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1. Introduction: Theatre as a disseminator of political and radical 

thought  

When one reflects on theatrical tradition, it is almost impossible to overlook the 

many ways in which theatre has always been an incredibly powerful vehicle for political 

ideology. From Ancient Greek political satire to the theatrical companies that emerged 

during the height of agitprop1 like the Red Ladder Theatre Company2, drama has been a 

compelling tool to introduce the general public to ideas of social change. While all art 

forms can be used with the intention of portraying political ideology and even 

encouraging its audience to take action, theatre is perhaps the one that is most direct in 

its message and therefore, most successful in its intentions. This is due to a simple reason: 

theatre physically puts the political conflict in question right in front of the eyes of the 

audience. It makes it impossible for us, as creative receptors, to turn away from the reality 

it conveys. For this reason, and for its traditional role as a form of entertainment for the 

masses that lasted up until the middle of the last century, drama has been historically 

linked to politics and ideology, to the point where researchers on the topic like Dan 

Friedman (2005) on his talk at the Association for Theatre in Higher Education 

conference in San Francisco, have stated that “all theatre is political (…). Since the core 

of the theatre is the live performance of social conflict before a live audience, its political 

nature is obvious.”3 

Theatre as we now know it in the Anglophone world has its origins rooted in 

Elizabethan theatre, which was unarguably one of the most important, if not the most, 

forms of entertainment for the common citizen. Elizabethan theatre was born out of a 

need for entertainment that moves beyond the brutality of bearbaiting (Brownstein, 1969; 

Di Ponio, 2018); thus, companies and playwrights took those stadiums and substituted 

these spectacles with theatrical productions. While very different in most aspects, 

theatrical productions were still at their core the same as bearbaiting spectacles, since 

both were forms of pure entertainment for the masses, with public theatres being 

extremely cheap (a ticket for a penny). Theatre then was for absolutely everyone, and 

there was nothing elitist or exclusive about it.  

 

1 Agitprop is defined by the Cambridge dictionary as “(the spreading of) strongly political ideas or 

arguments expressed especially through plays, art, books, etc.” “Agitprop”, Cambridge Dictionary,  

2 The Red Ladder Theatre Company is Britain’s leading radical theatre company that was founded in 1968 

by the Arts Council England and Leeds City Council.  
3 When a reference lacks page number, it will be because it has been taken from an online source (webpage).  
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Although towards the Restoration period theatre became more expensive, it would 

continue to be one of the preferred entertainments for the common people. Even 

transitioning from feudalism into capitalism, this idea remained: the working classes still 

belonged in theatres, and their interests would continue to be argued in plays during the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries. And as the working classes began to gain a new 

rebellious consciousness and as socialist ideas gained force, authors would begin to write 

more and more plays that explicitly challenged capitalism, as the modern drama of the 

turn of the twentieth century illustrates. 

Radical activist Emma Goldman, in her pioneering collection Anarchism and Other 

Essays (1910), argues that it is true Fine Arts do faithfully portray the struggles of the 

working classes (256) and that novels may move men into revolutionary action (257); but 

that “still more far reaching is the modern drama, as the leaven of radical thought and 

disseminator of new values” (257). 

She goes on to argue that “a study of the development of modern ideas in most 

countries will prove that drama has succeeded in driving home great social truths, truths 

generally ignored when presented in other forms” (257) providing the reader with 

contemporary examples to support her claim, such as Gorki or Bernard Shaw. She uses 

the latter to make an interesting point; Goldman points out that it is in his plays, not in his 

prose or narrative, that Bernard Shaw is truly subversive: “it is only through the drama 

that Mr. Shaw is a revolutionary factor in the dissemination of radical ideas” (279). She 

uses his work Major Barbara (1905) to argue that point, explaining it is in this play that 

he will speak of the great injustice of poverty and deem it as the greatest crime of a 

Christian, capitalist society (277). He exercises a strong and straightforward criticism 

towards the consequences of such economic systems.   

She will also use the example of Galsworthy’s works to drive the point home (279-

288), explaining that his plays Strife (1909) and Justice (1910) are more straightforward 

in their dissemination of radical thought than the novels that he is best-known for, The 

Forsyte Saga (1906-1921). With Justice being a direct critique of the penitentiary system 

and Strife a clear reflection of the conditions of workers in capitalist labour, we see how 

this level of political thought is usually only achieved through the means of theatre and 

drama, and not in any other genres that the authors write in.  

It is important to mention that, when referring to “political drama” or “political 

theatre”, in this dissertation, the focus will be in plays that in varying degrees of 

radicalism, convey Marxist ideas and viewpoints. However, throughout its history, this 



4 

type of drama has been approached very differently and authors have found various ways 

to spread their message. For instance, Bertolt Brecht would develop a new, more 

sophisticated style for political drama, epic theatre, to introduce the audience to more 

radical Marxist ideas in a rational manner. Others would opt for more realistic approaches, 

as is the case of British Kitchen Sink Drama of the 1950s and 60s with Look Back in 

Anger (1956) by John Osborne being a perfect example of the social realism that was 

prevalent in this era. Around this time, in North America, Arthur Miller would also take 

a realist, less radical approach to governmental problematics and the human condition as 

political beings. In more recent times, we have seen a rising tendency towards feminist 

approaches in political theatre, as is the case of Ensler’s The Vagina Monologues (1996). 

Still, and despite these different approaches, theatre is definitely one of the preferred 

artistic platforms to convey Marxist messages. Although all of the authors mentioned use 

different methods, they all have one thing in common: their intention to communicate a 

message charged with ideology that will create an impact and a response from the 

audience. Theorists have stated that that is precisely the main goal of political drama: 

“Most political theatre, rather than merely posing political questions and problems, 

attempts to change the beliefs and opinions of the spectator. Ultimately, it seeks political 

action based upon those changes” (Kirby, 1975, 132). However, the author’s opinions are 

not imposed on the audience: Political theatre treats its audiences as rational individuals 

that should be able to draw their own conclusions from the situations presented in the 

play. Theodor Shank (1978) reflects on these techniques, 

A political play aims to present an analysis of our society from an ideological perspective. The 

spectator is called upon to relate the events depicted to what he knows of the real world. Conscious 

thought is required of him. The stage action is an image of the real world but does not replace it 

in our consciousness. The political ideas are important, and usually the questions raised are not 

resolved because they are social or political questions not resolved in the real world. Instead, these 

questions serve to stimulate discussion toward a solution. (51-52) 

Political theatre, therefore, does not indoctrinate audiences. Instead, it critically 

depicts the political issue it is concerned with and encourages discussion, debate, and the 

development of opinions by the audience. Since we have established that most political 

plays rely on Marxist and socialist ideas, we can also assume that the intended audience 

for most of them are the working classes, as these types of ideologies advocate for their 

well-being rights, and so it is important for the authors to not fall into paternalism, but to 

treat working-class citizens with respect for them to develop their own ideas on the issues 

raised. 
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Nowadays, with late postmodernism, theatrical trends are drifting away from the 

more traditional political theatre and its more radical viewpoints. This is only natural, as 

authors like Jameson (1991) have defined postmodernism as The Cultural Logic of Late 

Capitalism on the title of one of his best-known pieces of writing. Other authors like 

Philip Auslander (1987) have stated that there is a general belief that some of the most 

important characteristics and trends of the postmodernist movement, deconstruction, for 

instance, seem to leave the political realism that we had seen in art in previous movements 

aside: “Deconstruction and apolitically are often linked in these writings to the concept 

of postmodernism: deconstruction is seen as a characteristically postmodern aesthetic 

strategy, apoliticality as either a cause or a symptom of the prevalence of the 

deconstructive aesthetic” (21). However, from his perspective, he also acknowledges that 

“the postmodern condition has not rendered political theatre impossible – though it has 

made it necessary to rethink the whole project of political art – and to propose a rough 

schema describing a postmodern political theatre, its concerns and strategies” (21). This 

readjustment of political art to postmodern times can be seen in the fact that drama is now 

more concerned with issues of feminism, individual identity, and the LGBTQ+ 

community, which are some of the most burning political issues of the last few years. 

While postmodernism does not totally preclude the creation of political theatre in 

any of the approaches mentioned before, there is another clear hindering for the traditional 

Marxist and socialist approaches of political theatre: drama has become an elitist activity 

in the last few decades. There is nothing left of the first conception of theatre as a universal 

entertainment method. Whether due to its high prices (average of $25.5 in the US and 

27.10 in the UK) or its more experimental trends, theatre is generally regarded as a 

sophisticated activity that belongs to the upper and middle classes, leaving the working 

class completely aside, alienated from a means of entertainment and culture that once 

belonged to them and was interested in their struggles, feelings, and lives.  

