it will come slowly. The one thing we can count on is it won’t be called fascism, and there won’t be party men in uniform. If it is a hundred miles from here to Hitler, we’ve gone one mile so far. Every time someone opens their mouth and says, “This is like Hitler,” they are just encouraging their own people to grow more stupid. The one thing the Left has got to do, if it is not to become more intellectually anemic (a.k.a. politically correct) is to keep some balance in its critical spirit.


Capitalism and Technology


An immensely powerful global capitalism is shaping up. That capitalism does not need or look for inquiry into delicate matters. Its need, rather, is to keep the bullshit train running at top speed. It has to enforce the self-serving notion that big business is the only way to do it. The last thing those gentlemen need are novels.


Part of the genius of corporate capitalism is that they’ve found ways to control people that are so much subtler than the old Stalinist procedures. Those methods were brutal, dull, cold, stupid, and openly oppressive. The modern form of oppression is nuanced; it gets into your psyche—it makes you think there’s something wrong with you if you’re not on the big capitalism team. So they don’t want writers exploring their morality. They want one morality, theirs. Unlike Stalinism at its worst, it’s more of a benign regime, superficially open and ready for the development of technology that will make all our lives extraordinary—sure, technology will end up keeping us alive for 150 or 200 years, even if three-quarters of each of us will be replacement parts. I’m not sure that’s either God’s intention or the real human intention. It may be an ultimate destruction of the human spirit to stay alive after a certain point. Maybe death is as important to life as life itself.


Corporations and Technology


As they make plastic stronger, more analogous to steel—which they will—so, in turn, cars are going to be made entirely of plastic because economically speaking, the plastic substitute offers more profit. No surprise then if the mediocrities have taken over the world under the banner of technology, corporate vision, and the unholy urge to purvey democracy to all countries of the world, whether they’re ready for it, or capable of it. But we tell them, in effect, “You’re going to end up a democracy whether you want it or not.” This turns democracy into a farce because democracy is a grace. Any true democracy is sensitive enough to be perishable, and we’re in danger right now of losing our democracy right here. The people who are running the world at present, very badly in many places, have the feeling that successfully controlled direction is the only answer. My feeling . . . is exactly the opposite. Global capitalism does not speak of a free market but of a controlled globe. It is alien to the creative possibilities that have not yet been tapped in legions of people who have never had a chance to be creative, who work and die without creative moments in their lives. . . . A man running a small business is living by his wits, but people enter corporations in order not to have to live by their instincts—or, most important—their fears. Only a few have to take responsibility. The corporation can be a relatively benign organization, but is still subtly totalitarian. And this is spreading. People at the top want to control the world because they’re in terror that otherwise we are going to blow it up. My feeling is that if corporations take over the world, it will indeed blow apart because technology could end by violating too much of human nature. . . .


The Democratic Party needs to be renovated from top to bottom. . . . It may have to lose some twenty or thirty years rehabilitating itself. If it doesn’t, it may always be the second party. Because they are linked to the corporation. Until they separate themselves, until they recognize that there’s two kinds of capitalism—each opposed to the other—the capitalism of the corporation and that of small business. The latter is creative and the first is a totalitarian leviathan.


The Ruinous War of Political Extremes


My larger perspective contains a fear that we may not reach the end of this century. We’ve advanced enormously. By the measure of previous history, it’s as if during my life span we’ve progressed not through four generations, but eight, even ten. As if we squeezed two to three centuries into the last fifty years. As a result, the world is vastly more powerful and yet more sensually deprived. More noise, more din, more interruption in the world. I feel as if we are losing the ability to concentrate. Everyone seems to suffer from a sense that they are getting dim in their memories. Yet more and more, we in the West are engaged in a race to conquer nature on our terms. That is undeniably a large and general remark, but it’s as if back of everything, a great war is going on here, larger even than we realize, between the liberals and the conservatives. The conservatives are saying, in effect, “You guys are trying to wreck existence by becoming too vain, too Godless.” And liberals are replying, “Your obsession that God is judgmental looks to force all of humanity into rigid patterns that won’t work any longer.” The worst of it is that they are both right. It’s a war between extremes, and they are both right. . . . This serves to augment my gloominess. At its worst, my feeling is that we will be lucky to get to the year 2100. Over the last century, living with our fear of nuclear war, that became a prime worry. Would we even reach the next century? Well, we did. The Cold War ended in a most astonishing fashion. After all, given the paranoia that existed on both sides, it was remarkable how peacefully it ended. That could happen again. Life may well go on. But we are in greater danger than we ever were before because we have more power, and we just don’t begin to know how to use it.


