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			COLLECTED ESSAYS

			ARTHUR MILLER was not only one of America’s most important playwrights of the twentieth century, but also one of its most influential literary, cultural, and intellectual voices. Throughout his career, he consistently remained one of the country’s leading public intellectuals, advocating tirelessly for social justice, global democracy, and the arts. Theater scholar Susan C. W. Abbotson introduces this volume as a selection of Miller’s finest essays, organized in three thematic parts: essays on the theater, essays on specific plays including Death of a Salesman and The Crucible, and sociopolitical essays on topics spanning the Depression to the twenty-first century. Written with playful wit, clear-eyed intellect, and, above all, human dignity, these essays offer unmatched insight into the work of Arthur Miller and the turbulent times through which he guided his country.
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			COLLECTED ESSAYS

			ARTHUR MILLER (1915–2005) was born in New York City and studied at the University of Michigan. His plays include All My Sons (1947), Death of a Salesman (1949), The Crucible (1953), A View from the Bridge and A Memory of Two Mondays (1955), After the Fall and Incident at Vichy (1964), The Price (1968), The Creation of the World and Other Business (1972), and The American Clock (1980). His other works include Focus, a novel (1945); The Misfits, a cinema novel (1961); and the texts for In Russia (1969), In the Country (1977), and Chinese Encounters (1979), three books in collaboration with his wife, photographer Inge Morath. His memoirs include Salesman in Beijing (1984) and Timebends, an autobiography (1987). His short fiction includes the collection I Don’t Need You Any More (1967), the novella Homely Girl, A Life (1995), and Presence: Stories (2007). His later work includes the plays The Ride Down Mt. Morgan (1991), The Last Yankee (1993), Broken Glass (1994), Mr. Peters’ Connections (1999), and Resurrection Blues (2006); Echoes Down the Corridor: Collected Essays, 1944–2000; and On Politics and the Art of Acting (2001). Among numerous honors, he received the Pulitzer Prize for Drama and the John F. Kennedy Lifetime Achievement Award.

			SUSAN C. W. ABBOTSON came to the United States from Britain in 1990 and started working at Rhode Island College in 1999, where she is now a professor, specializing in modern and contemporary drama. A leading scholar on the work of Arthur Miller, Dr. Abbotson has published three books and many articles on this seminal American writer. She has been president of the Arthur Miller Society, currently serves on its board, manages its website, and provides bibliographic information on Miller for several other databases. She is also the performance editor for The Arthur Miller Journal, was one of a panel of experts to discuss Arthur Miller on NPR’s On Point with Tom Ashbrook shortly after the playwright’s death, and has been invited to talk about Miller on other radio shows as well as at a number of area theaters. Dr. Abbotson has also published pieces on other playwrights, including Tennessee Williams, Sam Shepard, Thornton Wilder, Paula Vogel, Mae West, William Inge, August Wilson, and Eugene O’Neill. Her most recent work is Modern American Drama: Playwriting in the 1950s.
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			Introduction

			For Arthur Miller, theater was ever a serious business, and his essays exhibit the strong social and theatrical commitment and conviction that fed his drama, guided his life, and allowed him to be a perceptive commentator on the twentieth century through which he lived for all but fifteen years, as well as a prescient voice for the century to come. To read his essays is not only to learn more about the plays and the playwright, but to also learn much about the societies in which we live, and the core of human nature itself. As early as 1977, in his introduction to the first ever collection of Miller’s theater essays, Robert A. Martin declared that “Miller’s essays on drama and the theater may well represent the single most important statement of critical principles to appear in England and America by a major playwright since the Prefaces of George Bernard Shaw” (xx).

			But Martin was only looking at the first thirty years of Miller’s career, and there would be nearly another thirty during which Miller’s scope and insights would broaden as well as deepen. His essays not only inform us of the values that shaped and inspired his artistic vision, but also present a series of provocative, balanced, and insightful commentaries on the world beyond theater. Miller’s theatrical essays, both those explicating his own dramas, and those on the status and development of theater as a whole throughout the twentieth century and beyond, offer a formidable body of work that could hold its own against that of Aristotle, Gotthold Lessing, Vsevolod Meyerhold, or Bertolt Brecht. However, Miller also wrote beyond the confines of the theatrical scene and offered salient observations on a whole array of sociopolitical issues. We should not forget that when he first enrolled at the University of Michigan it was to study journalism, not playwriting, and that desire to be a commentator on human events never abated.

			In 1977, Martin viewed Miller as “a writer of unusual talent and insight,” and wrote of how Miller’s “plays have been responsible in large part for extending the significance of the American theater beyond the horizons of its national origins, and for providing a standard of dramatic achievement for contemporary playwrights everywhere” (xix). Nineteen years later, in 1996, in his introduction to the revised and expanded version of The Theater Essays of Arthur Miller, Steven R. Centola posited that the characters in Miller’s plays seem driven “to construct a society based on humanitarian and democratic principle, creating order out of chaos and giving meaning and dignity to human experience” (xlvii). He rightly concluded that Miller’s essays do very much the same thing. But Miller does this in more than just his theater essays, which the scope of this collection is able to emphasize.

			What is unique and special about this volume is its selection and organization. As a man who wrote and published essays for sixty years, Miller inevitably repeated himself on occasion, or tried to urge the same point in different words when his initial warning appeared to go unheard. An illustration of this tendency resides in the similarity of the included essays “Notes on Realism” and “About Theater Language.” While their focus is slightly different, they both urge the reader to reconsider their perception of what is meant by “real” in drama. Previous volumes of his nonfiction writing have tended toward presenting everything he wrote, including selections from longer pieces and transcriptions of interviews. Given that the essay is in itself a distinct art form, this collection has (with two worthwhile exceptions) concentrated on actual essays to help better convey Miller’s mastery of that form. Other volumes have also presented materials in a strict chronological order, or divided them into sections that cover topics within the periods of different plays he produced, with no other organizing feature. But Miller’s work in this field can be divided into three distinct categories that have little to do with chronology, and that is what this volume does. It begins by selecting the most important statements Miller made pertaining to theater technique and the state of the theater as a whole, then follows this with a selection of essays that are key to understanding specific plays he created. The final section presents Miller’s commentary on a variety of important social and political issues. By creating this topic-based organization, the hope is to allow the reader to be able to better focus on the reader’s personal area of concern, and the book’s conciseness can, ironically, better convey the sheer scope of Miller’s interests.

