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Abstract: 

Norman Mailer’s first novel, “The Naked and the Dead,” published in 1948, is widely 

regarded as one of the most realistic and psychologically penetrating narratives of World 

War II in American literature. This review explores Mailer’s portrayal of military life and 

its attendant psychological struggles through an in-depth analysis of the novel’s narrative 

structure, character development, and thematic concerns. It also provides a brief 

biographical sketch of Mailer, situating his debut within the broader context of his 

literary career and its impact on subsequent war literature. Mailer’s use of innovative 

narrative techniques and his profound insights into power dynamics and human frailty 

offer a stark depiction of the horrors of war and their enduring effects on those involved. 

This article examines how “The Naked and the Dead” remains a critical work for 

understanding the complexities of human nature when stripped down by the extremities 

of war, making it a seminal piece in the study of both American literature and historical 

war narratives. 
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Riassunto:  

Il primo romanzo di Norman Mailer, "The Naked and the Dead" pubblicato nel 1948, è 

ampiamente considerato uno dei racconti più realistici e psicologicamente penetranti 
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della Seconda Guerra Mondiale nella letteratura americana. Questa recensione esplora la 

rappresentazione di Mailer della vita militare e delle sue lotte psicologiche attraverso 

un'analisi approfondita della struttura narrativa del romanzo, dello sviluppo dei 

personaggi e delle preoccupazioni tematiche. Fornisce anche un breve profilo biografico 

di Mailer, collocando il suo debutto nel contesto più ampio della sua carriera letteraria e 

del suo impatto sulla letteratura di guerra successiva. L'uso di tecniche narrative 

innovative da parte di Mailer e le sue profonde intuizioni sulla dinamica del potere e 

sulla fragilità umana offrono una rappresentazione cruda degli orrori della guerra e dei 

loro effetti duraturi su coloro che sono coinvolti. Questo articolo esamina come "The 

Naked and the Dead" rimanga un'opera critica per comprendere le complessità della 

natura umana quando è spogliata dalle estremità della guerra, rendendolo un pezzo 

fondamentale nello studio sia della letteratura americana che delle narrazioni storiche di 

Guerra. 

 

Parola chiave: Norman Mailer, Seconda Guerra Mondiale, letteratura americana, 

narrativa militare, realismo psicologico 

 

1. Introduction 

 

Norman Mailer's debut novel, "The Naked and the Dead," published in 1948, is a epic work 

in American literature and is often considered one of the most authentic literary 

portrayals of World War II. This gritty, profound narrative not only set a new standard 

for war fiction but also marked the beginning of Mailer's illustrious career as a writer and 

intellectual provocateur. 

 

2. Biography 

 

Norman Kingsley Mailer was born on January 31, 1923, in Long Branch, New Jersey, and 

raised in Brooklyn, New York. He attended Harvard University at the age of 16, where 

he studied aeronautical engineering and published his first story when he was just 18. 

Despite his engineering background, Mailer was drawn to writing. His time at Harvard 

crystallized his aspiration to become a novelist. He graduated in 1943 and was soon 

drafted into the U.S. Army, serving as an artilleryman in the Philippines during World 

War II. This experience profoundly influenced his writing and provided the backdrop for 

"The Naked and the Dead." 

 After the war, Mailer embarked on a literary career that would span several 

decades, during which he wrote novels, essays, and works of journalism, frequently 

merging historical context with his personal insights. Mailer co-founded The Village 

Voice, was a two-time Pulitzer Prize winner, and also wrote and directed films, making 

him a versatile figure in American culture. His works often explored themes such as 

power, politics, sex, and violence, making him a controversial figure, particularly in his 

personal life, which was marked by frequent public disputes and legal issues. Norman 
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Mailer passed away on November 10, 2007, leaving behind a legacy of being one of the 

20th century’s most original and enduring literary figures. 

 

3. Narrative and Structure 

 

"The Naked and the Dead" is structured into four distinct parts: Wave, Argil and Mold, Plant 

and Phantom, and Wake. This segmentation serves as a strategic literary device that 

enables Norman Mailer to delve into the intricate patterns and varying paces of military 

life, exploring the shifting dynamics within a platoon of soldiers. Each segment is 

designed to mirror the different stages of military engagement and the psychological 

impacts of war on the individuals involved. 

 The novel employs a third-person omniscient narrative perspective, a method that 

benefits greatly from Mailer’s background in journalism. This perspective grants him the 

narrative scope to provide detailed, panoramic views of both the battlefield and the 

quieter, more personal crises that the soldiers face. Mailer's keen journalistic eye captures 

the raw, unvarnished realities of warfare, bringing an intense realism to the depictions of 

battle scenes. At the same time, it allows him to deeply humanize his characters by 

narrating their internal conflicts and emotional turmoil, thus painting a comprehensive 

picture of their lives. 

