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Failure in Postmodern America 

Born in the 18th century out of “life, liberty,  and the pursuit of happiness”, optimism and 

success have always existed in the crux of American existentialism. The reinforcement of the 

“American Dream” has generated a culture of ambition and opportunity. But success is not 

guaranteed and optimism is not absolute. In a postmodern society, truth is relative and skepticism 

dominates what we think we know. American ideals will transform over time, the myth of the 

quintessential suburban life will be exposed, a soldier’s homecoming will be filled with anguish 

and nostalgia, and students will no longer feel safe in schools. America has grown up, and has 

realized that it cannot always fulfill its cultural desire for optimism and success, but rather it 

must sometimes face frustration and failure.  

David Kamp’s article, “Rethinking the American Dream”, establishes the American 

Dream as “part of our charter… it is what makes our country and our way of life attractive and 

magnetic to people in other lands.” The promise of a “better and richer life” has saturated 

American ethos for years. In his book, The Epic of America, James Truslow Adams emphasized 

the “egalitarian nature” of the dream, bringing together lower, middle, and upper classes. As a 

result, he affirmed the American Dream’s attainability, putting it “within reach for all those who 

aspire to it and are willing to put in the hours.” A similar optimism can be seen in the beginning 

of Neddy Merrill’s pool hopping journey from the short story “The Swimmer”. In Neddy’s eyes, 

the day was “beautiful and it seemed to him that a long swim might enlarge and celebrate its 

beauty” (2044). He possessed a lofty self-image, claiming “he was determinedly original and had 

[an]... idea of himself as a legendary figure” (2044). Neddy repeatedly referred to himself as 
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“pilgrim” and “explorer” as he journeyed from one pool to the next, demonstrating his 

self-perception as a brave adventurer.  

Gradually, Neddy’s destinations began to lose their liveliness. The water that once 

“refracted the sound of voices and laughter” (2045), instead “stank of chlorine and looked to him 

like a sink” (2047). He was losing his strong headed explorer persona, and was becoming a 

confused older man who questioned whether “his memory [failed] or [if] he [had] so disciplined 

it in the repression of unpleasant facts that he had damaged his sense of the truth” (2046). Neddy 

was struggling with a postmodern truth crisis; his “perfect” suburban life was not perfect at all. 

His lost grasp on reality reflects the declining attainable status of the American Dream. 

According to Kamp, even though “easy credit continued” and a “sustained bull market cheered 

investors… A CNN poll taken in 2006 found that more than half of those surveyed, 54 percent, 

considered the American Dream unachievable.” The dream compelled Americans to set 

unmeetable goals, and as a result, political scientists and mental-health experts “detected a 

marked uptick since the mid century in the number of Americans who considered themselves 

unhappy.” The promise and spirit of the American Dream had been tainted by a shift from 

“characteristic optimism” to disillusioned realism.  

The idea of a broken reality is paralleled in “Speaking of Courage”, a short story from the 

Tim O’Brien’s novel The Things They Carried. The story follows Norman Bowker, a young 

soldier returning from the Vietnam War, and his arrival that defies the classic soldier’s 

homecoming filled with heroic and sacrificial sentiments. Instead, Bowker returned to a place 

that “looked as if it had been hit by nerve gas, everything still and lifeless, even the people” 

(143).  Sally, the girl he had loved in high school was now married, Max, his best friend, had 
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drowned and his father, “who had his own war… now preferred silence” (147). Norman 

struggled to find someone to talk to and help him cope with his war experience. Not even the 

dismal town would listen if he were to ask “‘How’d you like to hear about the war?’… the place 

could only blink and shrug. It had no memory, therefore no guilt” (143). Unlike the town, 

Bowker was haunted with guilt, as he struggled to finish telling his story about Kiowa. It is 

revealed that Bowker “let [Kiowa] go” into the mud and die, instead of pulling him out and 

saving him (153). He tried to justify his lack of bravery with the medals he had already won, 

“because [they] meant that he had been there as a real soldier and had done all the things soldiers 

do, and therefore it wasn’t such a big deal that he could not bring himself to be uncommonly 

brave” (141). Norman’s failure to be uncommonly brave, and his melancholy homecoming 

opposes the heroic expectations of an idealistic American veteran.  

Norman’s story signified a loss of innocence in the context of the American soldier in the 

same way the Columbine massacre changed the perspective of American civilian life. On April 

20th, 1999, two teenagers, Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold, walked through the doors of 

Columbine High School, killed 13 people and left over 20 injured, before committing suicide. 

According to Cynthia Garcia Coll, a professor of education at Brown University, "Columbine 

brought the issue of violence to a white, middle-class environment, and that was why it was such 

a shock” (Schabner). The “white, middle-class environment” Coll refers to is what David Kamp 

established as the mythologized American suburbia, where “home ownership was the 

fundamental goal, but … [it also included] car ownership, television ownership and the intent to 

send one’s kids to college”. Despite growing up in loving homes with privileged backgrounds, 

Harris and Klebold broke the idealized suburban mold through their capacity to commit such a 
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horrific crime. The shooting spawned 74 known copycat incidents and spread a gun-violence 

obsession amongst troubled teens through the nation. A postmodern skepticism swept the nation; 

a Times magazine article described the post-Columbine world as  “a place brimming with 

suspicion, where… school officials have seen a nail file as a knife and blue hair as an omen of 

antisocial, possibly even violent behavior” (Cloud). In the events leading up to the shooting, the 

police and others had failed to intervene despite alarming signals. The sheriff's department 

“knew [that] Harris and Klebold had been making pipe bombs and threatening their schoolmates. 

They applied at one point for a warrant to search Harris's house, but the warrant was never 

executed” (Gumbel). This failure to keep children safe in schools and the transformed perception 

of school safety reveals a disparity between an American optimism and reality.  

Despite our failures to satisfy the classic American ethos of optimism and success, our 

acknowledgement of those failures are what will come to define the United States as a nation. In 

an era when the President abides by “alternative facts” and the American public can no longer 

distinguish between fake news and real news, the United States is being launched into a 

postmodern lifestyle and a reevaluation of everything we thought we knew. America is 

compelled to look back and seek balance and self-control in the American Dream, learn from 

potentially preventable mass shootings, and even recognize the symbolic deterioration of a 

fictional man in his journey across America's suburbs. As Henry Ford stated in his 

autobiography, “Failure is only the opportunity to begin again, this time more intelligently.” 
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