			ON THE THEATER

			Some of Miller’s most famous essays are those he wrote early in his career concerning his definition of tragedy. As we can see from his comments in a later piece “Sorting Things Out” (1977), he created a furor that he later almost regretted, but only “almost.” In “Tragedy and the Common Man,” printed in the New York Times just two weeks after Death of a Salesman opened on Broadway in 1949, and the follow-up, “The Nature of Tragedy,” printed a month later in the New York Herald Tribune, Miller controversially redefined forever the way American dramatists, in particular, would define the genre. Reinventing traditional Aristotelian definitions of tragedy, which Miller saw as having become misunderstood by a skeptical modern audience with different value systems from the ancient Greeks, Miller insisted that while they should remain complex figures, tragic heroes no longer need be high-born, intelligent, or even likable. For Miller, “In the tragic view the need of man to wholly realize himself is the only fixed star.” Thus, tragedy could be wrought from the travails of any human being who refuses against great odds to give up personal dignity and what they deem as their “rightful position” in society. Such characterizations are sufficient to create catharsis and establish the promise of humankind’s potential that Miller saw as central to tragedy, and to lead the audience to examine, and seek to fix, the social faults that caused the protagonist’s destruction.

			However, Miller wished to say more about the modern theater and its techniques than argue the ways in which tragedy might be written; he wished to have a bigger impact, and to show how theater could effectively respond to the deepest needs of any society, and do so in a variety of ways without becoming overtly polemic. In its consideration of the problems faced by mid-twentieth-century American theater, “Introduction to the Collected Plays” is a major work toward that aim. Miller explains his “organic” process of playwriting, the need for playwrights to remain connected to the concerns of their audiences, and his humanistic goals of working toward the improvement of society. While “Introduction to the Collected Plays” is one of the longest modern American essays on theater in general (as well as offering several insights into his writing process for many of Miller’s best-known plays), he wrote several other seminal midcentury pieces that further expanded his attempt to redefine drama for what he saw as a new age of theater.

			Initially intended as a preface to A View from the Bridge and A Memory of Two Mondays, “On Social Plays” keenly articulates Miller’s understanding that true social drama, which in his opinion is the most valuable kind of drama to write, must explore the notion of how we can live as both individuals and contributing members of society. He also connects this outlook to his vision of tragedy. Aside from challenging limiting definitions of realism and expressionism, “The Family in Modern Drama” explains the difference between plays that just deal with family and those that take on a wider society, with his stated goal being a genre that combines the two by using the family as a microcosmic study of the macrocosm. “There lies within the dramatic form,” he boldly concludes, “the ultimate possibility of raising truth-consciousness of mankind to a level of such intensity as to transform those who observe it.” For Miller, drama is clearly all about connections, between private and social lives, art and form, the past, present, and future. While 1958’s “The Shadows of the Gods” succinctly outlines various influences on Miller’s work and his connection to other American dramatists, its emphasis is on Miller’s agenda to revitalize what he viewed as a theater fast becoming “absurd, repetitious, and decayed.” Disdaining narrow introspection or comforting sentimentality, he asks for plays that are infused with a deeper sociopolitical context. Using his experiences during the Great Depression and knowledge of the Holocaust as springboards, Miller shares two of his foundational beliefs. First, in the power of a past from which no one can truly escape, which ensures the birds will always come “home to roost,” and, second, that each person has a potential capacity for evil and needs to accept this fact. In Miller’s worldview, no one can be truly innocent, and it is foolish for any dramatist to pretend otherwise.

			While the above three essays best relay Miller’s essential beliefs regarding human nature, and the place and promise of drama in the world, other, lesser-known pieces, such as “Ibsen and the Drama of Today,” “Tennessee Williams’ Legacy: An Eloquence,” “The Good Old American Apple Pie,” and “Notes on Realism” place those theories more carefully within the frame of other writers, theatrical trends, and exigencies. The pieces on Ibsen and Williams offer excellent encapsulations of what it is in each of these playwrights that Miller most admires, while “Good Old Apple Pie” focuses on Miller’s disdain for theatrical censorship, especially within a nation purporting itself to be a democracy. Finally, “Notes on Realism” warns against oversimplifying what is meant by the term, and asserts the need for bedrock realism in drama for it to be fully effective. This essay is clearly a rewrite of the earlier “About Theater Language,” but here Miller has both honed and broadened his original argument with additional commentary, and left out specific observations of The Last Yankee. “Subsidized Theatre” is included as most representative of several essays Miller wrote bemoaning the inadequacies and shortfalls of the ways in which theater is treated and perceived in America, and his suggested solutions.

			Another important aspect of Miller’s work that is becoming more widely recognized is his close attention to how language is used to dramatic purpose. The essays “About Theater Language” and “On Screenwriting and Language: Introduction to Everybody Wins” consider the demands of the written word on both stage and screen. Miller suggests that prose is the language of “the individual and private life” and poetry “the language of the man in crowds, in society.” Suggesting that prose provides a play’s feeling and poetry its thought, Miller asserts a need for the language of plays to maintain a balance between the two to be the most effective. In the playwright’s opinion, the realism of a play, created through the natural speech of its characters, while necessary to engage an audience, should only ever pertain to its veneer, for a play that does not offer deeper challenges through a stylized, poetic lift in its language is doomed to be merely entertaining. “About Theater Language” continues to illustrate these points using The Last Yankee. Given the difference in media, in “On Screenwriting and Language,” Miller suggests that writing for films becomes less about words and more about images, as metaphoric language is replaced by visual symbolism. But while the screenwriter subsequently focuses more on realistic dialogue, the end product, ironically, has the potential to be more successfully poetic than a play.

