
 

 

‘Fear has the power to polarise an entire community.’ 

Compare how the two texts explore the ramifications of fear within their communities.  

‘The Crucible’ and ‘Year of Wonders’ depict communities split by fear. Arthur Miller’s play, as an 

analogy to twentieth century McCarthyism, attempts to embody the mass paranoia of a persecuted 

population through witch accusations. Salemites seem to be more plagued by internal fears such as 

a loss of reputation, persecution and lost of their possessions whilst Geraldine Brooks’ novel depicts 

the villagers suffering from the external menace of the plague. Both communities portray the 

common victimisation of women in crisis. However, as well as polarising a community, Brooks and 

Miller demonstrate that a shared fear can be a cohesive component of a society. 

Both communities are united by their shared fear at some point. Arthur Miller portrays a persecuted 

group of Puritans finding refuge in the colonies of New England after the Reformation. They possess 

a universal fear of the Devil, ‘a weapon designed and used to whip men into surrender to a 

particular church or church-state.’ The theocratic authority used the paranoia of sin and the Devil 

taunting them as a means of control over the people. Leaders such as Danforth exploit the 

Salemites’ inability to ‘conceive of a morality without sin as of an earth without sky,’ associating the 

elusive American wilderness to the ‘Devil’s last preserve.’ Thus forcing the people to remain in one 

area out of fear of the unknown and xenophobia of others. It can also be argued that the Salemites 

feared the discontinuity of their faith. From a religious perspective the Puritans saw themselves as 

holding, ‘the candle that would light the world’…’in their steady hands.’ ‘Candle’ carries 

connotations of enlightening a corrupt humanity. The Salemites appear to be united by a sense of 

duty as well as the collective terror of succumbing to the Devil’s probing, similar to how the Bubonic 

plague in ‘A Year of Wonders’ prompts the villagers of Eyam to seclude themselves in a ‘prison of 

their own election,’ which may also be out of responsibility. In Mompellion’s sermon, he warns that 

leaving would bring the plague to their beloved and those innocent or that they would face ‘death 

alone.’ Perhaps in a state of alarm regarding such a demise, the people of Eyam gave their ‘oath to 

stay and not to flee whatever may befall [them].’ Parallel to the girls in Salem, banding together out 

of a dread of punishment for dancing in the woods, and the threat of Abigail’s ‘pointy reckoning’ the 

women of Eyam cooperate in during adversity, but in more positive manner. Confronted by the 

enigma of the plague that had ‘felled some, but yet not others,’ Elinor and Anna take their roles as 

the villagers’ new herbalist in order to ‘cure the sick.’ Both the authors demonstrate that though 

fear may divide a society, given a collective fear, people may unite to either protect themselves or 

others. 

When subjected to fear, Salemites and the villagers of Eyam scapegoat the most disenfranchised and 

vulnerable in society, mainly women. From a feminist perspective, it seems clear that Eyam and 

Salem hold deeply misogynistic views. Women are objectified as ‘pure vessels’ prone to ‘corruption.’ 

This view of women is apparent as Proctor accuses Abigail of promiscuity saying, ‘it is a whore.’ The 

use of the impersonal pronoun dehumanises Abigail and seemingly condemns her of a crime when 

Proctor appears to have committed an equal if not worse crime of ‘lechery.’ Abigail’s behaviour is 

linked to this, as she is depicted as vengeful and jealous. In both communities circumstance has 

compelled the villagers to pin their anguish onto women in the form of witch accusations. When the 

plague first strikes, the aberrant herbalist of Eyam are first victimised by the hysterical intoxicated 

mob as seen by Mem’s previous interrogation by Mr Stantley. Anys is lynched and Mem is drowned 

for the insubstantial excuse of not being able ‘to see [their] reflection’ in their eyes. Similarly, as 

Abigail is pressured by Mr Parris, she diverts the blame to Tituba, perhaps the most vulnerable 

character in Salem as an African-American slave. The immediate whipping generates fear of a slave 

master and disregard to her cries of innocence may stem from underlying racism rather than just 



 

 

misogyny present in Eyam. In both instances Tituba and Anys have a moment of rebellion. Tituba is 

able to voice her desire ‘to kill…Mr Parris,’ under the ‘cover of accusation,’ whilst Anys accuses all 

the villagers’ wives of lying with the Devil. The outburst against the townspeople’s ‘ugly thoughts 

and doubtings of one another’ generated by fear appears to suggest a disapproval from both Miller 

and Brooks as innocents are exploited when people respond instinctively  without objective 

reasoning, out of fear.  

As characters rise beyond their plight towards self-development, Miller and Brooks appear to 

demonstrate that fear either devastates or strengthens individuals and systems. The texts share the 

symbolism of a crucible- a metal or ceramic container used for the smelting of metals. Danforth 

describes Salem’s authority as a ‘hot fire that will melt down all concealment, ‘whilst Mompellion 

describes the plague as a trial – ‘like the ore that must be melted down to liquid to find the pure 

metal.’ In both scenarios, the Crucible is used as a metaphor to describe how under stress some will 

rise triumphant as the refined metal or discarded as the impurities. Salem’s system of government 

fails as ultimately Miller tells us in his afterword that ‘for all the intents and purposes the power of 

theocracy in Massachusetts was broken.’ Controlling a society through religion could not survive the 

weight of the ‘panic to turn towards greater individual freedoms’ and the fear of being accused or 

losing one’s reputation by confessing. In contrast to Eyam’s external peril of the plague, Salemites 

are assailed by more personal anxieties. Proctor dreads the loss of his name ‘as [he] cannot have 

another in his life.’ On the other hand, Hale, disillusioned, fears senseless death opting and advising 

to ‘cleave to no faith when faith brings blood.’ Reverend Hale, originally a naïve professor of evil 

forces, came to the village like ‘a bridegroom to his beloved.’ He is demoralised by the blameless 

being accused and denounces his belief in God, opting instead to persuade people to confess. In 

contrast, Proctor faces his terror directly, similarly to Giles Corey demanding ‘more weight’ as he is 

pressed to death with stones for not revealing the identities of people, Proctor mounts the platform 

of execution in exchange for his name ‘to teach his children to walk like men in this world.’ Likewise, 

Anna Frith confronts her trepidation of death and the unknown by filling her gaps in understanding. 

She pursues the study of medicine and recognises ‘where Michael Mompellion had been broken by 

[their] shared ordeal…’ she ‘had been tempered and made stronger.’ This is seen as she takes the 

name of her firstborn, Jamie, when she is Oran as losing him as not broken her. She has progressed, 

no longer afraid of her grief as when she had fallen victim to opium. Though ‘The Crucible’ ends on a 

morbid note as Proctor dies, Miller’s stage directions state that ‘new light pours upon’ Elizabeth 

Proctor’s face. Similarly, Brooks ends with Anna disappearing into the crowd of people in Oran 

clutching the hands of her children. Both denouements appear to suggest a continuation of life and 

hope. 

Miller and Brooks demonstrate that fear can support a society, but as Eyam and Salem crumble with 

mass hysteria, suggesting that a foundation upon fear is unstable. As some individuals triumph over 

their fears and others fall, Miller and Brooks suggest that the consequences of fear appear to 

depend on the individual and their approach. Though ‘The Crucible’ appears to be more pessimistic 

that ‘A Year of Wonders’ as a greater sacrifice is required to overcome civil unrest.  