 Mailer innovatively introduces a narrative technique he calls "the time machine," 

which plays a crucial role in character development. This technique involves 

interspersing the main narrative with flashbacks that delve into the pre-war lives of the 

soldiers. These flashbacks are not mere digressions; rather, they are integral to 

understanding the complex web of personal histories that each soldier brings to the 

battlefield. By exploring these backstories, Mailer not only provides a temporary escape 

from the ongoing war tensions but also enriches the reader's understanding of his 

characters. These segments reveal the past experiences of the soldiers, shedding light on 

how these experiences have shaped their perceptions, actions, and relationships during 

the war.  

 Overall, the novel’s structure and narrative techniques combine to create a rich 

tapestry of story and character. Mailer’s ability to weave deep personal histories with the 

brutal realities of war results in a powerful exploration of the human condition under 

extreme stress, making "The Naked and the Dead" a profound study of conflict, character, 

and the impacts of war. 

 

4. Character Development 

 

Mailer's characters are a complex blend of diverse backgrounds, each crafted with deep 

psychological and emotional layers. Lieutenant Robert Hearn serves as the intellectual 

and moral center of the novel, offering a critical view of military hierarchy and the moral 

ambiguities of war. His conflict with General Cummings, who embodies the 

about:blank


Ricardo Viola, Manuela Federica Paride 

UNDERSTANDING CONFLICT AND CHARACTER: AN ANALYSIS OF  

NORMAN MAILER’S NARRATIVE “THE NAKED AND THE DEAD”” 

 

European Journal of Literary Studies - Volume 5 │ Issue 2 │ 2024                                                                                        55 

authoritarian and manipulative aspects of power, highlights the psychological and moral 

challenges faced by individuals in leadership positions during conflict. 

 Sergeant Sam Croft is perhaps the novel's most compelling character, representing 

the darker side of human nature. His ruthless pragmatism and survival instincts contrast 

sharply with Hearn's idealism, making him a disturbing yet fascinating figure. The 

dynamic between these characters drives much of the novel's tension and thematic 

exploration. 

 

5. Thematic Depth 

 

"The Naked and the Dead" is a profound exploration of the deep and often disturbing 

themes of power, authority, and human nature under extreme stress. Norman Mailer 

meticulously examines the corrupting influence of power through his depiction of 

characters such as General Cummings. This character embodies the seductive and often 

destructive aspects of power within the military hierarchy, illustrating how authority can 

warp personal ethics and exacerbate the natural propensity for domination. 

 Further intensifying these explorations, Mailer delves into the impacts of 

dehumanization within the military context. Through the experiences of the soldiers, he 

reveals how the rigid structures and harsh realities of military life can strip individuals 

of their humanity. The soldiers are shown to grapple with their sense of self as they 

perform acts that conflict with their moral beliefs, highlighting the psychological toll of 

their actions. 

 Beyond the immediate effects of power and authority, the novel also engages with 

existential themes, provoking questions about the nature of courage, the role of fate, and 

the ongoing struggle for personal integrity in the chaos of war. Mailer forces readers to 

consider what it means to be courageous in a situation where survival often depends on 

blind obedience and where moral choices are clouded by the necessity of action under 

fire. 

 Alienation is another pervasive theme throughout the novel. The soldiers are 

depicted as profoundly isolated, not only physically from their civilian lives but also 

emotionally and psychologically from each other. This alienation reflects the broader 

existential isolation experienced by individuals in modern society, where connections can 

be superficial and individual struggles internally profound. The extreme conditions of 

war exacerbate this sense of isolation, stripping the soldiers of their pre-war identities 

and reducing them to their most basic instincts for survival. 

 This alienation and dehumanization are vividly portrayed in the brutal setting of 

war, where the soldiers must continuously navigate the fine line between retaining their 

humanity and succumbing to the primal instincts that the violence of war often 

necessitates. Mailer’s narrative explores how these conditions force individuals to 

confront their deepest fears and desires, challenging the very essence of their character 

and integrity. Through "The Naked and the Dead," Mailer not only tells a story of war but 
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also offers a critical examination of the human condition when faced with the ultimate 

tests of survival and morality. 

 

6. Prose and Style 

 

Norman Mailer's prose in "The Naked and the Dead" is characterized by its starkness, 

intensity, and vividness, making the brutal realities of war startlingly clear to the reader. 