It is therefore clear that theatre and drama are among the preferred artistic means of 

expression to deliver political ideology for their direct relationship with the audience and 

their ability to situate a conflict right before our eyes. It has also been traditionally 

considered a universal means of entertainment that draws the masses. Even authors who 

might not be explicitly political in other genres choose drama to convey profound political 

criticism of aspects of the system they deem as unjust, and how they are able to do it using 

an array of different approaches, while always maintaining the interests of the working 

class in mind.  
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In spite of this rooted tradition to use theatre as a political tool, it is inevitable to 

see how in recent times, playwrights and audiences are spurning such topics. Now, the 

trends in theatre are not as politically explicit and it is not an art form that takes the 

working class into consideration anymore. Precisely for these reasons, it is perhaps more 

important than ever to value those works that do actually exercise political criticism, even 

if they were written in the past. These works allow us to see the realities and consequences 

of the capitalist system on the subjects it silences. Moreover, they also show us the 

importance of being critical towards the structures of power and of questioning everything 

that is imposed on us, not just abide by those impositions.  

Authors like Arthur Miller once wrote about these topics within their own 

historicity and cultural frame. His artistic work is one of dissidence, of refusal to tolerate 

policies, rules, and systems that are unfair and that favour the interest of a minority over 

the interests of many. He would not only criticise McCarthyism but also rooted traditions 

of the American system like the American dream, analysing the effect it has on working-

class citizens, turning them into small pieces of a giant capitalist machine at the expense 

of a promise of a calm, secure life that will never actually materialise. For all of these 

reasons Miller’s work is a perfect example of the use of theatre as a tool for the 

dissemination of political critical thought and the ways in which it functions. The aim of 

this dissertation is to study two of his works to better comprehend the functioning of 

political theatre and to remind us that even in postmodern times, we still need to use 

theatre as a political tool in the ways it was done before.  

  



7 

2. Arthur Miller against the USA 

Arthur Miller was born on October 17th, 1915, in New York to Jewish parents. His 

father, who worked in the garment manufacturing business, was financially ruined during 

the Great Depression, which “demonstrated to the young Miller the insecurity of modern 

existence” (Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2022). It was during this time that he first became 

aware of Marxism: 

He was watching a handball game when a college boy, who stood beside him, randomly explained 

to Miller that “although it might not be evident to the naked eye, there were really two classes of 

people in the world, the workers and the employers. And that all over the world, including 

Brooklyn, of course, a revolution would transform every country was inexorably building up 

steam. Things would then be produced for use rather than for someone’s personal profit, so there 

would be much more for everyone to share, and justice would reign everywhere.” Miller recalled 

understanding the college boy instantly, and excitedly responded: “Everything is upside down”. 

(Miller, 1995, 111, as cited in Polster, 2012, 43).  

After a mediocre high school career, and being rejected once by the University of 

Michigan, he began working in a warehouse, until he was finally accepted. It was during 

this time that he began writing theatre, winning several student awards.  

His first real success after university came with All My Sons (1947), a social tragedy 

about a manufacturer of defective war materials that would premiere in Broadway and 

was performed 328 times. The play, which reflected Henrik Ibsen’s strong influence on 

Miller, was such a success that it won Miller his first Tony Award and launched him to 

fame as a New York playwright. However, it would be his next play, Death of a Salesman, 

which premiered only two years later (1949) and ran for 742 performances, that 

consecrated him as one of the most important playwrights of the 20th century. Another 

social tragedy, Death of a Salesman follows Willy Loman, a salesman destroyed by the 

false promise of the American Dream. For this play, not only did he win another Tony 

Award, but also a Pulitzer Prize. The play has been translated into over a dozen languages 

and made Miller a millionaire.  

In 1952, stunned by the Red Scare4, post-war paranoia, and the almost 

totalitarianism of McCarthyism, Arthur Miller wrote The Crucible. The play, that harshly 

criticised McCarthy’s communist witch hunt by establishing a parallelism with the Salem 

Trials of the late 17th century, “expanded Miller’s voice and his concern for the physical 

and psychological wellbeing of the working class” (PBS, 2004).  

 
4 The Red Scare was a period of paranoia and hysteria in the United States over the threat of possible 

presence of communists in North America, triggered by the Cold War and that would intensify during the 

decades of the 1940s and 1950s (Achter,2021). 



8 

The play premiered in 1953, and only three years later, Miller was called before the 

House Un-American Activities Committee5.  

Having grown up seeing his entire family economically tumble because of the 

instability of capitalism in the USA and seeing the lie of the American Dream at a very 

young age, it could be said that Miller’s relationship with the capitalism of the USA had 

never been a good one. When Christopher Bigsby (2006) reflects on “how American was 

Arthur Miller” (5) he writes: 

But, where would that pledge of allegiance place Arthur Miller who, as a Jew, grew up to find 

himself excluded from many universities, jobs and hotels in this country, an atheist who is told 

that it is unthinkable that a President of the United States should not be in daily dialogue with God 

and that religion should invade schools as it already has Congress and the White House? (4-5) 

Miller was alienated by the United States. After having an FBI file opened for 

opposing the Fascists in Spain, he “wrote to the United States and received a reply 

helpfully informing him that his letter had been forwarded to the Bureau” (Bigsby, 2006, 

5). Not long after, when he presented his first play to Broadway he was rejected as a result 

of the raging anti-Semitism that haunted New York at the time (Bigsby, 2006, 5). In 1941, 

he was threatened by a man with a shotgun for, again, being Jewish.  

His Jewish ascendance and his atheism were not the only reasons why Miller was 

being alienated. His ideology, and even his connections, were too. During 1947, his 

breakout year in Broadway, Miler was saluted by the Communist Daily Worker for his 

play You’re Next (circa 1946), an agitprop short piece sponsored by a communist group 

that was a clear attack to the Rankin Committee, predecessor to the House Un-American 

Activities Committee, almost ten years before Miller himself would be called upon this 

House. Throughout this year, Miller would attend a series of rallies arranged by Jewish 

organisations and published pieces in journals that would be classified as communist 

organisations and publications on his FBI file.  

Some of his plays were also widely disliked by the American press. Publications 

like Partisan Review, The New York Herald Tribune, The Daily Mirror, or The Nation 

would offer overwhelmingly negative reviews of his plays or would fail to even review 

them at all. The Nation’s review wrote that “Mr. Miller seems rather unnecessarily careful 

to express explicitly his warm respect for all the leftist pieties” (as cited in Bigsby, 2006, 

8). Counter Attack wrote about All My Sons that it “would help Stalin in his efforts to 

 
5 “House Committee on Un-American Activities” is another valid form to name this committee.  
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convince the Germans that the US is controlled by heartless plutocrats” (as cited in 

Bigsby, 2006, 8) and of course labelled Miller as a communist playwright. 

As a result of these reviews, All My Sons and other of his works were banned by 

the US Army from being performed in Europe “because it was thought that a play which 

suggested that there were corrupt capitalists in the United States could be seen as un-

American; that might, in particular, push Europeans into the hands of the communists” 

(Bigsby, 2006, 8).   

In 1949, the US was beginning to shift its enmity towards German Nazis who “were 

welcomed in providing that they had skills of the kind America needed” (Bigsby, 2006, 

10) substituting it for a new animosity against the Soviet Union. Miller had been openly 

a Marxist in the 1930s and still was appreciative of the USSR’s participation in the Second 

World War, and he refused to accept this shift in alliances and hostilities and joined the 

Waldorf Conference on World Peace organised by the communist front.  

All of these connections with communism would be listed in the FBI file against 

him that would be opened when he was called to the House Un-American Activities 

Committee. The publishing and performances of The Crucible could be seen as the excuse 

for this call. The response was direct and almost immediate. Several of the actors in The 

Crucible were blacklisted and listed as communists, like E.G. Marshall or Madelein 

Sherwood. Press once again fired against Miller and most publications focused on stating 

that the real danger was not McCarthyism, capitalism, or the US Government as a whole, 

but communism. When Miller tried to travel to Belgium for the French language premiere 

of The Crucible, he was not allowed to renew his passport. Miller was now more “un-

American” than he had ever been.  

When, in 1956, he was called before the House Un-American Activities Committee, 

he was asked about his implication with communist groups and told to identify communist 

sympathizers. In his statement, he refused to name anyone, dodging the questions, and 

answering that he either did not remember meeting them, or was not aware that they had 

any relationship with any communist groups. He admitted having attended Communist 

Party meetings, but stated it was out of curiosity. When asked if he had ever applied to 

join the Communist Party, Miller answered: “In 1939 I believe it was or in 1940 I went 

to attend a Marxist study course in the vacant store open to the street in my neighborhood 

in Brooklyn. I there signed some form or another.” (PBS, 2020) After this testimony, he 

was accused of contempt of Congress and sentenced to jail time. His conviction, however, 

ended up being invalidated.  
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During the 1960s and 1970s, Miller’s career declined as he wrote some minor plays 

that did not see the level of success he had achieved in the past, and that mainly focused 

on the Holocaust. He then moved into comedies, and by the end of the 1970s he returned 

to realistic family drama. He wrote some short pieces during the 1980s, and by 1991, his 

career was relaunched with The Ride Mount Morgan and The Last Yankee. He once again 

returned to the topic of the American Dream.  
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3. Miller’s political drama  

One of the most relevant and influential writers of the 20th century, Miller was a 

highly prolific author, who, throughout his life, wrote plays, screenplays, reportages, 

novels, novellas, children’s stories, essays, and his autobiography Timebends: A Life 

(1987). In spite of having touched upon such a wide array of genres, Miller was, above 

all, a playwright. From 1936 to 2004, he produced twenty-five plays (including one-act 

plays). His most relevant works would be All My Sons (1947), Death of a Salesman 

(1949), and The Crucible (1953).  