(The Big Empty)


The Right Wing in America . . . covers a spectrum of opinion as wide as the peculiarities one encounters on the Left. If we of the Left are a family of anarchists and Communists, socialists, pacifists, nihilists, beatniks, international spies, terrorists, hipsters and Bowery bums, secret agents, dope addicts, sex maniacs and scholarly professors, what indeed is one to make of the Right, which includes the president of a corporation or the Anglican headmaster of a preparatory school, intellectually attired in the fine ideas of Edmund Burke, down the road to the Eisenhower-is-a-Communist set of arguments, all the way down the road to an American Nazi like George Lincoln Rockwell, or to the sort of conservatives who attack property with bombs in California. . . .


But it is easy to mock the Right Wing. I would rather put the best face one can on it. I think there are any number of interesting adolescents and young men and women going to school now who find themselves drawn to the Right. Secretly drawn. Some are drawn to conservatism today much as they might have been attracted to the Left thirty years ago. They are the ones who are curious for freedom, the freedom . . . not only to make money, but the freedom to discover their own nature, to discover good and to discover—dare I say it?—evil. At bottom they are ready to go to war with an already-made world which they feel is stifling them. I hope it is evident that I do not see the people in the Right Wing as a simple group of fanatics, but rather as a contradictory stew of reactionaries and individualists, of fascists and libertarians. It could be said that most Right Wingers don’t really know what they want. . . . The politics of the Right in America reflects an emotion more than an insight. . . .


The moral well may be that certain distinctions have begun to disappear. The average experience today is to meet few people who are authentic. Our minds belong to one cause, our hands manipulate a machine which works against our cause. We are not our own masters. We work against ourselves. We suffer from a disease. It is a disease which afflicts almost all of us by now, so prevalent, insidious and indefinable that I choose to call it a plague. I think somewhere, at some debatable point in history, it is possible man caught some unspeakable illness of the psyche, that he betrayed some secret of his being and so betrayed the future of his species. I could not begin to trace the beginning of this plague, but whether it began early or late, I think it is accelerating now at the most incredible speed, and I would go so far as to think that many of the men and women who belong to the Right Wing are more sensitive to this disease than virtually any other people in this country. I think it is precisely this sensitivity which gives power to the Right Wing’s passions.


Face to face with a danger they cannot name, there are still many people on the Right Wing who sense that there seems to be some almost palpable conspiracy to tear life away from its roots. There is a biological rage at the heart of much Right Wing polemic. They feel as if somebody, or some group—in New York no doubt—are trying to poison the very earth, air and water of their existence. In their mind, this plague is associated with collectivism, and I am not so certain they are wrong. The essence of biology seems to be challenge and response, risk and survival, war and the lessons of war. It may be biologically true that life cannot have beauty without its companion, danger. Collectivism promises security. It spreads security the way a knife spreads margarine. Collectivism may well choke the pores of life. . . .


But there is a contradiction here. Not all of the Right Wing, after all, is individual and strong. Far from it. The Right Wing knows better than I would know how many of them are collectivists in their own hearts, how many detest questions and want answers, loathe paradox, and live with a void inside themselves, a void of fear, a void of fear for the future and for what is unexpected. . . . The Right Wing often speaks of freedom when what it desires is iron law, when what it really desires is collectivism managed by itself. If the Right Wing is reacting to the plague, too many of the powerful people on the Right are helping to disseminate the plague. . . .


Now this plague appears to us as a sickening of our substance, an electrification of our nerves, a deterioration of desire, an apathy about the future, a detestation of the present, an amnesia of the past. Its forms are many, its flavor is unforgettable: It is the disease which destroys flavor. Its symptoms appear everywhere: in architecture, medicine, in the deteriorated quality of labor, the insubstantiality of money, the ravishment of nature, the impoverishment of food, the manipulation of emotion, the emptiness of faith, the displacement of sex, the deterioration of language, the reduction of philosophy, and the alienation of man from the product of his work and the results of his acts. . . .