			ON HIS WORKS

			While it is useful to consider a playwright’s broader view of his profession, it is also advantageous to have a line into their viewpoint regarding what they themselves have written. Thus, this collection includes several essays that Miller wrote referencing specific plays of his own, from early works, including Golden Years and The Man Who Had All the Luck to later ones, such as The Archbishop’s Ceiling and The American Clock. Given the sheer volume of Miller’s output, not every work is included here, but the best known are given ample coverage, and several others are included to represent the wide range of his oeuvre. Presented chronologically according to when the works they discuss were produced or published, the pieces selected for such plays as Death of a Salesman and The Crucible were written over a span of more than forty years to offer an evolving view of Miller’s perception of their prolonged impact. Given the consistent aims and tropes of Miller’s drama, many of the explanations and opinions in these pieces could be applied to other of his works than the ones highlighted for commentary.

			Of the early works, the introduction to The Golden Years and The Man Who Had All the Luck explains each play’s metaphorical basis, how they relate to each other, and how well they hold up. Meanwhile, in “The Face in the Mirror: Anti-Semitism Then and Now” Miller explains the genesis of his 1945 novel, Focus, and considers how far its concerns continue to apply forty years on, especially in the light of the creation of Israel and the changing map of Jews throughout the world. While Miller wrote about his conception of All My Sons extensively in “Introduction to the Collected Plays,” the extract “Belief in America,” from an early nonfiction book he published in 1944, Situation Normal . . . , offers a telling experience that clearly gave Miller the idea for the army experiences of All My Son’s Chris Keller, beyond the heroism of Miller’s own brother, Kermit. The book, as a whole, with its central focus on the difficulties of returning veterans, offers a still timely depiction of the price those who go to war continue to pay, and is an early example of Miller’s social concerns beyond the stage.

			In 1950, Miller was asked by Fredric March and Florence Eldridge to write a translation of Henrik Ibsen’s Enemy of the People that they could perform on Broadway as a subtle complaint against the smear campaign they felt was being developed against them during that period of the “Red Scare.” In his preface to this adaptation, Miller explains his aim to make the play relevant to Americans by focusing his translation on the “question of whether the democratic guarantees protecting political minorities ought to be set aside in time of crisis” to try to expose the collateral damage that comes with majority rule. In the later piece “Ibsen’s Warning,” Miller points out how the play has become even more relevant over the years as pollution and contamination have become so much more prevalent issues than in Ibsen’s day.

			Death of a Salesman and The Crucible are Miller’s best-known plays, and in addition to the detailed descriptions he gives regarding his conception of each in his “Introduction to the Collected Plays,” they are also represented by several pieces, written over a period of years, to illustrate both plays’ continued relevance and impact. The extract from Miller’s 1987 autobiography, Timebends: A Life, is the best rendition of the play’s evolution in Miller’s mind, and its subsequent creation on the actual stage with the aid of Elia Kazan. His later preface from the 1991 edition of Salesman in Beijing—the journal Miller wrote in 1984 to relate his experience directing a landmark production of Salesman at the Beijing People’s Arts Theatre in China—alongside a 1999 piece “Salesman at Fifty,” evoke the wide and long-lasting impact of the play, seemingly applicable to all cultures and periods of history.

			Four pieces that discuss The Crucible have been included: “Brewed in The Crucible,” “Again They Drink from the Cup of Suspicion,” “It Could Happen Here—And Did,” and “The Crucible in History.” These collectively assert the play’s relevance beyond McCarthyism and Miller’s intent to write a play that conveyed a universal relevance. The longevity and growth of its production history fully support such claims, and in “It Could Happen Here” Miller suggests possible reasons for its endurance. “The Crucible in History” is included as Miller’s fullest explanation of the cultural forces and historical context of the 1950s that impacted The Crucible when it was being written, while also allowing that when these conditions replay in rising dictatorships elsewhere, they prove the play remains relevant.

			Miller’s introduction to A View from the Bridge and foreword to After the Fall, as well as his discussion of “Guilt and Incident at Vichy” and “The Price—The Power of the Past,” all offer discerning perceptions of the plays and the personal and social concerns that influenced their creation. His explanations of the development of A View from the Bridge from a one- to a two-act play, the relation of Lee Harvey Oswald and the biblical Adam to After the Fall, the connections between Nazis and those who killed the three civil rights workers in 1964 Mississippi to what occurs in Incident at Vichy, and his view of The Price as a response to both the growing absurdism of the 1960s and to Vietnam expand our understanding of each play’s wider resonance. Originally published as “Our Guilt for the World’s Evil,” “Guilt and Incident at Vichy” also asserts Miller’s central belief that anyone who stands by and allows evil to occur is as guilty as the perpetrators. In a similar way, “Conditions of Freedom: Two Plays of the Seventies” offers a telling picture of the social milieu that spawned both The Archbishop’s Ceiling and The American Clock. The title reflects Miller’s belief in the need for a social contract before any freedom can be safely entertained. Post-Watergate and having experienced the surveillance undergone by so-called dissident writers in other countries, Miller wrote The Archbishop’s Ceiling to expose the potential damage caused by such polarizing conduct, and to argue for the freedom of art as paramount to human advancement. Making analogies between the selfish and hedonistic 1920s and 1970s, Miller explains how he wrote about the Great Depression in The American Clock as a warning of what to expect if behaviors were not altered, but also as an example of how an active democracy might be able to save the day. In all cases we see clearly how Miller’s plays addressed key issues of the periods in which they were written, even while illustrating issues of the past and maintaining an evident prescience of the future. It is partly this ability to make clear connections between past, present, and future that allows his works their continued resonance and relevance.

			The section on specific plays concludes with the brief preface for Mr. Peters’ Connections, a play Miller wrote toward the end of his career but one whose very construction, described here, provides an interesting connection back to both Death of a Salesman and After the Fall, earlier plays through which Miller strove to create an entirely new form of drama that convincingly conveyed the simultaneity of past, present, and even future in an individual’s psyche. It speaks to Miller’s lifelong desire to perfect a new form of theater that would truly allow the audience to see the complexity inside a character’s head and transcend the constraints of strict chronology. For Miller, time was both fluid and mutable, and Mr. Peters’ Connections was a play imbued with that understanding.

