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ABSTRACT 

 

My thesis entitled The Diminishing Individuality vs. The Crushing Impetus of Post-War 

American Society. A Critical Study of Three Plays by Arthur Miller makes an in-depth analysis 

of Arthur Miller’s dramatic work against the background of post-war American political, social 

and cultural life. His plays, on the one hand, reflect the adaptation of the European dramatic 

exigencies to the American aesthetic demands and, on the other hand, are valuable documents 

about how America appropriated literary themes, cultural contexts, social problems, political 

goals, the ups and downs of a dynamic society. Some of his plays were appraised from the very 

beginning, others were first received badly but appreciated later, while others never soared to 

fame. Of those, my thesis chooses to focus on Death of a Salesman (1949), All My Sons (1947), 

and The Crucible (1953). While the actual chronology would have prompted me to begin with 

All My Sons, I have chosen to start with Death of a Salesman, as Miller’s best known and most 

frequently staged and adapted play.   

Death of a Salesman focuses on the conflict between a father and his sons, the conflict 

between two generations, the former anchored in bourgeois conventionalism, the latter striving to 

surpass these limitations but lacking the skills to do so. Willy Loman is a character whose 

smallness is three-fold: a diminutive first name, a surname which is homophonous with 

lowliness, and a modest, poorly paid profession. I argue that Miller’s elderly salesman who gets 

sacked and loses his mind is the American replica of a vast gallery of characters emerging, since 

the 19
th

 century realism, in European literature, all versions of the same “little” man. This 

portrayal of the anti-hero results from the perception of both the world and the literary text going 

against the generally received conventions, according to which the human being is necessarily 

superior and the portrayal of a protagonist must be necessarily flattering and inspiring. From 

Gogol’s clerk to Kafka’s bug, the modern man no longer fits this ideal paradigm. In Miller’s 

play, Willy has great expectations, but, sadly, they are diametrically opposed to his genetic 

limitations, and the resulting complications make him a victim, but also drag the rest of his 

family into misery. Encouraging his sons to have a good opinion about themselves and 

presenting them a false image of himself, as a successful hero, Willy doesn’t equip them for the 

real life of work and relations that is waiting out there. Their dreams don’t coincide with their 

father’s and, while earlier in life, their admiration for him compensated this discrepancy, now, 



when they witness his growing decrepitude, their frustration aggravates the father-son conflict. 

Between them stands Linda, loving wife and mother, whose devotion and loyalty, when torn, 

goes first to her husband. While realistic in dialogue and themes, the play includes a variety of 

non-realistic elements, such as the overlap of past and present moments, real and imaginary 

locations.  

Written in the aftermath of the conflagration of 1939-1945, when the experience and its 

direct consequences were still vivid in the people’s consciousness, All My Sons talks about the 

sins of crooked involvement in the war. While Europe was hunting its own war criminals, 

Miller’s play presents another form of war crime, of which the guilty party is not the army or 

someone in authority, but a businessman. Joe Keller is a successful industrialist whose prosperity 

and social position are based on a lie – the fact that he sold faulty aircraft engines to the army, 

which made him the moral author of the death of 21 young pilots. Moreover, when accusations 

are made against him, he puts the whole blame on his partner, Steve Deever, who is thus sent to 

prison because of him. This shadow of shame is lurking as large as the shadow of loss, after the 

family’s older son, Larry, goes missing in action and disappears forever. But the ambiguity of 

both events – the person responsible for the fraud and the actual fate of Larry on the battlefield – 

places the entire family in a sort of a limbo, expressed by a state of denial. Their hypocrisy is 

presented not as something evil, but as an almost tragic flaw, an incapacity to adapt to the 

changes in their world and the requirements of the society whose members they are. In contrast 

with Keller and his wife is their younger son, Chris, an idealist, who returns from the war with a 

trauma, but he is equally traumatized by the civilian, peace-time battle to keep up with shallow 

appearances. The secondary characters, especially Deever’s family, are not only alter-egos of 

Chris, with an idealistic view on society, on the need for justice, honesty and fairness, but also a 

modern replica of the chorus in the ancient Greek tragedy. Standing aside and watching the 

drama of vanity and selfishness which unfolds at the centre, these characters add a commentary 

which can be decoded as the moral and moralizing message of the play.  