Even twenty-five years ago architecture, for example, still told one something about a building and what went on within it. Today, who can tell the difference between a modern school and a modern hospital, between a modern hospital and a modern prison, or a prison and a housing project. The airports look like luxury hotels, the luxury hotels are indistinguishable from a modern corporation’s home office, and the home office looks like an air-conditioned underground city on the moon. In medicine, not so long ago . . . there still used to be diseases. Diphtheria, smallpox, German measles, scarlet fever. Today there are allergies, viruses, neuroses, incurable diseases. Surgery may have made some mechanical advances, but sickness is more mysterious than ever. No one knows quite what a virus is, nor an allergy, nor how to begin to comprehend an incurable disease. We have had an avalanche of antibiotics, and now we have a rampage of small epidemics with no name and no distinctive set of symptoms. Nature is wounded in her fisheries, her forests. Airplanes spray insecticides. Species of insects are removed from the chain of life. Crops are poisoned just slightly. We grow enormous tomatoes which have no taste. Food is raised in artificial circumstances, with artificial nutrients, full of alien chemicals and foreign bodies. Our emotions are turned like television dials by men in motivational research. Goods are not advertised to speak to our needs but to our secret itch. Our secondary schools have a curriculum as interesting as the wax paper on breakfast food. Our educational system teaches us not to think, but to know the answer. Faith is half-empty. Until the churches can offer an explanation for Buchenwald, or Siberia, or Hiroshima, they are only giving solace to the unimaginative. They are neglecting the modern crisis. For all of us live today as divided [souls]. Our hope for the future must be shared with the terror that we may go exploding into the heavens at the same instant 10,000,000 other souls are being exploded beside us. Not surprising, then, if many people no longer look to sex as an act whose final purpose is to continue the race. Language is drowning in jargons of mud. Philosophy is in danger of becoming obsolescent. Metaphysics disappears, logical positivism arises. The mass . . . begins to have respect not for those simple ideas which are mysteries, but on the contrary for those simple ideas which are certitudes. Soon a discussion of death will be considered a betrayal of philosophy. Finally, there is a vast alienation of man from responsibility. [Over] one hundred years ago Marx was writing about the alienation of man from his tools and the product of his work. Today that alienation has gone deeper. Today we are alienated from our acts.


(The Presidential Papers)


Patriotism, Free Speech, and the Cure


I’ve always had the fear that America would go totalitarian, and it may yet—there’s nothing guaranteed about a democracy—but I didn’t understand democracy, the ways in which it is very dialectical. So when you think one tendency is going to overtake everything in American life, a countertendency arises. In that sense, we’ve kept going back and forth, back and forth for the last fifty years. . . .


I’m not concerned with being a good American. That kind of idea has been spoiled for us. You know, all the worst people are good Americans. “Patriotism is the last refuge of the scoundrel,” H. L. Menken said. It isn’t that I don’t want to be American, I do. I feel very American. When I’m in a foreign country, I’m amazed at how American I am in my reactions. And if there’s one thing I love about this country, and I do love it, it’s the absolute sense of freedom that I’ve had all my life to say what I think. Now, you know, you pay a price for saying what you think, but it’s not a crippling price. It’s not a mortal price. I’ve felt free to think in this country. In a certain sense, all the intellectual faults of America have made it easier for me to think. . . . I certainly do have affection for the absolute sense of intellectual freedom that exists as a live nerve, a live wire right through the center of American life. Every time I get totally discouraged with this country, I remind myself, “No. The fact is that we can really say what we think.” And some extraordinary things come out of that. I mean, when before did a great empire give up on a horrible war, Vietnam, because a large minority of the citizens protested? Now that’s a distortion of how the war ended, but nonetheless, it was freedom of speech in America that ended the war in Vietnam, arguably, more than any other single factor.


(Dreams and Nightmares: Mailer’s America)


Art, free inquiry, and the liberty to speak may be the only cure against the plague.