			ON SOCIETY AND POLITICS

			Miller, however, did not just offer insights into the theater and his own work, but also contributed important essays on a variety of sociopolitical topics, including juvenile delinquency, McCarthyism and other American social issues and politics, the Holocaust, and world politics. Often outspoken, he consistently supported his arguments using his humanistic sympathies, which allowed him to view each case beyond what he saw as narrow nationalistic beliefs. While remaining staunchly proud of the potential of American democracy, he continued to criticize whenever he saw that falling short, and he became to all intents a true citizen of the world. He was also not above a few deliciously satirical pieces regarding such matters as communist paranoia, the death penalty, and congressional lobbying. While these pieces offer insights into the man beyond the plays, they also flesh out the attitudes and beliefs that helped shape Miller’s art.

			Juvenile Delinquency

			One little-known aspect of American culture about which Miller was concerned for much of his life was difficulties regarding juvenile delinquency, which he viewed as the country’s “most notable and violent manifestation of social nihilism” and in urgent need of address. During 1955, he spent several weeks among youth gangs in New York collecting material for a documentary, but fears of a socialist agenda prevented it from getting the necessary council approval for production. Three years later he published “Bridge to a Savage World” in Esquire, describing the intent and content of the project. Recognizing that much of the problem was being caused by the supreme negativity under which many of these supposed thugs had been raised, Miller insists that love and compassion are insufficient cures, and a new kind of engaged social work needs to be encouraged that moves away from the office and meets the youths on their own terms in the streets. Those willing to take such a risk might be able to offer the bridge that can lead such youths back to productive, safer lives. In the “The Bored and the Violent,” Miller responds to a book he had recently read that, while a little disorganized, at least presented delinquents in a refreshingly unromantic way. Differentiating between rich and slum delinquents, Miller posits that delinquents of all kinds are still being misunderstood, and that many are less hardened rebels than bored and frightened teenagers who are incapable of independent thought and join gangs as an act of conformism rather than rebellion. If viewed anew in this light, and approached from a psychological or even spiritual rather than physically punitive standpoint, he suggests that better progress might be made against the problems of delinquency.

			The McCarthy Era

			“Many Writers: Few Plays,” “The Night Ed Murrow Struck Back,” and “1956 and All This” collectively offer insights into Miller’s take on the McCarthy era and the trials of living under the dangerous bludgeon of the House Un-American Activities Committee and “Red Scare” paranoia of the period. “Many Writers: Few Plays” points to the ways in which the pressures of the McCarthy era witch hunts (as they are now seen), led to the virtual silencing of many American writers out of fear of being targeted, and calls for an end to such temerity. “The Night Ed Murrow Struck Back” reflects on what Miller felt was the outlandish lunacy of McCarthyism, while acknowledging its hold and its impact on himself. The playwright’s admiration of Murrow comes from his recognition of the broadcaster’s refusal to be cowed by the climate of fear that had been created in the country, and his optimistic support of American values that had in reality all but disappeared. “1956 and All This” critiques isolationist American foreign policy of the period and calls for a better understanding between cultures, which Miller suspects would lessen the nation’s fears about communism and a third world war. America, he feels, would be better off helping those in poverty than continuing to pursue a cold war.

			Conditions in America

			Always deeply concerned with the conditions of living in America, Miller’s Jewish upbringing, albeit more secular than religious, is crucial to his outlook on the world and his art. The early essay “Concerning Jews Who Write,” written in 1948 for Jewish Life but long overlooked, outlines Miller’s identification as a Jew, and his commitment to the defense of Jewish culture. Taking a broader approach, in “Miracles” Miller offers his opinions on the sociopolitical situation in America in general, from the 1930s through to the 1960s, drawing connections between the different decades.

			Miller became personally involved in American politics when he agreed to serve as Eugene McCarthy’s delegate at the 1968 Democratic National Convention in Chicago. Beset by internal disagreement and external rioting, “The Battle of Chicago: From the Delegates’ Side” reports on Miller’s experience. Passing commentary on the damaging lack of communication between all parties involved, Miller turns this descriptive piece into a general defense of the right to freedom of speech, and a call for a stronger commitment toward morality and substance among politicians. Just as Henrik Ibsen once presented the “life-lies” of individuals who created alternative realities for themselves to avoid facing unpleasant truths, “The Limited Hang-Out: The Dialogues of Nixon as a Drama of the Antihero” exposes what Miller essentially saw as the growing “life-lie” running through the American political system. He points to the rottenness of politicians he saw as ruining a decent political system by constantly trying to blame others rather than take personal responsibility. If Nixon had only been honest, he suggests, he might have saved himself, but it seemed not in his nature to be so.

			Delving further into the nation’s political system, Miller surprised and shocked his listeners when asked to deliver the Jefferson lecture in 2001, with the acerbic “American Playhouse: Politics and the Art of Acting.” While pointing out humorous connections between American presidents and actors, Miller ultimately calls for the public to question the authenticity of its political leaders and demand a more substantive theater as a corrective to the distorted politics of the time. He would later expand this to a book-length piece, but included here is the original speech that contains the essential argument. In “Clinton in Salem,” Miller draws interesting connections between what he saw as the circus surrounding then–President Clinton’s sexual disgrace and the Salem witch trials, concluding that with changing social mores the general public was less prone to the real political manipulation behind the event.

			The Holocaust

			Two major catastrophic events of the twentieth century that impacted Miller and his work were the Great Depression and the Holocaust. While he speaks at length about the Great Depression in his autobiography, Timebends: A Life, “The Nazi Trials and the German Heart” offers a fuller explanation of the impact he felt from the Holocaust, which would change his opinion of human nature forever. Miller points out how the apparent ordinariness of the defendants at trial should warn us against the banality of evil and to be more vigilant in the future, as there is no one who is not capable of killing another under certain conditions; though these are conditions, he insists, which we can also strive to eliminate. Our moral response to the Holocaust, as Miller had insisted in the piece he originally wrote for the New York Times Magazine in 1965 (“Our Guilt for the World’s Evil,” reprinted here under the title “Guilt and Incident at Vichy”) should color our responses to continued injustices from juvenile delinquency and civil rights to the treatment of Vietcong prisoners.