The third play the thesis analyzes is The Crucible. Two events inspired Miller in writing 

this play. Closer to his time, there was a political phenomenon which blighted the image of 

America as the cradle of democracy, as it came with the intense – though fortunately brief – 

persecution of anyone suspected of communist sympathies. In the context of the rising tensions 

with the Soviet Union in the aftermath of the Second World War and the political and military 



rivalry between the two superpowers, this climate of suspicion and anxiety gave rise to waves of 

negative public opinion directed at anything connected to Russia or leftism, known as the Red 

Scare. The mass persecution and the arbitrariness of singling out guilty parties from the civilian 

community is likened by Miller, in The Crucible, with the most notorious event associated with 

Salem, Massachusetts in the 17
th

 century, the witch hunt. By tackling a contemporary subject 

under the disguise of a past historical event, Miller also addresses in this play the way in which 

the notion of reputation is seen in various moments in time. Salem is a micro-representation of 

America, a society which, despite its vastness, causes claustrophobia when an individual’s most 

private life is rendered public and when the most fundamental rights are discussed and negotiated 

in political terms. Finally, the play is also about painful individual choices, embodied by the 

male protagonist, John Proctor, who, when his wife is accused of witchcraft, gets involved in the 

witch trials which he previously avoided and even criticized. His affair with one of the accusers, 

Abigail, deepens his guilt and, when faced with the perspective of hanging, he chooses to confess 

an imaginary sin only to save his wife and children. Proctor’s character was inspired by a real-

life victim of the Salem witch persecution, rendered more complex by Miller’s psychological 

focus. 

The thesis discusses and contextualizes Arthur Miller’s three plays by insisting on the 

following topics, which, I argue, are illustrative of the entire spectrum of politics, society, culture 

in war-time and post-war America: 

1) the American theatre as a manifestation at the same time similar with and different  

from European phenomena emerging in the post-war years, ranging from realism, with a touch of 

political engagement, to avant-garde, from absurdism and existentialism to other forms of 

postmodern experimentation; 

2) the adaptation of the classical theatre requirements to the 20
th

 century context, in 

terms of the portrayal of the protagonist as well as of style, plot, and dialogue, where the rules 

inherited from Aristotle’s Poetics and from early modern drama are counterbalanced by the 

vision about the exemplariness – in his very lack thereof – of the ordinary, common man; 

3) the American theatre in the wider literary context of post-war American literature,  

following both the continuities and the discontinuities with earlier, interwar, literary trends, and 

the similarities of purpose with the other important genres that also flourished during the post-

war period, the novel and poetry; 



4) the constant return to the pressure, desideratum and chimera of the American 

Dream, a phenomenon emerging in the 19
th

 century with the territorial expansion westwards, 

continuing with the concrete socio-economic aims formulated by America in the early 20
th

 

century upon the realization of its status as the new leader of the world, with the integration of 

the waves of immigrants seeking success in the “land of the free”, and culminating with the 

pressures of consumerism; 

5) the aesthetic paradigm of the anti-hero, a reflection of the philosophical, scientific 

and religious transformations brought about by the industrial and post-industrial western society, 

in which the human can be replaced by the machine, after his preeminence has been questioned 

and challenged by the reforms resulting from secularization and by the relativization engendered 

by the atrocities of the two world wars; 

6) the individual versus the society, a microcosm versus a macrocosm, between  

whom an epic battle takes place; the post-war era, while being declared an age of individualism, 

frequently witnesses a continued victimization of the individual, who finds himself trapped 

between personal desires and the pressures of the group; 

7) the generation gap, in a society which acknowledges and even empowers 

yesterday’s powerless or less favoured individuals and groups, of which women and children (or 

adolescents and young adults) emerge as a new majority; in this context, the age segment is 

given, for the first time in history, a voice, which is heard out loud as an expression of discontent 

with, or even rebellion against, the establishment; 

8) deriving from the previous category, the father-son relationship, in the new 

constellation of the modern western family, where the father stands for the old rule, the dominant 

system of values, and the son represents the new order, the anti-establishment current, the voice 

of the reform; 

9) idealism, with its post-Romantic, post-revolutionary echoes, in a disenchanted  

world, in which scientific skepticism, chronic distrust, and existential nausea have replaced more 

abstract, collectivistic purposes and discourses, embodied in the same family sagas, generational 

gaps and conflicting personal interests; 

10) older and newer forms of persecution, with the most notorious examples being the 

witch trials of the late 17
th

 century and the investigations carried by the House Un-American 

Activities Committee in the 1940s and 1950s; in the land of unlimited opportunity, individual 



freedom and democracy, these examples are painful and embarrassing reminders that persecution 

can take a number of forms, including control, censorship, exclusion, harassment, or 

discrimination.    