(The Presidential Papers)
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THE GENERAL’S LECTURE


(THE NAKED AND THE DEAD, 1948)


The word “democracy” does not appear in the following excerpt from Mailer’s bestselling first novel, but his awareness of the incipient threats to it are apparent in the sharp exchange between two of the novel’s most important characters: Edward Cummings, a two-star general who is attempting, in late 1943, to defeat an entrenched Japanese force on a South Pacific island, and Robert Hearn, his aide, a Harvard-educated, left-leaning second lieutenant. Cummings selected Hearn as his aide because he needs an audience, someone sufficiently intelligent to appreciate the nuances of his authoritarian political philosophy, fascism with an American twist. Disgusted with one of the general’s lectures, Hearn mashes out his cigarette on the floor of the general’s tent prior to this scene.


“I’m going to give you a lecture, Robert.” Until now Cummings had had no idea of how he would proceed. He had trusted his instincts to direct him. And this was the way. Put it on the intellectual frame, let Hearn slip into it, be unaware that there was going to be an end product today.


Hearn lit a cigarette, “Yes, sir?” He was still holding the match in his hand, and they both looked at it. There was a quite perceptible pause while Hearn fingered it, and then leaned forward to drop it in an ashtray.


“You’re remarkably neat,” Cummings said sourly.


Hearn’s eyes lifted, searched his for an instant, wary, judging his answer. “Family upbringing,” he said shortly.


“You know, it seems to me there are things, Robert, you could have learned from your father.”


“I didn’t know you knew him,” Hearn said quietly.


“I’m familiar with the type.” Cummings stretched. Now the other question while Hearn was unready for it. “Have you ever wondered, Robert, why we’re fighting this war?”


“Do you want a serious answer, sir?”


“Yes.”


Hearn kneaded his thighs with his large hands. “I don’t know, I’m not sure. With all the contradictions, I suppose there’s an objective right on our side. That is, in Europe. Over here, as far as I’m concerned, it’s an imperialist toss-up. Either we louse up Asia or Japan does. And I imagine our methods will be a little less drastic.”


“Is that your contribution?”


“I don’t pretend to read history in advance. I’ll be able to give you the real answer in a century probably.” He shrugged. “I’m surprised that you want my opinion, General.” His eyes had become lazy, again, studiedly indifferent. Hearn had poise. That was undeniable.


“It seems to me, Robert, you can do a little better than that.”


“All right, I can. There’s an osmosis in war, call it what you will, but the victors always tend to assume the . . . the, eh, trappings of the loser. We might easily go Fascist after we win, and then the answer’s really a problem.” He puffed at his cigarette. “I don’t go in for the long views. For want of a better idea I just assume it’s a bad thing when millions of people are killed because one joker has to get some things out of his system.”


“Not that you really care, Robert.”


“Probably not. But until you show me some other idea to replace it, I’ll hold to this one.”


Cummings grinned at him. His anger had subsided to a cold effective resolve. Hearn was fumbling now, he had noticed that in him. Whenever Hearn had to search his ideas he was obviously uncomfortable, obviously trying to avoid the other conclusions.


Hearn seemed absorbed for just a moment. “We’re moving toward greater organization, and I don’t see how the left can win that battle in America. There’re times when I think it’s Gandhi who’s right.”


Cummings laughed out loud. “You know you couldn’t have picked a more unperceptive man. Passive resistance, eh. You’d be good in that role. You and Clellan [Cummings’s enlisted aide] and Gandhi.”


Hearn sat up a little straighter in his chair. The noon sun, harsh now that the overcast had blown away, glinted cruelly over the bivouac, threw into bold relief the shadows under the flaps of the tent. About a hundred yards away, on a downhill slope through the sparse foliage, Cummings watched the chow line, two hundred and fifty men long, trudge slowly forward.


“It seems to me,” Hearn said, “Clellan’s more in your line. And while we’re on that you might tell him that the flowers are your idea.”


Cummings laughed again. That had taken effect then. He opened his eyes widely, conscious of the effect their bald white surfaces would give, and then he slapped this thigh in a facsimile of mirth. “Are you getting enough liquor, Robert?” Of course, that was why he had crushed the cigarette on the floor.


Hearn made no answer, but his jaws quivered just perceptibly.


Cummings sat back, enjoying himself. “We’re wandering a little far afield. I was going to explain the war to you.”


“Yes, if you would.” Hearn’s sharp voice, slightly unpleasant, was exhibiting the least bit of irritation.