			Politics Abroad

			After his marriage to photographer Ingeborg Morath in 1962, Miller was encouraged by his new wife to get more involved in politics on a worldwide level. In 1965, he was elected the President of PEN, an international literary organization formed to defend writers from intimidation. Through this, he went on missions to several countries to solicit better rights for authors. He grew more and more interested in political and social policy beyond American shores, and this “Politics Abroad” section reflects some of this wider interest. Aside from longer works of reportage on China and Russia that he published with his wife (as an accompaniment to her photography), his essays appeared in The Nation, Harper’s, The New Republic, and Esquire. Miller liked to use his observations of other nations to better assess the strengths and weaknesses of his own. Several of his essays deal with the negative effects of censorship and demand the necessary freedom of artists to create, while others work to point out the intrinsic similarities between different nations and people bound by a common humanity. Miller remains ever critical of the misuse of power and the treatment of any individual as less than equal in his quest to assert the right to freedom for all within an equitable social contract, in which the rights of the individual remain balanced against the needs of the larger society.

			“Dinner with the Ambassador” tells of Miller’s 1985 trip to Turkey with fellow playwright Harold Pinter on behalf of PEN, during which he speaks out against the complacency of the United States against unjust foreign censorship, as writers in Turkey are being imprisoned and tortured while the U.S. ambassador makes polite conversation at a local dinner party. He warns that by suppressing knowledge of such occurrences, America becomes as guilty of censorship as Turkey. “What’s Wrong with This Picture?” describes a postcard he had received from Vaclav Havel and his wife sent from the Czech Republic. He uses this image to reflect on the foolish injustice within any nation that treats such decent and engaged writers as if they were criminals, for that nation endangers the health of its own cultural life in the doing.

			Noting similarities between the racism of South Africa and New York City, after having the opportunity to interview Nelson Mandela in 1991, in “The Measure of the Man” Miller expresses his admiration for the African leader’s lack of rancor regarding his past treatment and ability to see past color and class—traits he views clearly as worthy of emulation. Meanwhile, “The Parable of the Stripper” relates an ironic anecdote during which the members of a group of Yugoslavian artists, committed to equality for all, each expose their own innate tribalism when asked to identify the ethnicity of a stripper. “Uneasy About the Germans: After the Wall” allows Miller to discuss two notions close to his heart—his strong belief in the democratic system and his insistence that the past should never be forgotten. Not that he sees any signs of it failing, but Miller voices a suspicion of the authenticity of Germany’s embrace of democracy, given both its historical proclivity toward more authoritarian regimes, and the fact that, rather than fought for, this political system was imposed upon its citizens. Albeit hopeful that Germans can better internalize this transformation, he asks that both they and others remain vigilant.

			Recalling again that notion of the “life-lie,” “The Sin of Power” Miller tells us, “is to not only distort reality but to convince people that the false is true.” Miller argues this is something of which both Soviets and Americans are guilty, although he maintains that Americans remain freer to challenge this and should do so to the best of their ability to ensure the rights of the individual cannot be trampled. In 2000, Miller was part of a group of “cultural visitors” invited to Cuba, and he wrote of this experience in “A Visit with Castro.” He likens Castro to an outmoded Don Quixote, who has clearly lost touch with reality, and whose enchantment with power has perverted his original ambition. The American embargo, he concludes, rather than helping the situation, is actually assisting Castro in keeping things the way he wants. Written in 2003, “Why Israel Must Choose Justice” was Miller’s acceptance speech for receiving the Jerusalem Prize, in part for his “activities in defense of civil rights.” It created controversy for its hard-line approach to Israeli politics of the time, calling for the state of Israel to reconsider its settlement policy, which Miller viewed as working against the spirit of her original charter and felt could only undercut Israel’s future safety. Just as Israel was created for Jews as an act of justice and repayment for the suffering of the Holocaust, Miller felt that Israel’s response toward the Palestinians should reflect its baseline humanistic values rather than become so aggressively territorial.

			Satire

			Miller’s use of satire points to an aspect of Miller that is all too often overlooked; the man could be very funny. Feeding off Jonathan Swift’s 1729 satire of the callous attitude toward Irish famine, by which he instructs the Irish to eat their own babies, Miller’s “A Modest Proposal for the Pacification of the Public” mocks the way 1950s paranoia caused civil rights to be trampled and people condemned on flimsy to no evidence, by suggesting that everyone should be sent to jail at the age of eighteen for two years until they can prove their patriotism, and determines different levels of “treachery.” “Get It Right: Private Executions,” meanwhile, is a pointed dig at supporters of the death penalty, and no doubt dropped the seed that would later become the comical satiric play Resurrection Blues. In it, he suggests criminals should be executed in large sporting arenas, and admission charges could help pay for the prison system and provide compensation for victims. His “hope” is that growing tired of such spectacles, people would reassess the efficacy of maintaining the death penalty, since it has clearly not reduced the number of murders committed and only adds to the death total. “Let’s Privatize Congress” berates Congress for its many hypocrisies over issues such as health care, the environment, and education, and the rise of private economic interests in the country’s governance. By making Congress a private enterprise, he jokes, representatives can have their salaries paid by whichever business wants their vote, and we will have full transparency and avoid the costs of expensive campaigns and the “inconvenience” of voting.

			 • • • 
While described by some as the “moral conscience” of America, it is evident from his essays that while Miller attempts to take the moral path, he is also fully aware of his own potential biases, which he examines through his writing with true surgical precision. Forthright and willing to tackle even the most sensitive issues with a calm deliberation, he writes to make sense of the world for himself as much as for his reader. Quite often we see how his initial stance becomes adapted by the essay’s conclusion as he draws in an accretion of detail to support this alternate view. While only including selected essays, the breadth and scope of this collection is underscored by the varied approaches and topics covered. Whether he is winking at us in playful humor or seriously addressing a concern in measured prose, Miller is always, as fellow playwright Edward Albee observed at Miller’s memorial service in 2005, “a writer who mattered. A lot.”

