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The American Dream is a recurrent theme in American literature. In this response, 
this paper is an attempt to expose the destructive effects of the dream on human spirits 
and relations and how it is contradicted in different ways through the analysis of his 
brilliant play, American Buffalo by David Mamet. Beneath the seeming simple surface of 
the play lies a deep current of meanings that reflect the calamities of modern American 
life, and in a broader sense, the modern world. This article indicates how capitalism 
inculcates ideologies in the mind of individuals in order to facilitate the exploiting 
process and unquestioning subordination. Ragged individualism, as one of these 
ideologies, disrupts all communal bonds and even exceeds to the disintegration of 
friendship and family life. On the other hand, this individualism, as an ideology, is 
sustained by other capitalist ideologies such as advertising, consumerism and emulation. 
It will also be discussed that monetary interests are all one seeks in a highly competitive 
atmosphere and nothing is privileged over business ethics. In brief, this reading of the 
play tries to illuminate that we live in a dream-like world of ideologies that block logical 
thinking and forge our relationship with our real existence through less suspected ways. 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Introduction 

The objective of this article is to analyze David Mamet’s American Buffalo in the 
light of the American Dream. Therefore, it will be demonstrated that what are the 
dehumanizing effects of the dream, how its principles are contradicted in the face of 
reality and what befalls those who take the dream too seriously and are deluded by it. The 
characters of the play are to some extent like Vladimir and Estragon who are too 
obsessed with the coming of Godot that they cannot see the reality of their miserable 
existence; likewise, they are enchanted by the American Dream to the extent that they 
cannot perceive have far they have diverged from reality. They are pretty similar to the 
tramps in Waiting for Godot (1949) in the sense that they have nothing to do with the 
present while fluctuating between the past and the future. In other words, the splendid 
dreams of the past are juxtaposed with the utopian future promised by the American 
Dream.   

David Mamet, a screenwriter, director, essayist, poet, novelist, and most 
importantly an outstanding feature in contemporary American drama, was born in 
Chicago in 1947. He attended Goddard College in Vermont, where he graduated in 
literature and drama in 1969. During his junior year, he also studied acting under the 
direction of Sanford Meisner at New York’s Neighborhood Playhouse. Having finished 
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his studies, Mamet taught acting for a year at Vermont’s Marlboro College. In 1971 with 
some of his students like William H. Macy and Steven Schachter, he founded the St. 
Nicholas Theatre Company. His experience in doing different blue-collar jobs has put 
him in touch with a variety of social classes which as a result has widened the horizon of 
his language flexibility in employing idioms and rhythms of everyday speech in his plays 
although it is not a blind mimicry of the street talk and has its unique features.  To talk 
about Mamet’s style, before everything else our attention is drawn to his special use of 
language. His writing style has been influenced by Harold Pinter (1930-2008) whom he 
admires. Mamet’s language after all possesses its unique quality which is often referred 
to as Mamet's speak. His language is marked by minimalism which is carried out through 
ellipsis and the omission of unnecessary parts. Therefore, as Zander Brietzeke (2007) 
states, Mamet’s plays remain “much more elliptical and [demand] that the viewer/reader 
pay close attention to clues in the performance/text that will explain the situation” (p. 
122). The obscenity, vulgarity, incessant pauses and interruptions of this language, which 
makes it the playground of monologues rather than relevant dialogues, best reflects the 
impurity and chaotic environment his characters inhabit. To quote Benedict Nightingale 
(1994): “he is the bard of modern-day barbarism, the laureate of the four-letter word” (p. 
332). Apart from language, he uses narrow settings for his plays and casts few characters. 
Moreover, as Zander Brietzeke (2007) elaborates: "He reduces the world of the [plays] to 
a series of sales transactions in which the man who succeeds—and it is the man’s 
world—is the one who can successfully close the deal and exert his will upon a victim ... 
How much money they make, what cars they drive, if they’re married or not, where they 
live . . . and how many kids they have remains a mystery"  