Also being one of the most controversial authors of his time in the USA, Miller’s 

plays were equally celebrated and condemned. He received the Pulitzer Prize, the Prince 

of Asturias Award for Letters, seven Tony Awards, and two Drama Critics Circle among 

many others. He was even nominated to an Oscar Award for his screenplay adaptation of 

The Crucible. However, as mentioned in the previous chapter, the critical content of the 

vast majority of his plays led him to harsh problems with the US Government.  

From the beginning of his career, Miller wrote from a working-class perspective 

and addressed his works, precisely, to the working class. His first play, No Villain (1936), 

which he wrote only in six days during his second year at the University of Michigan at 

the age of twenty, verses around a garment industry strike in which a young man confronts 

his father, the factory owner. This play, which provides a glimpse of Miller’s early 

political values and his inspiration in his youth, as his own father had worked in the 

garment business, could be regarded as his beginning in the literary exploration of Marxist 

theory. It would, however, not be his last time writing about such topics, or criticising 

capitalism from a Marxist perspective. Just two years later, in 1938, he wrote The Great 

Disobedience, which draws a connection between the prison and the capitalist systems, 

and in 1940 he explored the effects of capitalism and fate on individuals through his 

historical tragedy The Golden Years.  

As his career advanced, his writings continued developing based on social theory, 

but he also began exploring more metaphysical aspects and combining both. This would 

be the most successful period of his career. His first widely celebrated play, All My Sons, 

delves into the relationship between family loyalty and social responsibility, contraposing 

individualism to ideas of community, through the story of Joe Keller, a man so focused 

on wealth and the American Dream that he has overlooked any type of collective concern, 

and has to face it as his son dies.  
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Miller will also explore individuals’ relationship to the American Dream in Death 

of a Salesman, this time focusing on its unattainability and drawing a harsh critique of the 

US capitalist system, which he will also do in The Crucible. This period of his writing 

will end in 1955, with A View from the Bridge and After the fall, in which he will explore 

humans’ relationship with crime and betrayal.  

After this prolific and successful period, Miller did not publish another play for nine 

years. In 1964 he would go back to theatrical productions with After the Fall and Incident 

at Vichy. After the Fall is one of his most autobiographical plays. Written shortly after 

Marilyn Monroe’s death, whom he had divorced in 1961, the play develops within the 

mind of an intellectual Jew from New York who remembers his ex-wife Maggie, with 

whom he had a tempestuous relationship and who eventually committed suicide. 

However, he always resisted that autobiographical interpretation of the play, and when 

asked by V. Rajakrishnan why, Miller replied that he found those interpretations to be 

reductionist and gossipy rather than genuine analysis. He went on to explain that:   

The reason why I have resisted the autobiographical interpretation of the play, as you have put it 

is that After the Fall is not an autobiography in the sense that it was not my aim to personify myself 

on stage as such; it is a play about a theme if ever such a play existed. All my characters in all my 

works are autobiographical in the sense that, for me to write them, I have to have felt what these 

people feel. (Miller in Rajakrishnan, 1980, 198) 

Incident at Vichy, on the other hand, deals with a group of men detained by German 

militaries for a “racial inspection”. In spite of dealing with such different topics, both 

plays explore feelings of guilt, responsibility, and torment. He continued to write about 

these emotional and abstract topics throughout this period, and his works turned much 

more intimate and personal, as we see at the turn of the 1960s, when he will write The 

Price (1968) dealing with free will and responsibility (topics that are still reminiscent of 

All My Sons) and Fame (1970), the story of an unappreciated famous playwright.  

After not much production during the 1970s, he published three plays during the 

beginning of the 1980s, The American Clock (1980) and Elegy for a Lady (1982) being 

the most emotive and personal of the three and dealing with issues of depression and 

death, while Some Kind of Love Story (1982) made a criticism of the corrupted justice 

system. While the latter seems like a return to the topics he had explored in his earlier 

career, some of the other most important plays of this period would be his most 

metaphysical ones. In the 1990s, he produced The Ride Down Mount Morgan (1991), The 

Last Yankee (1993), and Broken Glass (1994), exploring humans’ tendency to dishonesty, 

their everchanging needs, and their use of denial as a coping mechanism. 
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Throughout his career as a playwright, Miller seemed to move from the very clear 

and marked social purpose of his earlier plays towards an exploration of the emotional 

and abstract depth of human experience. This transition is something he did very 

gradually, nonetheless. His very first plays seem to focus just on portraying Marxist 

theory through literature, while the works he produced in the 1940s and 1950s, his most 

recognised era, seem to mix his ideological endeavours with an exploration of the human 

psyche. At that moment in time, he was most interested in analysing the effects of 

capitalism on individuals, rather than its effects on larger groups, as in the plays about 

strikes that he wrote on earlier years. However, after having been persecuted by the US 

government and dealing with Monroe’s death, Miller seemed to turn towards more 

intimate aspects of the human experience. Nevertheless, when he was asked about this 

turn in topics in by V. Rajakrishnan, Miller said:  

My idea of the metaphysical includes the social. I don’t believe that man lives exclusively in either 

one or the other realm. I am firmly convinced that there is only one realm, not three or four or 

five, and this is all an articulated whole which the greatest drama, and even then only rarely, has 

been able to uncover. (Miller in Rajakrishnan, 1980, 196) 

It is therefore clear that even at a time in which Miller’s writings were not explicitly 

about social justice, social theory is an ever-present element throughout his works and 

thought. When asked about why his writings seemed to have been toned down in social 

activism during the 1960s and 1970s, a period marked by social protests, he replied that 

he “protested as a citizen rather than as a writer primarily” (Rajakrishnan, 1980, 204). 

Similarly, although his writing style also evolved through the years and adapted to 

the many topics he dealt with, it remained fairly stable throughout his career, without 

major sudden changes and always with some common elements that tie all his works 

together. The main feature of Miller’s writing is that, even if he adds some 

experimentation at certain points of his career, it is always grounded on social realism. 

He does not delve into the whimsical and his works are never too sentimental. As 

mentioned, and as Rajakrishnan explains, even if he introduces techniques of fantasy and 

time-distortion in works like Death of a Salesman or a pervasive stage metaphor with 

piled-up furniture in The Price, it is all for the purpose of transmitting ideas of the social 

situation of the characters in the plays. For this purpose, he also made use of allegories, 

using the power of theatre and literature to convey a bigger message about the evils of his 

contemporary society. His use of allegory was described by Robert Vaux as “clothed in 

realism, but reverberating beyond the merely factual” (2017). 
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In his efforts to write social realism, Miller always opted for common language and 

distinct sociolects filled with slang, colloquialisms, and vernacular. This would lead to 

some intellectuals and critics to deem his work as “bad poetry” (Bentley, 1957, 82). 

However, this use of language is nothing but an “effort to get beyond a limited realism 

and a confining prose” (Oberg, 1967, 303).  

Miller’s is not an established and constant linguistic style, but it changes according 

to the character to fit their socio-economic context. Still, from his earliest plays to his last, 

there is a characteristic speech, since most of his characters are based upon New York 

vernacular with Jewish influences. Oberg described his style as: “Slices of life are 

presented that alternately provide us with the pleasures of hearing familiar speech and 

unfamiliar (or, to us users, more familiar) vernacular” (1967, 304).  

From this framework of social realism and the use of common language, most of 

his plays articulate a social critique of capitalism and its repercussions from a Marxist 

perspective. His tone is incisive and sharp. Miller does not stand out as an author who 

calls for incendiary action. In fact, only his earlier plays, discussing strikes, could be read 

as a calling for revolution, and still, they are more of a reflection on the need for reform 

rather than a direct calling for the masses to stand up. His most important works do not 

deal with ideas of revolution either but are much more focused on analysing the 

consequences of capitalism on working-class citizens, and his Marxist tone comes from 

a theoretical perspective.  