“I like to call it a process of historical energy. There are countries which have latent powers, latent resources, they are full of potential energy, so to speak. And there are great concepts which can unlock that, express it. As kinetic energy a country is organization, coordinated effort, your epithet, fascism.” He moved his chair slightly. “Historically the purpose of this war is to translate America’s potential into kinetic energy. The concept of fascism, far sounder than communism if you consider it, for it’s grounded firmly in men’s actual natures, merely started in the wrong country, in a country which did not have enough intrinsic potential power to develop completely. In Germany with that basic frustration of limited physical means there were bound to be excesses. But the dream, the concept was sound enough.” Cummings wiped his mouth. “As you put it, Robert, not too badly, there’s a process of osmosis. America is going to absorb that dream, it’s in the business of doing it now. When you’ve created power, materials, armies, they don’t wither of their own accord. Our vacuum as a nation is filled with released power, and I can tell you that we’re out of the backwaters of history now.”


“We’ve become destiny, eh?” Hearn said.


“Precisely. The currents that have been released are not going to subside. You shy away from it, but it’s equivalent to turning your back on the world. I tell you I’ve made a study of this. For the past century the entire historical process has been working toward greater and greater consolidation of power. Physical power for this century, an extension of our universe, and a political power, a political organization to make it possible. Your men of power in America, I can tell you, are becoming conscious of their real aims for the first time in our history. Watch. After the war our foreign policy is going to be far more naked, far less hypocritical than it has ever been. We’re no longer going to cover our eyes with our left hand while our right is extending an imperialist paw.”


Hearn shrugged. “You think it’s going to come about as easily as that? Without resistance?”


“With much less resistance than you think. In college the one axiom you seem to have carried away is that everyone is sick, everyone is corrupt. And it’s reasonably true. Only the innocent are healthy, and the innocent man is a vanishing breed. I tell you nearly all of humanity is dead, merely waiting to be disinterred.”


“And the special few?”


“Just what do you think man’s deepest urge is?”


Hearn grinned, his eyes probing Cummings. “A good piece of ass probably.”


The answer grated, made Cummings’s flesh tingle. He had been absorbed in the argument, temporarily indifferent to Hearn, concerned only with unfolding his thesis, and the obscenity stirred little swirls of apprehension in him. His anger returned again.


For the moment, however, he ignored Hearn. “I doubt it.”


Hearn shrugged once more, his silence unpleasantly eloquent.


There was something unapproachable and unattainable about Hearn which had always piqued him, always irritated him subtly. The empty pit where there should be a man. And at the moment he desired, with an urgency that clamped his jaws together, to arouse some emotion in Hearn. Women would have wanted to excite some love from him, but for himself—to see Hearn afraid, filled with shame if only for an instant.


Cummings went on talking, his voice quiet and expressionless. “The average man always sees himself in relation to other men as either inferior or superior. Women play no part in it. They’re an index, a yardstick among other gauges, by which to measure superiority.”


“Did you arrive at that all by yourself, sir? It’s an impressive analysis.”


Hearn’s sarcasm riled him again. “I’m quite aware, Robert, that you’ve worked out the ABC’s of something like that, but you don’t carry it any further. You stop there, go back to your starting point, and take off again. The truth of it is that from man’s very inception there has been one great vision, blurred first by the exigencies and cruelties of nature, and then, as nature began to be conquered, by the second great cloak—economic fear and economic striving. That particular vision has been muddied and diverted, but we’re coming to a time when our techniques will enable us to achieve it.” He exhaled his smoke slowly. “There’s that popular misconception of man as something between a brute and an angel. Actually man is in transit between brute and God.”


“Man’s deepest urge is omnipotence?”


“Yes. It’s not religion, that’s obvious, it’s not love, it’s not spirituality, those are all sops along the way, benefits we devise for ourselves when the limitations of our existence turn us away from the other dream. To achieve God. When we come kicking into the world, we are God, the universe is the limit of our senses. And when we get older, when we discover that the universe is not us, it’s the deepest trauma of our existence.”


Hearn fingered his collar. “I’d say your deepest urge is omnipotence, that’s all.”


“And yours too, whether you’ll admit it or not.”


Hearn’s sharp voice softened a little with irony. “What moral precepts am I supposed to draw from all this?”