 
Evoking a culture that has pledged spirituality for the fleeting and degradingly vicious 
materialism, Mamet dramatizes a funny and profane world. Success and prosperity has 
become almost a religion and money making a kind of daily ritual for the modem 
American. In the process, unfortunately they seek to find solace in the material pleasures 
and are found entrapped in a violent and entropy society where money offers to provide a 
mortified power and stability. This inadvertently has affected relationships that have 
originally stood as a prop for those who were faced with precarious existences due to 
shattered faith and hope. Strong bonds are constantly being forsaken for particular 
ulterior motives of cruelty and selfishness-territories dwindling into a one-man world. It 
is conspicuously evident that Mamet nurtures a kind of true feeling for the characters he 
portrays. It is not their mean and ludicrous lives that he is being critical about. The very 
strength of the play reposes on his unswerving compassion for and sensitivity about the 
characters. He is contemptuous of their values and the system as a whole rather than their 
lives. He scorns not their ways of life but the means by which these fringe characters are 
rendered socially, morally and metaphysically deranged. Every American irrespective of 
their social stature can identify some of their trends and traits in the antics for an 
unattainably distant dream of success. 

Throughout the play both Teach and Bob compete with each other to attract 
Don’s attention and friendship. However, all the characters in the play are torn between 
friendship and business inclinations which are at odds with each other. They suffer under 
this harsh conflict since to incline to either pole means to keep aloof from another pole. 
The business tendencies are so vigorous because as Douglas Bruster (2004) clearly states, 
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“Mamet’s characters are bent more on sheer survival. Significantly, much of the 
playwright’s ideology seems to assume the principle of natural selection” (p. 50-1). 
However, they feel deep inside the need for friendship and emotional bond. David Mamet 
(2004) declares that American Buffalo is a tragedy which concerns the disintegration of 
family life under the materialistic system. 

Definitely American Buffalo is a tragedy that laments the disintegration of all 
communal bonds. The playwright specially tries to bring into focus the family as the 
smallest unit of society and exposes the destructive forces that threaten human 
relationships. The play implies that the suppression of morality in favor of self-interest 
makes society a chaotic environment where love and sympathy have no place.         In the 
course of the play we see Teach as the feverish adherent of the American myth. He 
constantly, as a mentor, preaches about free enterprise and is prone to discard moral 
codes in favor of business. He is obsessed with business and talks in a way as if he is a 
successful businessman while in fact evidence shows that he has never accomplished in 
business world. We first see Teach enter the junkshop in anger while he curses Ruthie. 
He tells Don how he has been humiliated by two female friends, Grace and Ruthie, when 
he sits at their table at a coffee shop and Grace sarcastically tells him “Help yourself” 
when he tries to “take a piece of toast off Grace’s plate” (American Buffalo,p. 10). The 
underlying meaning of this scene may subtly allude to the ruthless capitalism in which 
the poor starve to death while the rich gormandize. It depicts a world where, as Claudia 
Durst Johnson (2006) declares, “the leftover food from [the] banquet” of the rich is 
“dumped for the poor to consume” (p. 41). In his constant fear of not being accepted to 
participate in the heist, that is convincingly taken as doing business, Teach charges 
everyone with dishonesty and tries to convince Don that it is only he who is trustworthy 
and fits the scheme. He judges that no one is trustable and concludes that Ruthie cheats at 
cards, Fletcher stole the pig iron from Ruthie and also cheats at cards, and Bob is a junkie 
who might miss up the whole plan and is also suspect of being an accomplice to Fletcher. 
Teach is all the time anxious to win Don’s trust and friendship. It is interesting to note 
that while Teach urges Don to trust him and puts emphasis on the importance of 
friendship, it is he who destroys all bonds of friendship between the characters of the 
play. The anxiety that Don may choose Bob for the plan and the preference of Bob over  