Thus, Miller’s body of writing situates him as one of the most relevant political 

authors of the 20th century. Through his corpus he achieves a portrayal of the harm that 

capitalist systems can inflict on individuals and society as a whole. Touching several 

topics but always with the connective threads of social realism, ideological essence, and 

social purpose, his body of work is a comprehensive and cohesive reflection on the 

situation of the working classes in such societies. Using the language of the masses to 

appeal to the masses does not only help him to craft his social realism style, but it also 

allows for working classes to accurately see their struggles portrayed. Thus, his corpus 

will remain in drama history as one of the best examples of well-crafted political theatre.  
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4. Anti-Capitalist thought and the death of the American Dream in 

Death of a Salesman 

Although Miller’s launch to fame as a respected playwright came with All My 

Sons, it was Death of a Salesman that consecrated him as one of the most relevant political 

authors of his time. First performed in 1949, the play was generally well-received, 

acclaimed by most critics, and even earned Miller a Pulitzer Prize for Drama, as well as 

the New York Drama Critics’ Circle Award for Best Play and six Tony Awards, including 

Best Play and Best Author (American Theatre Wing, n.d.).  

The success of Death of a Salesman lies not only in its genius writing, innovative 

techniques, and witty criticism of American capitalism but also in how perfectly it fit 

within the tendencies of 20th-century theatre, which attempted to “restate a tragic 

apprehension about the human condition. A pervasive concern about the ultimate 

meaning of human suffering is reflected, in one way or another, in the work of all the 

major playwrights of the twentieth century” (Jackson, 1963, 63). In Death of a Salesman, 

Miller is concerned with the modern face of suffering, which he explains through the 

oppression of the working-class citizen in America, so obsessed with achieving the 

promised success of the American dream that becomes ultimately lost.  

That figure takes shape in Willy Loman, a middle-aged salesman who is 

struggling with the beginnings of dementia as he continues to have to work for the 

company he has been on his entire life, in a position that forces him to travel constantly 

despite of his advanced age and exhaustion. The play, divided in two acts and an elegy, 

follows Willy’s mental and emotional breakdown as a result of the pressures of work, his 

family responsibilities, and an overwhelming fear that no matter how much he has worked 

in his life, he will never achieve the lifestyle that he felt was promised to him by the 

American Dream and society.  

In act I, Willy returns to his home, exhausted, after a sales trip. He shares his 

concerns about his job position and his growing exhaustion with his wife, Linda, who 

tells him to ask his boss, Howard, for a position in the company that will not force him to 

travel as much. After some deliberation, Willy accepts to ask Howard the next day. On a 

different room, their sons, Biff and Happy, speak about their father’s aging and 

deteriorating mental health as they hear him talking alone in the kitchen. From their 

discussion, it is clear that they, especially Biff, do not get along with Willy.  
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Biff has taken on a different lifestyle than the one his father would approve of, 

currently working n a farm, and he expresses his frustrations about Willy’s narrow-

mindedness and his unhealthy obsession with a more traditional American lifestyle. As 

the boys continue their conversation, the stage around Willy begins to shift. He is 

becoming immersed in a vivid daydream, or a hallucination, about his sons washing his 

car when they were younger. The imagery seems peaceful and it mirrors the idealized 

version of an American suburban family, in which the children are perfect and well-

behaved, and the father is economically successful. During this memory, Willy tells Biff 

that he is planning on opening his own business one day, one that would be larger and 

more successful than their neighbour’s, Charley, business.  

However, as soon as Linda enters and the kids exit, Willy confides that the 

business trip has not been all that successful and that he is feeling insecure in his working 

abilities as well as their economic situation. Linda consoles him, but as she is doing this, 

the hallucination shifts and the laughter of a woman with whom Willy is having an affair 

begins to be heard. Then, Willy continues to hear the woman’s laugh while he is in the 

kitchen with Linda and Charley’s son, Bernard, who tells them that Biff should seriously 

start studying Maths if he does not want to fail. As the woman’s laugh increases, Willy 

breaks down and he explodes at Bernard and Linda. The hallucination ends.  

Happy and Charley come to try to calm Willy down, who is agitated and speaking 

about how he regrets not having gone with his brother Ben to Alaska, where he became 

rich. When Charley, out of kindness, offers Willy a job in which he will feel more 

comfortable, Willy feels insulted and begins hallucinating again, this time believing that 

Charley is Ben, with him in the kitchen. Willy speaks to Ben about possibly going to 

Alaska with him to find wealth, until the real Linda finds Willy talking to himself in the 

backyard. Happy and Biff come to the kitchen too and discuss Willy’s mental state with 

Linda. Linda, agitated, blames Biff for being too harsh on his father and tells them that 

he has tried to commit suicide before. A big argument erupts between the three, and Willy 

eventually joins them. The argument finishes when Happy asks Biff to join him in a 

sporting goods business. The prospect of his sons joining together in a possibly successful 

business really brightens Willy’s mood and he suggests asking Biff’s old boss, Bill 

Oliver, for a loan. The first act finishes with a reconciliation.  
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Act II opens with Linda and Willy having breakfast together. Willy’s mood seems 

to shift rapidly, from happy about the prior’s day conversation with his family, to upset 

about his inability to maintain their expensive appliances, to happy again when Linda tells 

him that the boys will take him to dinner that night. Excited about this news, and in a state 

of great positivity, Willy leaves to ask Howard for a position that will allow him to stay 

in New York and not travel. However, his mood quickly changes again when Howard 

dismisses his request. Willy gets increasingly upset and incoherent, as he also begins to 

hallucinate about Ben again, and Howard ends up firing Willy. This causes Willy to, once 

more, have a complex and confusing hallucination, in which he asks Bernard why Biff 

failed in life, but he gets triggered when Bernard asks Willy why Biff decided to not go 

to summer school during his senior year and not graduate high school.  

In the restaurant, Biff meets Happy and tells him that Bill Oliver did not even 

recognise him, and that the idea had been a failure. When Willy enters, Biff tries to tell 

him what happened, but Willy bursts out that he was fired and expects Biff to tell him 

some good news, which upsets Biff and abruptly tells him about what happened, causing 

him, Willy, and Happy to get into another argument. As the argument becomes more 

incoherent, it is moved to the back of the scene, and in the front, young Bernard appears 

in scene and tells young Linda that Biff failed Maths. Willy gets increasingly upset and 

nervous during the fight and Biff helps him find the restroom, only to then leave the 

restaurant followed by Happy, leaving Willy alone.  

In a change of scenery, we find what seems to be another of Willy’s hallucinations, 

of him and his mistress laughing and flirting in a hotel room. Biff appears in the hotel to 

tell Willy about his failing Maths and asks for help, but leaves angered when he finds him 

cheating on his mother, calling him a “phony little fake” (Miller, 1949, 95). 

In the Loman house, Linda screams at her sons for leaving their father alone in the 

restaurant. Willy is in the backyard, in the middle of the night, planting seeds with a torch 

and speaking to Ben. Biff tries to bring him inside and tells him that he is done, and that 

wants nothing to do with their family anymore. Willy perceives this as Biff abandoning 

them and screams at him about his failure in life. Biff, exhausted of fighting with his 

father, burst into tears, which softens Willy. The entire family goes to bed, except for 

Willy, who hallucinates speaking to Ben once more, in this case, about how relieved Biff 

would be after cashing his life insurance money. Linda calls for Willy, but the only answer 

she receives is the sound of his car speeding.  
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The play finishes with a requiem, in which, during a very scarcely attended 

funeral, Willy’s family and friends reflect about his life and what drove him to this 

moment. Happy states his intentions of staying in New York and fulfilling his father’s 

dreams. Linda is unable to react to her husband’s death. Biff reflects on his father’s 

unattainable and “wrong dreams” (Miller, 1949, 111), and Charley blames this incident 

on him being a victim of labour. In those brief reflections, these two characters perfectly 

summarise the tragedy of the character of Willy Loman.  

Through Willy Loman, Miller wanted to depict the tragedy of American common 

people unaware that they were trapped in an unfair system that exploited them and that 

convinced them that this was in their interest. This is something Miller saw every day 

during his youth, in his father who was economically ruined during the great depression. 

Theorists like Polster write about the teenage Miller that: 

Marxism became a viable way to explain the disastrous conditions of the United States during the 

Great Depression. According to Miller, instead of blaming the capitalist system, people – such as 

his father – blamed themselves for losing their fortunes in the stock market […]. Marxism, 

therefore, provided a theoretical context and means for Miller, along with the American public 

and the leftist movements in particular, to disclose, critique, and attempt to overthrow the capitalist 

system that had naturalized its own presence (2012, 43).  

Thus, Willy perfectly embodies the hero of a social tragedy of the middle 20 th 

century in America. Miller uses the figure of the salesman as “representative of a 

capitalistic system that corrupts the individuality, friendships, and family values” and 

shows how salesmen with Willy’s mindset are “consumed by the notion of economic 

success” (Al-Qassab and Askarzadeh Torghabeh, 2017, 1). Willy is entirely absorbed by 

and obsessed with measuring his worth according to the degree of economic success that 

he and his family achieve. He is a common, average, working-class man. He was born 

and raised fully believing in the American dream, in the false promise of equality of 

opportunity for all Americans (Archer, 2014, 7).  