			SUSAN C. W. ABBOTSON
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			Sorting Things Out: Foreword to The Theater Essays of Arthur Miller

			1977

			I find it hard to read through these essays without wanting to make changes on each page and often in each sentence. Nothing written about the theater ever comes out right, the thing is forever escaping its commentators.

			I am a little surprised that I have written so much on the subject in the past thirty years, and it is hard now to remember what drove me to it. I think it may have been the feeling that it was being trivialized in most published commentary at a time when I thought it the most important thing in the world. It could be of some great importance, I still think, if we ever get it beyond the childish delights of the commercial hit-flop situation.

			I have not so much changed my opinions about certain issues as added to what I believed, but I have often wished that I had never written a word on the subject of tragedy. I am not a scholar, not a critic, and my interest in the phenomenon was and is purely practical, so that having delivered myself of certain views I only unwittingly entered an arena of near-theological devoutness which I had not known existed. The damage having been done, however, there is no further reason to withhold new thoughts, which may or may not line up with those of the ancients and their modern heirs.

			I have not yet seen a convincing explanation of why the tragic mode seems anachronistic now, nor am I about to attempt one. But it has often seemed to me that what tragedy requires—of the artist first and of the audience thereafter—is a kind of grief without which the tragic area somehow cannot be approached. Instead of grief we have come to substitute irony and even comedy, black or otherwise. I am too lazy to go back to Aristotle, but I do not recall his mentioning grief; most probably because he took for granted that his hero’s catastrophe would entail that emotion all by itself.

			It is probably not that we have lost the capacity to grieve, but that we have misplaced the ritual through which grief can be shown to others and shared. Of course the waning of organized religion is a factor, but I wonder if it is not more a result than a cause. And I wonder, too, if we are awkward about grieving because the loss of one person evokes in us only the paradoxical fact of death without the straightforward and clear image of a sacred identity that has vanished. Rather, we know that nothing and no one is truly sacred, but that a biological set of forces have been used up so that there is something faintly fatuous, something perhaps operatic, in the kind of grief-outbreak which underlies the real tragedies as they approach their moments of terror and death.

			If we are this way—rationalized and beyond the reach of public grief—it is interesting to wonder why it has happened. And inevitably there arise the images of the carnage of two world wars, the many revolutions and counter-revolutions, the Nazi Holocaust—this, after all, has been the most spendthrift of all centuries with human lives. Perhaps the public psyche has simply been overloaded and, like an electrical circuit, has blown its fuse and gone cold under the weight of too many impulses. So that the tragic proposal is simply presumptuous—this making so much out of one death when we know it is meaningless. In other words, in an important respect we have ceased to feel.

			I would agree, except that we can still respond to the old tragedies as much as people apparently did in early times. Is this merely nostalgia? It doesn’t seem so in the theater.

			My own view, or at least my leaning, is toward a less alarming explanation. Clearly, however tragedy is defined or explained, it must allow the hero to speak for himself. This may sound so rudimentary as not to be worth discussing, but in contemporary drama few major characters are allowed this privilege, it being assumed that something like naturalism is one thing we can’t have. What we have instead are forms of authorial ironical comment or directorial interpretation of the character’s situation total enough to wipe out his autonomy entirely. We are being spared the incoherence of the character’s feeling for the coherence of our own interpretation, which allows us to observe the outlines of suffering without very much participation in it. Thus, it is absurd to attempt the kind of protest that tragedy always has entailed, a cry against heaven, fate, or what you will. That cry may still be implicit, but it has been stylized into a glance upwards or even a grin and a cough. From one or another philosophical points of view this makes lots of sense, but is it really the viewpoint of the sufferer or of the one observing him? If we could get this sorted out, we might well see tragic emotions forming again.

			What I think has been forgotten is that the objectivity of a Shakespeare is expressed through his form—the balancing of responsibility between various persons, interests, and forces—but that the sufferings that result are not at all objectified, dried up, or gentled. It may be we have lost the art of tragedy for want of a certain level of self-respect, finally, and are in disgrace with ourselves. Compared to the tragic emotion, the others are covered with a certain embarrassment, even shame, as though suffering were a sign of one’s failure or a loss of dignity, like being caught with a hole in one’s stocking at an affair of state. People not free enough to weep or cry out are not fit subjects for tragedy, at least not on the stage, and weeping without self-respect is mere self-pity.

			As for the sociology in these pieces, I still support its main point, the need to subsidize the American theater. I have had far more experience with such theaters abroad than I had decades ago, and I would add now that a mixed private and public theater would be the most useful rather than a monopoly by either type. A subsidy is a form of power that always tends toward bureaucratization and needs challenging from outside the organization. We are still, at this writing, paying less for the upkeep of theater art than any other viable nation.

			Finally, there is a question of tone in these pieces—an overemphasis here and there on what has already been proved. I would ask the reader to remember that an unspoken gentleman’s agreement was prevalent in the 1940s and ’50s, if not earlier, under which every playwright had to present himself to critics and the public as a pure entertainer, a man in an aesthetic daze who barely knew the name of the president or how to negotiate a subway turnstile. This image was good for business, conforming to the Anglo-Saxon tradition of the separation of church and state, poesy and instruction, form and meaning. A play, needless to say, could not teach without exploding into its several parts, so that the most authentically aesthetic of experiences was necessarily the one without any perceptible reference to society or life as it was lived. The exception was George Bernard Shaw, but only because he was funny, and funny in a definitely aristocratic manner that gave him license to preach the virtues of a socialism of wits and a capitalism whose horrors were familiar, somehow warm, and somehow bearable after all.

			Thus, the lessons of a play, its meaning and theme, had to spread out like a contagion if they were to be aesthetic, in which case few would be aware they were even infected. In a word, what I was trying to do was to objectify the social situation of our theater, and even of some of the creative procedures that produced one style of playwriting or another, rather than leaving these matters—as our critics normally did—to temperament and taste without deeper reason or cause.

			Nevertheless and notwithstanding, the theater is first of all imitation, mimickry. If anything contrary is found in these pieces, it was not intended to be there. We need food, sex, and an image. The rest is commentary on these.