Cummings’s tension altered. There had been a deep satisfaction in expounding this, a pleasure apart from all the other concerns of this discussion with Hearn. “I’ve been trying to impress you, Robert, that the only morality of the future is a power morality, and a man who cannot find his adjustment to it is doomed. There’s one thing about power. It can flow only from the top down. When there are little surges of resistance at the middle levels, it merely calls for more power to be directed downward, to burn it out.”


Hearn was looking at his hands. “We’re not in the future yet.”


“You can consider the Army, Robert, as a preview of the future.”


Hearn looked at his watch. “It’s time to go to chow.” Outside the tent the earth was almost white in the glare of the overhead sun.


“You’ll go to chow when I release you.”


“Yes, sir.” Hearn scraped his foot slowly against the floor, stared at him quietly, a little doubtfully.


“You threw that cigarette on my floor today, didn’t you?”


Hearn smiled. “I figured that was going to be the point of all this talk.”


“It was simple enough for you, wasn’t it? You resented some of my actions, and you indulged a childish tantrum. But it’s the kind of thing I don’t care to permit.” The General held his half-smoked cigarette in his hand, and waved it slightly as he spoke. “If I were to throw this down on the floor, would you pick it up?”


“I think I’d tell you to go to hell.”


“I wonder. I’ve indulged you too long. You really can’t believe I’m serious, can you? Supposed you understood that if you didn’t pick it up, I would court-martial you, and you might have five years in a prison stockade.”


“I wonder if you have the power for that?”


“I do. It would cause me a lot of difficulty, your court-martial would be reviewed, and after the war there might be a bit of a stink, it might even hurt me personally, but I would be upheld. I would have to be upheld. Even if you won eventually, you would be in prison for a year or two at least while it was all being decided.”


“Don’t you think that’s a bit steep?”


“It’s tremendously steep, it has to be. There was the old myth of divine intervention. You blasphemed, and a lightning bolt struck you. That was a little steep too. If punishment is at all proportionate to the offense, then power becomes watered. The only way you generate the proper attitude of awe and obedience is through immense and disproportionate power. With this in mind, how do you think you would react?”


Hearn was kneading his thighs again. “I resent this. It’s an unfair proposition. You’re settling a difference between us by . . .”


“You remember when I gave that lecture about the man with the gun?”


“Yes.”


“It’s not an accident that I have this power. Nor is it that you’re in a situation like this. If you’d been more aware, you wouldn’t have thrown down that cigarette. Indeed, you wouldn’t have if I were a blustering profane General of the conventional variety. You don’t quite believe I’m serious, that’s all.”


“Perhaps I don’t.”


Cummings tossed his cigarette at Hearn’s feet. “All right, Robert, suppose you pick it up,” he said quietly.


There was a long pause. Under his breastbone, Cummings could feel his heart grinding painfully. “I hope, Robert, that you pick it up. For your sake.” Once more he stared into Hearn’s eye.


And slowly Hearn was realizing that he meant it. It was apparent in his expression. A series of emotions, subtle and conflicting, flowed behind the surface of his face. “If you want to play games,” he said. For the first time Cummings could remember, his voice was unsteady. After a moment or two, Hearn bent down, picked up the cigarette, and dropped it in an ashtray. Cummings forced himself to face the hatred in Hearn’s eyes. He was feeling an immense relief.


“If you want to, you can go to chow now.”


“General, I’d like a transfer to another division.” Hearn was lighting another cigarette, his hands not completely steady.


“Suppose I don’t care to arrange it?” Cummings was calm, almost cheerful. He leaned back in his chair, and tapped his foot slowly. “Frankly, I don’t particularly care to have you around as my aide any longer. You aren’t ready to appreciate this lesson yet. I think I’m going to send you to the salt mines. Suppose after lunch you report over to Dalleson’s section, and work under him for a while.”


“Yes, sir.” Hearn’s face had become expressionless again. He started toward the exit of the tent, and then paused, “General?”


“Yes?” Now that it was over, Cummings wished that Hearn would leave. The victory was losing its edge, and minor regrets, delicate little reservations, were cloying him.


“Short of bringing in every man in the outfit, all six thousand of them, and letting them pick up your cigarettes, how are you going to impress them?”