Willy believes that if he works hard, is liked by his colleagues, and educates his 

children in those same values, he will achieve the highest quality of life possible. 

However, at this point in his life, he is struck by the reality that he is old, tired, and his 

health is quickly declining. Willy is running out of time, and he is still far from achieving 

the level of success that was once promised to him. He has worked as much as a person 

could, to the point of losing his mind to labour, and he still has not fulfilled the 

unattainable American dream; Willy’s entire belief system is quickly falling apart, which 

drives him to lose his mind.  
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Moreover, he is seeing how his children are far from achieving it. Willy has played 

his life by the rules of the American dream, and it has failed him. This is precisely his 

hamartia as a tragic hero: he believed in that false promise. He did not question for a 

second the nature of the American dream.  

In The American Perception of Class (1987), Reeve Vanneman and Lynn Weber 

Cannon wrote that: 

The American dream seemed the perfect immunization against the dangers of a militant class 

consciousness. It promised a common vision to all Americans – workers and bosses, the poor as 

well as the rich. In an open America, class struggle would be unnecessary. Discontent with one’s 

position would inspire workers to change their positions within the system, rather than trying to 

change the system itself (257). 

The American dream ideology was so well-instilled in American’s working 

classes in the middle of the 20th century that Willy never realised that he would not only 

not obtain the lifestyle he aspired to achieve, but that it was also a system of beliefs that 

aimed at making working-class people like him work themselves to death for the benefit 

of the upper-class. instead of criticising and rebelling against this system, Willy became 

one of the cogs in the engine that fuels capitalism, because he did not perceive himself as 

an oppressed subject, but as an American that perhaps needed to work harder to achieve 

the life he aspired to. Willy is “a typical product of American society. The play reflects 

the need to achieve the identity in a world where the money considers the only acceptable 

goal” (Al-Qassab and Askarzadeh Torghabeh, 2017, 3). 

We, therefore, see that through Willy Loman, Miller explores the destructive 

effects of capitalism that Lyotard defined as “a vanguard machine dragging humanity 

after it, dehumanizing it” (1984, 63). Through his interaction with his boss Howard, we 

see precisely how Willy is dehumanized by the upper classes. Howard does not only 

completely disregard Willy’s health problems and his petition to allow him to work only 

from New York under the premise that “business is business” (Miller, 1949, 60), but he 

entirely dismisses him and fires him the moment he realises that Willy is suffering from 

some mental health issues. At this moment, Willy complains about this utter 

dehumanization: “I put thirty-four years into this firm, Howard, and now I can’t pay my 

insurance! You can’t eat the orange and throw the peel away- a man is not a piece of 

fruit!” (Miller, 1949, 61). This seems to be the moment in which Willy understands how 

Howard, as representative of the upper class of this capitalist system, perceives him: as a 

utensil, a tool that they can use until it does no longer work, and then it is thrown away.  
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While Willy struggles his entire life to be able to see the American dream for what 

it is, this starts to change in Biff’s generation, who will begin to gain consciousness about 

the hoax of the American dream, which he calls a “phony dream” (Miller, 1949, 106), 

early in his life. Moreover, in the requiem, as mentioned, it is Biff who reflects on how 

his father had “the wrong dreams. All, all, wrong” and how “he never knew who he was” 

(Miller, 1949, 111). Biff seems to be gaining a certain level of class consciousness and 

does not blame himself for not been economically successful according to the capitalist 

standards as his father once did. While this seems to leave room for optimism about new 

generations not accepting to be overworked and driven by a futile dream, Happy declares 

in Willy’s funeral his intentions to stay in the city and “show [Biff] and everybody else 

that Willy Loman did not die in vain. He had a good dream. It’s the only dream you can 

have – to come out number-one man” (Miller, 1949, 111). It is therefore clear that that 

dream is still instilled into working-class minds such as Happy’s. So, while Biff is a 

reflection of the development of a more critical mindset, Happy is still tragically stuck 

within the very dream that killed his father.    

These differences in the way in which the two sons perceive the idea of “success” 

clearly mark their relationship with their father. Early in his life, Biff decided he did not 

desire to go into business as his father had done. Instead, at the moment in which the play 

is set, it is mentioned that Biff is working on a farm, something that Willy considers 

unworthy: “How can he find himself on a farm? Is that a life? A farmhand?” (Miller, 

1949, 5). This different perception about what a person should do to be “successful” is 

ultimately the reason why Biff and Willy cannot get along. The capitalist mindset is so 

well-instilled into Willy’s brain that it has completely cost him his relationship with his 

son.  

This generational conflict is a crucial point of the play and in the construction of 

Willy’s character. He has developed a mindset based on what the prior generation (his 

father and his brother Ben) taught him but is also confronted with how these ideas are 

changing in his son’s generation. He seems to be stuck between the two, not being able 

to achieve what the prior had promised him, but too stuck in that idea to accept other 

forms of success in his son. Moreover, these dreams that Willy has are also tinted with 

the post-war masculinity ideal. In Willy’s eyes, Biff not doing all he can to achieve as 

much money as he could, is not what “a man” should do. Simultaneously, Willy does not 

seem to be able to figure out himself what it is that that ideal man should be doing. Gender 

theorists like Grant Williams have suggested that, 
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It is less that Willy fails to live up to one ideal and, instead, that a consistent conception of 

masculinity is not defined. This uncertainty breeds a sense of confusion in Willy, largely 

demonstrated by his increasing paranoia, delusions, and disorientation. […]. It is not so much that 

Willy fails for not succeeding in the American Dream, as he simply does not know how to 

understand what the dream is. (2013, 55).  

We see that erratic conception of masculinity and success in Willy’s 

hallucinations, in which he mostly travels back in time, to an idyllic, American, suburban 

fantasy in which his sons and wife are respectful and even obedient. But mostly, his 

visions evoke a time when Willy was still young and had the chance to achieve the dream. 

He reminisces about telling Biff to start his own business, back when he still had time to 

dream about such a thing. In his present life, Willy’s life is already fully formed. He has 

not been able to start his own business, he has not been able to become “the man” he once 

thought he wanted to be, he has not been able to achieve the dream, and most importantly, 

he has not been able to pass these values to Biff.  

Willy conceives his masculinity as a reflection of his economic success because 

that is what he has been raised on. He idolized his brother’s success after going to Alaska 

and making a fortune there. Clearly referencing the idea of Manifest Destiny, we see that 

a great deal of Willy’s perception of masculinity comes from the old American ideal of a 

successful man: one who goes West, who conquers as much as he can, and leaves “his 

mark in the world”. Simultaneously, he also looks up to newer ideas of masculinity. He 

desires to create his own business, to be his own. In this case, his masculinity would come 

both from power over others and from economic success. When analysing Willy’s 

perception of masculinity, Williams wrote that:  

As a man in the twilight of his life in this time period, Willy is having an identity conflict between 

the generation before him […] and the one represented by his children. However, inherent in this 

generational tension […] is not only the conflict of the postwar era, but a portrayal of American 

masculine identity at a crossroads. (2013, 54). 

However, most studies of gender applied to Death of a Salesman agree that Willy 

fails to live up to any accepted model of American masculinity (Williams, 2013, 54): he 

is not successful economically or personally. Because deep down Willy is painfully aware 

of this, he tries to overcompensate by acting out a persona who is hyper-focused on the 

idea of traditional masculinity, who treats his wife as a submissive servant and who 

refuses to accept anything different in his family. This is blatant, once again, in the way 

in which he treats Biff.  
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Biff portrays a new perspective of self-worth and masculinity. His identity as a 

man who deserves respect does not come from his worth within the capitalist system. It 

does not come from how economically productive or successful he is. Instead, Biff is 

more focused on being honest with himself. He is aware of his surroundings, of how the 

system exploits men like himself and his father, and of how he would never achieve the 

idea of success that this system seeks: 

Nobody’s hanging himself, Willy! I ran down eleven flights with a pen in my hand today. And 

suddenly I stopped, you hear me? And in the middle of that office building, do you hear this? I 

stopped in the middle of that building and I saw—the sky. I saw the things that I love in this world. 

The work and the food and time to sit and smoke. And I looked at the pen and said to myself, what 

the hell am I grabbing this for? Why am I trying to become what I don’t want to be? What am I 

doing in an office, making a contemptuous, begging fool of myself, when all I want is out there, 

waiting for me the minute I say I know who I am! (Miller, 1949, 105). 

Willy is unable to accept this. Whether it is because he cannot understand Biff’s 

lack of interest in economic success or because he refuses to let his son choose a different 

path from the one he chose, Willy tries relentlessly to “straighten” Biff. Because of his 

own conception of masculinity, the only way in which he can do this is by yelling at his 

son, confronting him over and over, and refusing to see his point of view. His idea of 

masculinity is so centred around values of toughness that he is unable to communicate to 

another man in any different way.  