His descriptive prowess is unmatched as he brings to life the harsh landscape of a Pacific 

island, where the novel is set. Each description is crafted with meticulous attention to 

detail, immersing the reader in the oppressive, humid, and unforgiving atmosphere of 

the battlefield. The landscapes painted with his words are not just backdrops but active 

elements in the story, influencing the events and the psychological states of the 

characters. 

 The dialogue in the novel is sharp and authentic, capturing the diverse voices and 

backgrounds of the soldiers. Mailer's skillful use of dialect and colloquial language 

enriches the narrative, providing a genuine sense of the characters' origins and 

personalities. This authenticity extends to the interactions between characters, reflecting 

the tensions, alliances, and conflicts that arise in such high-pressure environments. The 

way soldiers speak and interact with each other offers insights into their social dynamics, 

hierarchy, and individual roles within the platoon, making the dialogue not just a tool 

for character development but also a vehicle for advancing the plot. 

 Mailer enhances the narrative with innovative techniques such as stream-of-

consciousness passages and shifting perspectives. These methods are particularly 

effective in conveying the inner workings of the soldiers' minds, allowing readers to dive 

deep into the psychological depths of each character. Stream-of-consciousness passages 

reveal the unfiltered thoughts and feelings of the characters, often in real-time, providing 

a raw and intimate perspective on their inner conflicts and emotional struggles. 

 The shifting perspectives throughout the novel offer a panoramic view of the 

events and relationships within the story. By moving from one character's point of view 

to another, Mailer allows the reader to see the war from multiple angles, enriching the 

narrative with a complexity that mirrors the chaotic nature of war itself. This technique 

not only builds a deeper connection between the reader and the characters but also 

enhances the immersive experience of the novel, making the reader feel as though they 

are part of the story. 

 Together, these narrative techniques create a dynamic and compelling reading 

experience. They enable Mailer to explore the psychological landscapes of his characters 

with the same intensity and detail with which he describes the physical landscape of the 

war. The result is a novel that is not only about the external battles fought in war but also 

the internal battles that rage within each soldier, providing a profound commentary on 

the human condition under the duress of war. 
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7. Historical Context and Impact 

 

Published shortly after World War II, "The Naked and the Dead" arrived on the literary 

scene like a thunderclap, offering a stark contrast to the prevailing narratives of war that 

had dominated American literature until then. Unlike the glorified and often sanitized 

portrayals of heroism and victory that characterized many wartime stories, Mailer's novel 

dared to delve into the gritty, unvarnished realities of combat and its toll on the human 

spirit. By exposing the raw brutality, moral ambiguities, and psychological traumas of 

war, Mailer challenged the romanticized notions of military glory that had been 

perpetuated by earlier works. 

 The critical and commercial success of "The Naked and the Dead" played a pivotal 

role in reshaping American attitudes towards war literature. It forced readers to confront 

the harsh truths of warfare and prompted a shift towards a more realistic and critical 

perspective on military conflict. Mailer's unflinching portrayal of the physical and 

emotional devastation wrought by war resonated deeply with audiences, sparking 

important conversations about the true costs of armed conflict and the complexities of 

the human experience within it. 

 Moreover, Mailer's novel served as a catalyst for subsequent generations of war 

literature, setting a high standard for authenticity, emotional depth, and psychological 

complexity. Its influence can be seen in works such as Tim O’Brien’s "The Things They 

Carried" and Karl Marlantes' "Matterhorn," both of which continue the tradition of 

exploring the multifaceted dimensions of war and its impact on the individuals who 

experience it firsthand. Like Mailer, these authors use their writing to challenge 

conventional narratives of heroism and sacrifice, opting instead to shine a light on the 

profound moral and existential dilemmas faced by soldiers in the heat of battle. 

 In essence, "The Naked and the Dead" stands as a seminal work that not only 

revolutionized the genre of war literature but also left an indelible mark on the broader 

cultural landscape. Its legacy continues to reverberate through contemporary literature, 

serving as a reminder of the enduring power of storytelling to illuminate the darkest 

corners of the human condition and provoke meaningful reflection on the nature of 

conflict, power, and resilience. 

 

8.  Conclusion 

 

"The Naked and the Dead" remains a seminal work in the canon of American literature, 

offering a profound, unflinching look at the complexities of war and its impact on the 

human psyche. Norman Mailer's debut is a masterful blend of journalistic detail and 

literary prose, rich in character and thematic depth, making it an essential read for anyone 

interested in the realities of war and the depths of human nature. 
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