		

	
		
			Tragedy and the Common Man

			1949

			In this age few tragedies are written. It has often been held that the lack is due to a paucity of heroes among us, or else that modern man has had the blood drawn out of his organs of belief by the skepticism of science, and the heroic attack on life cannot feed on an attitude of reserve and circumspection. For one reason or another, we are often held to be below tragedy—or tragedy above us. The inevitable conclusion is, of course, that the tragic mode is archaic, fit only for the very highly placed, the kings or the kingly, and where this admission is not made in so many words it is most often implied.

			I believe that the common man is as apt a subject for tragedy in its highest sense as kings were. On the face of it this ought to be obvious in the light of modern psychiatry, which bases its analysis upon classic formulations, such as the Oedipus and Orestes complexes, for instances, which were enacted by royal beings, but which apply to everyone in similar emotional situations.

			More simply, when the question of tragedy in art is not at issue, we never hesitate to attribute to the well-placed and the exalted the very same mental processes as the lowly. And finally, if the exaltation of tragic action were truly a property of the high-bred character alone, it is inconceivable that the mass of mankind should cherish tragedy above all other forms, let alone be capable of understanding it.

			As a general rule, to which there may be exceptions unknown to me, 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. From Orestes to Hamlet, Medea to Macbeth, the underlying struggle is that of the individual attempting to gain his “rightful” position in his society.

			Sometimes he is one who has been displaced from it, 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.

			In the sense of having been initiated by the hero himself, the tale always reveals what has been called his “tragic flaw,” a failing that is not peculiar to grand or elevated characters. Nor is it necessarily a weakness. The flaw, or crack in the character, is really nothing—and need be nothing—but his inherent unwillingness to remain passive in the face of what he conceives to be a challenge to his dignity, his image of his rightful status. Only the passive, only those who accept their lot without active retaliation, are “flawless.” Most of us are in that category.

			But there are among us today, as there always have been, those who act against the scheme of things that degrades them, and in the process of action everything we have accepted out of fear or insensitivity or ignorance is shaken before us and examined, and from this total onslaught by an individual against the seemingly stable cosmos surrounding us—from this total examination of the “unchangeable” environment—comes the terror and the fear that is classically associated with tragedy.

			More important, from this total questioning of what has previously been unquestioned, we learn. And such a process is not beyond the common man. In revolutions around the world, these past thirty years, he has demonstrated again and again this inner dynamic of all tragedy.

			Insistence upon the rank of the tragic hero, or the so-called nobility of his character, is really but a clinging to the outward forms of tragedy. If rank or nobility of character was indispensable, then it would follow that the problems of those with rank were the particular problems of tragedy. But surely the right of one monarch to capture the domain from another no longer raises our passions, nor are our concepts of justice what they were to the mind of an Elizabethan king.

			The quality in such plays that does shake us, however, derives from the underlying fear of being displaced, the disaster inherent in being torn away from our chosen image of what and who we are in this world. Among us today this fear is as strong, and perhaps stronger, than it ever was. In fact, it is the common man who knows this fear best.

			Now, if it is true that tragedy is the consequence of a man’s total compulsion to evaluate himself justly, his destruction in the attempt posits a wrong or an evil in his environment. And this is precisely the morality of tragedy and its lesson. The discovery of the moral law, which is what the enlightenment of tragedy consists of, is not the discovery of some abstract or metaphysical quantity.

			The tragic right is a condition of life, a condition in which the human personality is able to flower and realize itself. The wrong is the condition which suppresses man, perverts the flowing out of his love and creative instinct. Tragedy enlightens—and it must, in that it points the heroic finger at the enemy of man’s freedom. The thrust for freedom is the quality in tragedy which exalts. The revolutionary questioning of the stable environment is what terrifies. In no way is the common man debarred from such thoughts or such actions.

			Seen in this light, our lack of tragedy may be partially accounted for by the turn which modern literature has taken toward the purely psychiatric view of life, or the purely sociological. If all our miseries, our indignities, are born and bred within our minds, then all action, let alone the heroic action, is obviously impossible.

			And if society alone is responsible for the cramping of our lives, then the protagonist must needs be so pure and faultless as to force us to deny his validity as a character. From neither of these views can tragedy derive, simply because neither represents a balanced concept of life. Above all else, tragedy requires the finest appreciation by the writer of cause and effect.

			No tragedy can therefore come about when its author fears to question absolutely everything, when he regards any institution, habit or custom as being either everlasting, immutable or inevitable. In the tragic view the need of man to wholly realize himself is the only fixed star, and whatever it is that hedges his nature and lowers it is ripe for attack and examination. Which is not to say that tragedy must preach revolution.

			The Greeks could probe the very heavenly origin of their ways and return to confirm the rightness of laws. And Job could face God in anger, demanding his right and end in submission. But for a moment everything is in suspension, nothing is accepted, and in this stretching and tearing apart of the cosmos, in the very action of so doing, the character gains “size,” the tragic stature which is spuriously attached to the royal or the highborn in our minds. The commonest of men may take on that stature to the extent of his willingness to throw all he has into the contest, the battle to secure his rightful place in his world.

			There is a misconception of tragedy with which I have been struck in review after review, and in many conversations with writers and readers alike. It is the idea that tragedy is of necessity allied to pessimism. Even the dictionary says nothing more about the word than that it means a story with a sad or unhappy ending. This impression is so firmly fixed that I almost hesitate to claim that in truth tragedy implies more optimism in its author than does comedy, and that its final result ought to be the reinforcement of the onlooker’s brightest opinions of the human animal.

			For, if it is true to say that in essence the tragic hero is intent upon claiming his whole due as a personality, and if this struggle must be total and without reservation, then it automatically demonstrates the indestructible will of man to achieve his humanity.

			The possibility of victory must be there in tragedy. Where pathos rules, where pathos is finally derived, a character has fought a battle he could not possibly have won. The pathetic is achieved when the protagonist is, by virtue of his witlessness, his insensitivity or the very air he gives off, incapable of grappling with a much superior force.

			Pathos truly is the mode for the pessimist. But tragedy requires a nicer balance between what is possible and what is impossible. And it is curious, although edifying, that the plays we revere, century after century, are the tragedies. In them, and in them alone, lies the belief—optimistic, if you will, in the perfectibility of man.