Willy’s ideas of masculinity are born from the toxic, hegemonic ideal of 

masculinity born in capitalist America. His belief of the worth of masculinity derives both 

from ideas of the Self-Made Man masculinity (Armengol Carrera, 2004) and the “John 

Wayne syndrome” (Infinite Love Coaching Academy: 3:27). As a victim of capitalist 

economy in the US, most of Willy’s feelings of his worth as a man derive from the idea 

of being a Self-Made Man, which Josep Mª. Armengot describes as “a model of 

masculinity that derives identity entirely from a man’s activities in the public sphere, 

measured by accumulated wealth and social status, by geographic and social mobility” 

(2006, 64). Men in the US began associating their masculinity with their place in the 

market and social ladder during the Industrial Revolution. Thus, this idea was already 

ingrained in the mind of Americans by the time Willy was born: he had been doomed to 

measuring his self-worth against his economic position from the start of his life. However, 

his masculinity is also shaped by the very decade he is living in. As a result of the violence 

and harshness of the post-war period, men began being educated within a model of tough 

masculinity.  
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These men were socialized in very rough and emotionless forms of masculinity. 

surroundings were of such harshness that they were expected to harden up to an abnormal 

degree. These ideas of masculinity crystalised in John Ford’s western films featuring John 

Wayne during the decades of the 40s, 50s, and 60s. His rugged masculinity portrays the 

ideal that men like Willy were expected to attain: tough and emotionless as synonyms for 

strength.  

Hence, Willy becomes a man that believes that his entire worth as a human being 

and as a man comes from how much economic value he can have for his system and his 

family. He believes that if he does not reach exceptionality economically speaking, he 

will be a failure. He faces this impossible chore, living in a system that needs him to not 

be exceptional and to remain a silent and submissive worker. And still, he is unable to 

share his sentiments and feelings with those he loves because he was raised in utter 

emotional numbness.  

The degree of emotional and psychological damage that these notions of 

capitalistic masculinity have caused on him lead make him unable to react when he sees 

his son crying. As Biff begs for his father to abandon this dream that has cost him his 

health and his relationship with his family, Willy is utterly shocked by seeing him cry. 

He is shocked not with anger, but with surprise. As he mumbles “what’re you doing? 

What’re you doing? […] Why is he crying?” (Miller, 1949, 106), Willy seems to have 

never considered that he could express his emotions like Biff is doing at that moment.  

This is precisely because, throughout his life, Willy has felt compelled and 

obligated to be constantly proving his masculinity to others in the ways he has been 

trained to: not showing emotions, working constantly, providing for his family. Jennifer 

Bosson and Joseph A. Vandello theorized that “the specific meanings of manhood in 

America change across time, but the underlying need to prove masculinity has remained 

constant throughout history” and that “manhood must be earned and maintained through 

publicly verifiable actions” (2013, 1-2). Willy is tremendously concerned with earning 

the title of “successful man,” upon which depends his self-worth. On the other hand, Biff 

does not conceive the worth of people in these terms.  

Biff sees his father for what he is: a working-class man whose dreams have been 

created by a society that only seeks to exploit him. During this discussion, one of the most 

emotive parts of the play, he tells his father, crudely, that he needs to see himself for what 

he is too and abandon those dreams before they cause him any more harm: 
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You were never anything but a hard-working drummer who landed in the ash can like all the rest 

of them. I’m one dollar an hour, Willy! I tried seven states and couldn’t raise it. A buck an hour! 

Do you gather my meaning? […] Pop, I’m nothing! I’m nothing, Pop. Can’t you understand that? 

There’s no spite in it anymore. I’m just what I am, that’s all. […] Will you take that phony dream 

and burn it before something happens? (Miller, 1949, 106).  

During this segment, Biff relentlessly tries to make his father see that his dreams 

are unattainable and that people like them, working-class people, could never achieve the 

lifestyle that had been drilled into Willy. Seeing his son crying and screaming at him, 

begging for him to understand, Willy breaks too, and seems to suddenly give up those 

dreams and accept that they will never become a reality. This scene as well as his 

hallucination dialogue with his brother Ben function as a prelude for Willy’s suicide and 

as a moment of catharsis in which he takes the blindfold off and sees himself and the 

system for what they are. However, this cathartic moment comes too late. 

Some critics, such as Charles A. Carpenter in “Carping about Death of a 

Salesman: Willy’s Incongruous Suicide and Some Lesser Disparities”, consider Willy’s 

suicide incongruous or illogical. However, because of the tragic nature of the play as well 

as Miller’s construction of Willy’s character as a victim of capitalism, Willy ending his 

own life seems like the only plausible closure for Death of a Salesman.  

Throughout the entirety of the play, Willy is presented as a sort of tragic anti-hero, 

whose decisions have led him to a breaking point, where he is losing his mind, his 

relationship with his family, and even his life. Willy, who mistreats his family and friends 

because of his obsession with accomplishing The Dream and is bitter and resentful when 

he realises he will not achieve it, is not a particularly likable character. However, his 

struggle with achieving an impossible dream of success and his desire to grant his family 

a comfortable life is relatable, and it ends up being almost impossible not to sympathise 

with him. Since he believes that the only worth that can come from a person is how 

productive they are, when he is fired and his son tells him that his dreams are utterly 

unattainable, the entire belief system in which he has based not only his identity, but also 

his existence, crumbles. The moment Willy is out of a job, he ceases to exist. He cannot 

phantom the idea of existing without making money and providing for his family. For 

these precise reasons, his last decision is to commit suicide so that his son will be able to 

use his insurance money.  
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Overall, Death of a Salesman becomes one of the greatest political plays of the 

20th century to tackle the cruelty and deceit of the American dream. Miller perfectly 

achieves a flawed, realistic character that grasps the wholistic picture of a working-class 

American who measures his worth in terms of economic productivity and success and is 

unable to see beyond that. In this fatal flaw, Willy will drag down with him his family, 

friends, and his own life.  

In his efforts to reflect the harshness of American capitalism on the psyche and 

health of workers, Miller writes a moving and heart-breaking story about three-

dimensional characters and their suffering, touching on issues like aging and family 

conflicts. He writes an everyday man and through the format of a social tragedy, gives 

his struggles the relevance they deserve. As Miller himself wrote in one of his most 

celebrated essays, “Tragedy and the Common Man”: “The common man6 is as apt a 

subject for tragedy in its highest sense as kings were” (1949).   

  

 
6 For the purpose of this dissertation, when evoking Miller’s figure of the “Common Man”, we will not be 

speaking merely about working-class men, but about the working class in its heterogeneity (including all 

genders, ethnicities, and ages).  
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5. Witch Hunt and the Red Scare in The Crucible  

After the great success of Death of a Salesman, Miller would publish his most 

controversial play, The Crucible, in 1953. The 1950s in America were marked by 

Communist fear. During the rapid advances and development of the Soviet Union after 

World War II, the United States wanted to prevent the spread of communist ideas at all 

costs. Thus, McCarthyism appeared.  

McCarthyism as a legal principle demonized and pointed at any American who 

was suspected of sympathising with Communist ideals. US Senator Joseph McCarthy 

would produce and carry out several incisive investigations on US subjects who had any 

kind of link to Marxist ideas or groups. In one of his most famous speeches7, Senator 

McCarthy would say this about the political situation of the time in the US: “Today we 

are engaged in a final, all-out battle between communistic atheism and Christianity. The 

modern champions of communism have selected this as the time. And, ladies and 

gentlemen, the chips are down -- they are truly down” (1950). Such paranoid and 

antagonistic ideas about the spread of Communism were coming from the very US 

Government and they paved the way for the establishment of McCarthyism as an abusive 

and intrusive judicial system.  

In this context, Arthur Miller, who had indeed had connections with Communist 

groups and aligned with Marxist ideals, wrote The Crucible equating the political climate 

of McCarthyism with the Salem witch hunt and witch trials of the 17th century. His very 

publishing of the play and its harsh critiques of the US Government and of Senator 

McCarthy were what put Miller in the spotlight as a Communist sympathiser. Only three 

years after the first performance of The Crucible, Arthur Miller was forced to testify 

before the House Un-American Activities Committee. Having criticised not only 

McCarthyism but also Christianity, Miller became an enemy of the United States in the 

Government’s eyes: “All of the subtly and nuance of justice had been eradicated from 

both sets of proceedings. In the eyes of HUAC, the world existed merely as a binary set 

of responses, American or Communist, good or evil, and God or the devil” (Wetzel, 

2017).  

 

 

7 This speech, entitled “Enemies from Within” was delivered in Wheeling, West Virginia, in 1950, to 

celebrate Abraham Lincoln’s 141st birthday. 
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The Crucible begins with a group of girls that are seen dancing in the woods with 

a black slave, Tituba, by Salem’s minister Reverend Parris. Parris is extremely shocked 

to see that his own daughter, Betty, is one of the girls. When caught, Betty faints and falls 

into a coma. That day, one of the other girls, Abigail Williams, is questioned by Parris in 

his home surrounded by a crowd that has been attracted by the rumours of witchcraft. 