Mamet admires the natural connection between the true essence of objects and their value 
and despises the disjunction of this harmony. In money economy all entities, including 
human beings, are commodified by money and loose their originality. Throughout his 
works, he implicitly suggests that modern life has obscured the line between reality and 
appearance and things are not what they used to be. According to Dietrick (2006), 
“repeatedly in Mamet’s work, the most deceptive character is the one who espouses just 
this view of perception as uncomplicated and knowledge as totally transparent” (pp. 335-
6). The junkshop in American Buffalo may stand as nostalgia for the time when objects 
were more real and their value was connected to what they contained. It may also allude 
to the fact that the rusted objects, piled up in the junkshop, represent the surrender of all 
materials to the power of money which makes them obsolete. For instance, the pig 
spreader object in the junkshop, which drains the blood from a dead pig, may refer to the 
fact that in the same way the pig is drained of its life blood, the objects have been drained 
of their intrinsic value. Moreover, as we notice, the buffalo-head nickel is the only object 
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that is sold throughout the play and its sale precedes the outset of the play. In fact, Don’s 
attempt to restore to the junkshop the only sold item indicates his objection to the 
obscuring mode of life and, in Dietrick (2006) words, “expresses a wish that money and 
the epistemological and ontological uncertainty it carries did not exist” (pp. 335). Thus, 
the scarcity of transactions in the course of the play may be justified as his objection to 
money economy and his failure to return the coin to the junkshop is an evidence of the 
bitter truth that in a world that all transactions are based on money, people like Don have 
no place.  

The propagation of the freedom of the individual is one of the driving forces of 
capitalism. However, this showy ideal never exposes the negative consequences of 
ragged individualism that results in irresponsibility and crime among the members of 
society. Individualism, in its negative sense, disrupts all communal bonds and instead 
spreads self-interest in society. Therefore, if self-interest becomes a norm, the individuals 
abandon moral behavior and the suppression of more human fellows becomes one’s 
ladder to success. In this case, individualism is assumed to be equivalent with selfinterest 
and is regarded as a virtue. Under such a circumstance, only those actions are 
legitimatized that are to the benefit of the individual regardless of having a concern for 
others.The shady nature of the freedom of the individual that capitalism advocates is 
revealed from the very beginning of American Buffalo when Don advises Bob on 
business issues. In fact, Don’s words clearly expose the contradictions between the ideas 
of free will and determinism.  

American Buffalo is a play which indicates how individualism has declined into 
crime and reveals the ways that the corrupt business ethics affects the human relations. It 
shows how excessive obsession with making profit in the name of free enterprise has 
ruined the individual’s sense of responsibility and moral duty and has turned 
individualism against the betterment of society. In this sense, in their struggle for 
survival, the individuals find their personal interests at odds with that of the public. As 
noticed in the play, practicing business is all that permeates the life of the characters and 
every illegal action is justified as business transaction. In fact, individualism promotes the 
idea that one can succeed at the cost of others and this leads to the justification of crime 
as a natural way of competition. Therefore, the references to crime and violence 
throughout the play suggest that individualism in the capitalist world endorses the 
Darwinian theory of the survival of the fittest which recommends that one must either kill 
or die. To clarify it, Teach’s conviction that one must fight for survival, his devotion to 
the American Dream’s ideal that the avenue towards success is open to everybody and 
that business practices are free from any obligations including moral duty, are clearly 
indicated in his frequently quoted definition of free enterprise:  

The American Dream is an ideology among the infinite ideologies that dominate 
our everyday life. This ideology is an example of a well-constructed ideology since it has 
survived since the foundation of America and has not withered with the passage of time. 
It aims at the weak point of the human nature that is a dream of better life. This is to say 
that, having a dream has never been apart from the nature of human kind and this dream 
is not indecent as long as it does not pursue exploitive ends that shut up the doors of 
reality and make the progressive movement towards being better human beings go awry. 
It means that not all dreams are to be rejected since as the history shows us there have 
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been many dreams, once seemed to be impossible, that have come true. The dreams to fly 
and travel to the moon are the instances of the dreams that finally came true although 
they seemed quite improbable to people of earlier centuries. Thus, our focus is on the 
dreams/ideologies which are invented to exert power from the part of the ruling class. 
These ideologies tend to offer themselves as reality and it is on us to learn that there 
exists nothing as absolute to cling to and that every ideology is susceptible to doubt. 
Moreover, total subordination to the ideologies that impose themselves on us kills the 
spirit of creativity, hinders logical thinking and thereby leads to prejudice.  
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