			It is time, I think, that we who are without kings, took up this bright thread of our history and followed it to the only place it can possibly lead in our time—the heart and spirit of the average man.

		

	
		
			The Nature of Tragedy

			1949

			There are whole libraries of books dealing with the nature of tragedy. That the subject is capable of interesting so many writers over the centuries is part proof that the idea of tragedy is constantly changing, and more, that it will never be finally defined.

			In our day, however, when there seems so little time or inclination to theorize at all, certain elemental misconceptions have taken hold of both critics and readers to a point where the word has often been reduced to an epithet. A more exact appreciation of what tragedy entails can lead us all to a finer understanding of plays in general, which in turn may raise the level of our theater.

			The most common confusion is that which fails to discriminate between the tragic and the pathetic. Any story, to have validity on the stage, must entail conflict. Obviously the conflict must be between people. But such a conflict is of the lowest, most elementary order; this conflict purely between people is all that is needed for melodrama and naturally reaches its apogee in physical violence. In fact, this kind of conflict defines melodrama.

			The next rung up the ladder is the story which is not only a conflict between people, but at the same time within the minds of the combatants. When I show you why a man does what he does, I may do so melodramatically; but when I show why he almost did not do it, I am making drama.

			Why is this higher? Because it more closely reflects the actual process of human action. It is quite possible to write a good melodrama without creating a single living character; in fact, melodrama becomes diffused wherever the vagaries and contradictions of real characterizations come into play. But without a living character it is not possible to create drama or tragedy. For as soon as one investigates not only why a man is acting, but what is trying to prevent him from acting—assuming one does so honestly—it becomes extremely difficult to contain the action in the forced and arbitrary form of melodrama.

			Now, standing upon this element of drama we can try to reach toward tragedy. Tragedy, first of all, creates a certain order of feeling in the audience. The pathetic creates another order of feeling. Again, as with drama and melodrama, one is higher than the other. But while drama may be differentiated psychologically from melodrama—the higher entailing a conflict within each character—to separate tragedy from the mere pathetic is much more difficult. It is difficult because here society enters in.

			Let me put it this way. When Mr. B., while walking down the street, is struck on the head by a falling piano, the newspapers call this a tragedy. In fact, of course, this is only the pathetic end of Mr. B. Not only because of the accidental nature of his death; that is elementary. It is pathetic because it merely arouses our feelings of sympathy, sadness, and possibly of identification. What the death of Mr. B. does not arouse is the tragic feeling.

			To my mind the essential difference, and the precise difference, between tragedy and pathos is that tragedy brings us not only sadness, sympathy, identification and even fear; it also, unlike pathos, brings us knowledge or enlightenment.

			But what sort of knowledge? In the largest sense, it is knowledge pertaining to the right way of living in the world. The manner of Mr. B. ’s death was not such as to illustrate any principle of living. In short, there was no illumination of the ethical in it. And to put it all in the same breath, the reason we confuse the tragic with the pathetic, as well as why we create so few tragedies, is twofold: in the first place many of our writers have given up trying to search out the right way of living, and secondly, there is not among us any commonly accepted faith in a way of life that will give us not only material gain but satisfaction.

			Our modern literature has filled itself with an attitude which implies that despite suffering, nothing important can really be learned by man that might raise him to a happier condition. The probing of the soul has taken the path of behaviorism. By this method it is sufficient for an artist simply to spell out the anatomy of disaster. Man is regarded as essentially a dumb animal moving through a preconstructed maze toward his inevitable sleep.

			Such a concept of man can never reach beyond pathos, for enlightenment is impossible within it, life being regarded as an immutably disastrous fact. Tragedy, called a more exalted kind of consciousness, is so called because it makes us aware of what the character might have been. But to say or strongly imply what a man might have been requires of the author a soundly based, completely believed vision of man’s great possibilities. As Aristotle said, the poet is greater than the historian because he presents not only things as they were, but foreshadows what they might have been. We forsake literature when we are content to chronicle disaster.

			Tragedy, therefore, is inseparable from a certain modest hope regarding the human animal. And it is the glimpse of this brighter possibility that raises sadness out of the pathetic toward the tragic.

			But again, to take up a sad story and discover the hope that may lie buried in it, requires a most complete grasp of the characters involved. For nothing is so destructive of reality in literature as thinly motivated optimism. It is my view—or my prejudice—that when a man is seen whole and round and so characterized, when he is allowed his life on the stage over and beyond the mould and purpose of the story, hope will show its face in his, just as it does, even so dimly, in life. As the old saying has it, there is some good in the worst of us. I think that the tragedian, supposedly the saddest of citizens, can never forget this fact, and must strive always to posit a world in which that good might have been allowed to express itself instead of succumbing to the evil. I began by saying that tragedy would probably never be wholly defined. I end by offering you a definition. It is not final for me, but at least it has the virtue of keeping mere pathos out.

			You are witnessing a tragedy when the characters before you are wholly and intensely realized, to the degree that your belief in their reality is all but complete. The story in which they are involved is such as to force their complete personalities to be brought to bear upon the problem, to the degree that you are able to understand not only why they are ending in sadness, but how they might have avoided their end. The demeanor, so to speak, of the story is most serious—so serious that you have been brought to the state of outright fear for the people involved, as though for yourself.

			And all this, not merely so that your senses shall have been stretched and your glands stimulated, but that you may come away with the knowledge that man, by reason of his intense effort and desire, which you have just seen demonstrated, is capable of flowering on this earth.

			Tragedy arises when we are in the presence of a man who has missed accomplishing his joy. But the joy must be there, the promise of the right way of life must be there. Otherwise pathos reigns, and an endless, meaningless, and essentially untrue picture of man is created—man helpless under the falling piano, man wholly lost in a universe which by its very nature is too hostile to be mastered.

			In a word, tragedy is the most accurately balanced portrayal of the human being in his struggle for happiness. That is why we revere our tragedies in the highest, because they most truly portray us. And that is why tragedy must not be diminished through confusion with other modes, for it is the most perfect means we have of showing us who and what we are, and what we must be—or should strive to become.
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