Abigail, however, denies having done anything but dancing, but she secretly tells the 

other girls to not say the truth about anything else that actually happened in the forest. 

During the interrogation, John Proctor, a Salem citizen, enters and speaks to Abigail. It is 

discovered that Proctor and Abigail had an affair the year before, and while it is clear that 

Abigail still wants Proctor, he is only focused on demanding that she confesses.  

Suddenly, Betty wakes up from her coma and the crowd gathers around her to 

check if she is bewitched. Reverend Hale, an expert in witchcraft, arrives at the house and 

questions Tituba, who admits having a relationship with the devil and begins accusing 

several neighbours of also conspiring with the devil. Abigail and Betty join her in this 

spree of accusations and the crowd begins chaotically fighting and accusing each other. 

Days later, Proctor’s wife Elizabeth urges him to denounce Abigail as a liar as the 

accusations and witch trials escalate, but he refuses. During this fight, they discover that 

Elizabeth and many other wives of Salem have been accused of witchcraft, and some have 

been arrested. When Elizabeth is unexpectedly arrested too, Proctor coerces Mary 

Warren, their servant and one of Abigail’s friends, to reveal her as a hoax. He brings her 

to court before Judge Danforth and tells him that she will testify against Abigail and her 

followers. As Mary is denouncing the girls, they come in and accuse Mary of being the 

one to bewitch them. Proctor becomes furious at this and accuses Abigail of starting this 

nonsense out of jealousy of Elizabeth. Chaos ensues. Judge Danforth asks Elizabeth if 

Proctor has been unfaithful with Abigail, but she lies and denies it to protect her 

marriage’s honour. After this, Abigail and the girls begin pretending that Mary is 

bewitching them. Terrified, Mary accuses Proctor of being a witch, causing him to rage 

and be arrested. 

Months later, the witch trials are still pending. Reverend Hale pleas with the 

accused witches to confess so that they can at least save their lives. Judge Danforth, 

growing nervous, asks Elizabeth to convince Proctor to take the blame. Proctor agrees, 

refusing to name anyone else. However, when it is time for Proctor to make his public 

statement, he retracts his false admission of guilt, but it is too late for him now.  
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In the epilogue, we learn that the witch trials have left a strong and terrible mark 

on the Salem citizens: Parris is forced to leave Salem after being voted out of office. 

Similarly, Abigail, who had run away with Parris’s money, is now rumoured to be a 

prostitute. The farms of those executed remain empty for years, a constant reminder of 

what the Salem witch trials did.  

The play clearly plays with the paranoia, baseless accusations, and obsession of 

the 17th-century witch hunt and establishes a parallelism with the 20th-century Red Scare 

to denounce its absurdity and the tragic and regrettable effects it would have on the 

American society of the 1950s. Just like the Salem witch hunt brought division to the 

people in the play, Miller aimed at emphasising the inevitable dangers of McCarthyism: 

the pointing fingers and the irrational fear would bring nothing to the US but disunion 

and distrust. Theorists like Polster argue that “Miller gave the stage events of The 

Crucible an economic determinism that revealed his critique of the economic power 

structure operant in historic Salem as well as his postwar nation” (2012, 45). 

Through The Crucible, Miller did not only want to denounce the unfairness of 

McCarthyism, but also the harshness of the capitalist system on the lower classes. Miller 

wrote The Crucible at the beginning of the 1950s when Socialism and Communism had 

become the enemy rather than the socioeconomic systems that most Americans had 

aspired to during the Great Depression: They had once been considered the salvation of 

the US against the rise of fascism in Europe and the deep economic depression that 

unhinged capitalism had led the country to. Now, during the economic boom of the 1950s 

after the war, capitalism ruled again in the US and communism was back to being a 

nuisance (Polster, 2012). Miller, who, with dissent, continued to defend Marxism, wrote 

The Crucible also as an angered critique of the cruelty that capitalism brings to societies.    

Thus, the play depicts a harsh division of society in Salem that mirrors that of 

social classes in capitalism, with John Proctor and Abigail as representative of the 

Proletariats and the Reverends Parris and Hale as the Bourgeoise. However, The Crucible 

does not establish social classes according to monetary power, but to religious piety. This 

religious ruling class utilises hysteria and fear to retain power in their hands.  

They introduce ideas of witchery in the “proletariats”’ minds to ensure that they 

are obedient and submissive and do not plan on unionizing and revolting against the status 

quo. The ideas of the Devil and witches terrify the citizens of Salem so much that they do 

not question their rulers and remain compliant. In 1950s America, the US Government 

and media introduced Communism, Stalin, and the USSR as Devil-like characters. 
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Communists were depicted as evil and unfair, people that would invade the US to 

change the course of their history. From animated cartoon films like Make Mine Freedom 

(1948) to Disney’s anti-communist stance in the 1950s, denouncing a group of 

communists among his workers (Tuchman, 2018), the fear of communism was present in 

some of the most influential aspects of media. Anti-Communist propaganda was also 

carried out through other forms, like posters, comic books, or ads (Jones, 2014). 

The figure of “the Communist” was demonized to such a degree that the common 

citizen was utterly terrified of it. Americans would allow McCarthyism and its repressive 

politics if it meant that they would be protected from such evils. We see how religion is 

used in The Crucible’s Salem in the same way in which communism was used in 1950s 

American in the overture to Act I: 

Simply, it was this: for good purposes, even high purposes, the people of Salem developed a 

theocracy, a combine of state and religious power whose function was to keep the community 

together, and to prevent any kind of disunity that might open it to destruction by material or 

ideological enemies (Miller, 1953, 23).  

The main intention of forging such a strong religious community is here seen by 

Miller not as a spiritual project away from the Old Country, but as a mechanism to 

maintain a quiet and obedient population to be governed by the upper religious class.  

Although the typical class division in Marxism is drawn according to economic 

power, the working class’s relation to religion had already been discussed years prior to 

The Crucible in Lenin’s article “About the Attitude Of the Working Party Toward the 

Religion”, in which he wrote that “all modern religions and churches, all and of every 

kind of religious organizations are always considered by Marxism as the organs of 

bourgeois reaction, used for the protection of the exploitation and the stupefaction of the 

working class” (as cited in Ayman, 2017, 3). 

Miller’s Marxist perspective on The Crucible is not only present in the depiction 

of the division of social classes in Salem. For instance, a Marxist critique of private 

property is done by situating landowning as one of the evils that cause many of the Salem 

citizens to accuse others of being witches out of greed. For instance, “many accusations 

against people are in the handwriting of Thomas Putnam” (Miller in Polster, 2012, 45), 

being Putnam one of the richest men in Salem desiring to expand his property. We see 

here the contradictions and hypocrisy of the religious society of Salem: although religion 

is supposed to be used as a unifying force between the citizens, they use it to accuse each 

other of lies that would ruin their lives for their own economic benefit.  
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About this, Polster says that “the socio-economic disharmony in The Crucible 

illustrates how alienated people have become in the capitalist construct […]. Concern for 

humanity has been replaced with hatred, deviousness, and competition” (2012, 45). 

Landowning and private property are ultimately depicted as some of the evils that push 

people to denounce each other: the greed for capital has become such in Salem that they 

do not fear being responsible for the killing of one another if it means being economically 

rewarded. What was supposed to be a civil, religious, and peaceful community becomes 

brutal and amoral.  

This brutality culminates with the execution of Proctor. In Proctor, we find what 

seems to be a trope in Miller’s plays: the Common Man that he portrayed in Death of a 

Salesman and which he described in his famous essay “Tragedy and the Common Man”: 

“I think the tragic feeling is invoked in us when we are in the presence of a character who 

is ready to lay down his life, if need to be, to secure one thing – his sense of personal 

dignity” (1949). Proctor is a flawed, working-class man who meets his end while trying 

to do “the right thing” after having committed adultery. In a way, Proctor wants 

redemption for his previous crimes. When David Palmer wrote about Proctor and Miller’s 

heroes, he characterized him with the words “regret, guilt, shame, reconciliation, and 

forgiveness” (2012, 29). For his deliverance, he is trying to protect his loved ones and all 

the citizens who have been accused of witchcraft by exposing Abigail to the judge and 

leaders of Salem, trusting the system, only to find that he will be the one falling and being 

executed after being dismissed and then used as a scapegoat. In this sense, he resembles 

Willy Loman in Death of a Salesman: they both trusted the ruling classes in their promises 

of protection, to then find their own end when those promises were broken.  