My thesis is made up of four main chapters. Chapter One, Arthur Miller: The Crushed 

Man in Defense of the Crushed Crowd, presents the biography and artistic creed of Arthur Miller 

against a three-fold backdrop: America during the inter- and post-war period, with the massive 

political, social and economic changes these decades witnessed; the modern vision that Miller 

proposes, revisiting the ancient and early modern model of tragedy in the sense that he grasps the 

suffering and agony of the ordinary individual and gives him tragic stature; the similarities and 

differences with authors who become prominent in post-war American literature and complete 

the response that this cultural discourse gives to the transmutations that take place in the western 

society during this period. The idea that I reiterate is that a variety of aspects of every-day 

American life in the 1940s and 1950s and a diversity of concerns and sets of values find 

expression in Arthur Miller’s dramatic work.  

 Chapter Two, The Collapse of the Anti-Hero: A Critical Insight into Death of a 

Salesman, focuses on Miller’s most frequently staged and adapted play, Death of a Salesman. 

Revolving around the desideratum of commercial success, the play deplores the reduction of the 

American Dream to the pressure of accumulating material evidence of success and technological 

devices to make life easier and more pleasant. At the same time, the play looks at how the 

literary phenomenon of anti-heroism emerged in the 19
th

 century, when a shift became visible, in 

drama as well as prose, from the exceptionalism of the hero to the ordinariness of the every-day 

little man. This is the background against which the thesis analyzes the tensions in Miller’s play, 

between a man’s real life and his imaginary projections, between this man and his two sons, for 

whose failure in life he is fully responsible, or between this man and models of real success: a 

salesman, a businessman, an adventurer. 

 Chapter Three, A Critical Understanding of All My Sons. Morality vs. Work Phobia, 

focuses on Miller’s first successful play, which, by announcing “all sons”, brings to the forefront 

the emergence, after the Second World War, of the young segment’s recognition in the American 

society. The war generated a propaganda meant to mobilize those left on the home front, women 

working in men’s jobs, but also children and teenagers, who joined volunteer groups and scouts’ 

associations, wore uniforms and were made to feel responsible, becoming small replicas of the 



adults. The protagonist of this play is presented in conflict with his surviving son, their clash 

being illustrative of the generation gap which is acknowledged in this period for the very first 

time, concomitantly with the acknowledgement of the young generation that actually claims this 

gap.  

 Chapter Four, McCarthyism Disfigured: An Attempt to Save the Witches, deals with 

Miller’s play that caused the greatest controversy when it was staged for the first time, The 

Crucible. On the one hand, the first production was not appreciated by either the public or the 

critics, only later adaptations showing this play as a genuine revelation. On the other hand, the 

play’s subject, the infamous witch hunts that took place in Europe in the 15
th

 – 18
th

 centuries 

and, in America, surged briefly in the late 17
th

 century, was meant by Miller as an allegory of the 

abusive strategy adopted by the authorities, orchestrated by the House of Representatives’ 

Committee of Un-American Activities, to hunt citizens and non-citizens alike under the 

suspicion of communist allegiances. The play, first staged in 1953, was, in a way, premonitory, 

as Arthur Miller himself was interrogated by this institution three years later, in 1956, because he 

manifested leftist sympathies. This experience was deeply disturbing for Miller and increased his 

skepticism about the American ideals. 

 I consider that the main strength of my thesis consists of the fact that it attempts to do 

exactly what Arthur Miller does in his plays: to reveal an overall, macro-societal and 

kaleidoscopic perspective about post-war American life, its cultural and moral values, by 

concentrating, with a sharp focalizer, on the intricacies of the human self and the endless 

complications of inter-personal relationships. Similarly, in my thesis, starting from a careful 

analysis of the three plays, the deceptive simplicity of the dialogue, the subtleties of 

characterization, and the surprising tragism of the plots, I try to capture the way the literature in 

the late 1940s and 1950s calls into question the most established and solid American myths and 

the paradoxes of self-representation in the post-war American identity. 

 