This was the thing that had sullied his pleasure. Cummings realized it now. There was still the other problem, the large one. “I’ll manage that, Lieutenant. I think you’d better worry about your own concerns.”


After Hearn had gone, Cummings looked at his hands. “When there are little surges of resistance, it merely calls for more power to be directed downward.” And that hadn’t worked with the line troops. Hearn he had been able to crush, any single man he could manage, but the sum of them was different still, resisted him still. He exhaled his breath, feeling a little weary. There was going to be a way, he would find it. There had been a time when Hearn had resisted him too.


And his elation, suppressed until now, stimulated him, eased to some extent the sores and frustrations of the past few weeks.


Hearn returned to his own tent, and missed lunch. For almost an hour he lay face down on his cot, burning with shame and self-disgust and an impossible impotent anger. He was suffering an excruciating humiliation which mocked him in its very intensity. He had known from the moment the General had sent for him that there would be trouble, and he had entered with the confidence that he wouldn’t yield.


And yet he had been afraid of Cummings, indeed, afraid of him from the moment he had come into the tent. Everything in him had demanded that he refuse to pick up the cigarette and he had done it with a sick numbed suspension of his will.


“The only thing to do is to get by on style.” He had said that once, lived by it in the absence of anything else, and it had been a working guide, almost satisfactory until now. The only thing that had been important was to let no one in any ultimate issue ever violate your integrity, and this had been an ultimate issue. Hearn felt as if an immense cyst of suppuration and purulence had burst inside him, and was infecting his bloodstream now, washing through all the conduits of his body in a sudden violent flux of change. He would have to react or die, effectively, and for one of the few times in his life he was quite uncertain of his own ability. It was impossible; he would have to do something, and he had no idea what to do. The moment was intolerable, the midday heat fierce and airless inside the tent, but he lay motionless, his large chin jammed into the canvas of his cot, his eyes closed, as if he were contemplating all the processes, all the things he had learned and unlearned in his life, and which were free now, sloshing about inside him with the vehemence and the agony of anything that has been suppressed for too long.


I never thought I would crawfish to him.


That was the shock, that was the thing so awful to realize.
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TO BEATRICE MAILER


(AUGUST 8, 1945, SELECTED LETTERS OF NORMAN MAILER, 2014)


Mailer’s army unit in the Philippines would have been part of General MacArthur’s million-man invasion force had Japan not surrendered after atomic bombs were dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Mailer spent eight months in occupied Japan, returning to the United States in April 1946, after twenty-five months of active duty. His lifelong wariness of technology is noted in this letter to his wife, Beatrice.


Sweet Baby,


The news of the atom bomb has created more talk out here than the news of V-E day, and as much as President Roosevelt’s death. I feel very confused about it. (this is written after just the barest communique. I don’t know what it’s done.) I’m understanding now how the bonds of self-interest affect thought. A good part of me approves anything which will shorten the war and get me home sooner, and this is often antagonistic to older more basic principles. For instance I hope the peace time draft is passed because if it’s not, there may be an agonizingly slow demobilization. In the same sense I approve of an instrument that will kill under optimum conditions many people in one instant.


But really what a terrifying perspective this is. We’ve always talked of humanity destroying itself, but now it seems so near a thing, so much a matter of decades, of a very easily counted number of bombs. This atom smashing business is going to herald the final victory of the machine. It had always been no more than pleasurable calculation in the physics I studied, a remotely attainable dream, and even then a terrible one, for the atomic energy in a mass the size of a pea is enough to drive a locomotive so many fantastic times about the earth.


I think our age is going to mark the end of such concepts as man’s will and mass determination of power. The world will be controlled by a few men, politicians and technicians—Spengler’s men of the late West-European-American civilization. Much as he stimulates me, I’m no Spenglerian. In the alternatives of doing the necessary or nothing, I prefer nothing if the necessary is unpalatable.


Really, darling, the vista is horrifying. There will be another war, if not in twenty years, then in fifty, and if half of mankind survives, then what of the next war—I believe that to survive the world cities of tomorrow will be built a mile beneath the earth. Man then will have escaped his animal heritage—the insects will no longer bother him, and Scarr-like in searching for heaven, he will have descended a thousand fathoms nearer to Hell.
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