Nevertheless, there is a different element to Proctor that is not found in Willy 

Loman. William J. McGill describes Proctor as “not simply a farmer but a man of 

significant wealth derived from diverse sources: inheritance, farming, rents, tavern 

keeping, and commercial ventures” (1981, 261). Proctor portrays the original American 

dream: he has worked hard and gained wealth. However, even if this was the premise of 

the early migration to America, it is clear that the older elites are not willing to accept the 

prosperity of the working classes; they will not sanction the advent of a new social order 

at their expense. Thus, this could be seen as their motivation to accuse certain people like 

Proctor of witchcraft. Theorists like Boyer and Nissenbaum have argued that “the 

witchcraft hysteria resulted from a desire to reduce complex social and economic forces 

to a simple explanation” (as cited in McGill, 1981, 261).   
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Consequently, The Crucible becomes one of Miller’s most important Marxist 

dramas. Through an archetypical Miller hero and the Salem witch trials, he constructs an 

allegorical view of a 1950s America drowned in the Red Scare, paranoia, capitalist 

morals, and repressive McCarthyism. Through the lenses of Puritanism, Miller wittily 

criticizes the division of social classes and the use of fear and hysteria to inflict power on 

the working classes. His criticisms were so accurate, and his play became so influential, 

that Miller, much like Proctor, ended up being the one targeted by McCarthy’s witch trials 

and being a scapegoat. 
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6. Parallelisms between Death of a Salesman and The Crucible 

Death of a Salesman and The Crucible are not only two of the most important and 

influential works by Miller, but they are also representative of his whole body of work, 

so much so that they became the perfect tool to analyse his writings, his recurrent themes, 

his moral disagreement with American capitalism, and his construction of main 

characters. Throughout all his works, Miller uses tragic heroes or anti-heroes to portray 

the universal struggles that he depicts, and Willy Loman and John Proctor are two of the 

most transcendental and notable ones in his works. Both of them are representations of 

Miller’s conception of the Common Man, 

I think the tragic feeling is evoked in us when we are in the presence of a character who is ready 

to lay down his life, if need be, to secure one thing-his sense of personal dignity. […] Sometimes 

he is one who has been displaced from [society], sometimes one who seeks to attain it for the first 

time, but the fateful wound from which the inevitable events spiral is the wound of indignity and 

its dominant force is indignation. Tragedy, then, is the consequence of a man's total compulsion 

to evaluate himself justly. (1949).  

Proctor and Loman are both men who relentlessly try to find their honourable and 

dignified place in the society they are living in, and both lose their lives in the process. 

Proctor tries to save Salem from madness and his wife from being murdered by telling 

the truth, while Willy tries to achieve a comfortable lifestyle for him and his family 

through hard work. Both men are trying to achieve their goals playing by the book: 

Proctor chooses honesty, and Willy chooses to follow the steps that he has been told he 

needed to achieve the American Dream. Nevertheless, they both fail miserably.  

Through their tragic endings, Miller points at the fact that their societies are built 

upon lies. No one wants to hear Proctor’s truth because they are more interested in 

maintaining the fear that the idea of witchcraft inflicts on people to keep them obedient. 

The steps that Willy was supposed to follow lead nowhere: they just turn him into a 

submissive worker that dies without having achieved any dream he ever had. Both men 

sought the American Dream, in a certain way. Proctor yearns for an honest and fair 

community, and Willy looks up to the idea of equality of opportunity for every worker. 

However, they soon discover the lies behind this dream: The American Dream becomes 

an American Nightmare, one of which neither of them will be able to wake up from. 

In the construction of his characters, Miller does not write perfect men that are 

entirely morally coherent. Instead, Proctor and Willy are rather anti-heroes. They are 

tremendously flawed, which makes them only more believable and human. Their flawed 

nature makes them much more compelling and relatable to the general public, who can 
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condemn their errors and still understand their motives and reasoning. For instance, 

Proctor’s defence of the truth does not come from an impeccable moral ground. Instead, 

he is actually trying to redeem himself after having been unfaithful and having committed 

adultery. While he values honesty, an important reason of why he is trying to solve the 

witchcraft madness is to get some atonement for his own sins.  

Similarly, while Willy Loman has undoubtedly been a hard worker his entire life 

and has tried to make his family is comfortable, he does not treat them well at all. He is 

extremely unfair towards his sons, especially Biff, disrespectful of their differing world 

views He is also sexist toward his wife Linda, treating her as his slave and speaking rudely 

at her many times just to relieve his frustrations.  

These shared character traits also affect how they perform their masculinity. 

Although it is especially noticeable in Willy, both men deploy a hegemonic masculinity 

in several ways. It is particularly evident in their inability to express their emotions and 

in their strict code of honour that dictates their actions and decisions. This materialises in 

Willy and Proctor’s attitude to their past mistakes (adultery and mistreatment of their 

families): instead of accepting guilt and apologising for those mistakes, they relentlessly 

try to compensate and fix them. Rather than openly acknowledging their guilt, regret, and 

sadness, they concentrate on other complications in their lives, namely, the witch trials, 

and his sons’ economic situation.  

At the end of both plays, their deaths leave a mark on their surroundings. Salem 

is never the same after the witch trials, and there is an ambiance of emptiness and guilt 

for the crimes committed against men like Proctor. Willy’s family and friends painfully 

reflect on how the system is to blame for his death, after having treated him unfairly and 

continually ignored his pain. With their demise, Miller conveys the same message: the 

common people cannot be ignored longer. Their wishes and their pain must be heard.  

Therefore, through both plays, Miller tries to emphasise some of the same 

messages. Not only does he directly criticise the systems in which they take place, 

referring directly to the exploitation that American capitalism exercises on the citizens, 

but he also tries to draw the attention of the public to the Common Man. Through his 

construction of the figure of the Common Man, he is referring to working-class people 

who are used as disposable by their society, and who are ignored in their needs and pains. 

Miller’s ultimate goal is to make sure that drama belongs to the common people, as it 

originally did. He claims it back from the elites and returns it to the Common Man and 

his concerns.   
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7. Conclusions 

Overall, Arthur Miller, one of the most important playwrights of the 20th century 

and a remarkable figure in the genre of political drama who serves as a perfect example 

of how theatre can be an immensely powerful tool for the dissemination of radical 

thought. Following the tradition of authors like G.B. Shaw or Galsworthy, Miller achieves 

a Marxist critique of capitalism in his theatrical works that would not have such an impact 

if they were written in any other genre. By writing in a genre that has traditionally been 

used for the entertainment of the masses, Miller places the conflict right in front of the 

spectators’ eyes: they cannot escape seeing the horrors that capitalism causes on the 

psyche of human beings or on the coexistence of communities.  

From his first acquaintance with Marxist ideas to his confrontation with the US 

Government, Miller relentlessly tried to depict Marxist theory in his plays with the 

intention of not only educating others on such matters and depicting the evils of capitalism 

but also trying to provide the working classes with stories in which they could see their 

tragic realities represented in. Having seen his father struggle so deeply with his economic 

situation during the Great Depression, Miller wanted to appeal to people like him and like 

himself, to give them a visual and physical explanation of what was behind those 

struggles. These stories would help them see their own situations from a different 

perspective, and while Miller’s works do not call directly for revolution, they do indeed 

fuel the passionate anger of workers against exploitation. Through his deep and emotional 

analysis of the effects and consequences of capitalism on human experience, Miller’s 

works also appeal to our sense of empathy and our feelings. 

This is perfectly seen in the two case studies analyzed during this dissertation: 

Death of a Salesman and The Crucible. Both of them are touching social tragedies that 

convey the hardships, exploitation and mistreatment of the working classes by the upper 

ones through emotional narrative devices, like the development of dementia in Willy 

Loman or John Proctor’s helplessness before the witch accusations. Also, writing about 

social realism, Miller appealed to the public of the middle 20th century, addressing the 

political contentions of the time. Nevertheless, the message conveyed in his works about 

the evils of exploitation is so timeless, that it is still relevant today.  

This is precisely Miller’s legacy. He crafted enduring theatrical works that have 

stood the test of time. In 2012, Miller was still the second most performed playwright at 

the Royal National Theatre in London, second to Shakespeare, and when the theatre 

polled respected theatrical figures of 20th-century drama, Miller was voted at the top, 
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with both Death of a Salesman and The Crucible in the top ten most influential works of 

the time (Otten, 2012: 132).  

So, why, more than half a century later and after the death of the author, are 

Miller’s works still so relevant?  

In only the first twenty-two years of the 21st century, there have been two global 

recessions. Just as the effects of the Great Recession of the late 2000s were beginning to 

descend, the world was hit by the COVID-19 pandemic that left hundreds of thousands 

of people jobless only in Spain. In a context in which the economy is tremendously 

unstable and the working classes seem to be in the receiving end of the blunt, Miller’s 

works, which speak to those classes and understand their struggles, fit perfectly. People 

must be heard and understood, and because of its universality and endlessness, literature 

must play a crucial role in these efforts. Arthur Miller himself said it best: “He’s a human 

being, and a terrible thing is happening to him. So attention must be paid. He’s not to be 

allowed to fall in his grave like an old dog. Attention, attention must finally be paid to 

such a person” (1949, 40).  
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