
 

 

VCAA 2017 Sample English Exam 

“It is individual courage and determination that help to bring about change in society.” Explore 

points of comparison in the way this issue is dealt within the 2 texts. 

Ulrika Li 

Encapsulated within the repressive communities of Eyam and Salem in the 17th century, one’s inner 

strength and determination often acts as a catalyst for the already burdened societies to undergo 

transformation. In the tragic play The Crucible by Arthur Miller and the historical novel Year of 

Wonders by Geraldine Brooks, both texts explore the sacrifices and moral actions that individuals 

undertook in times of crisis, resulting in a mixed impact to individuals as well as the society. Miller’s 

allegorical play parallels with the 20th century McCarthy communist witch-hunt, alluding to the 

notion that regardless of the period of time, it is the ability and determination of individuals to 

combat against the corrupted power that brings a new light to the community. Despite both 

authors’ assertion on the self-preservation of authorities that fail the communities, Brooks 

accentuates the importance for people to persevere the faith in bringing a new perception of life to 

individuals and the society. 

The traditional hierarchies of the isolated and patriarchal communities of Salem and Eyam coerce 

those with legitimate power to abuse their power and repress the society until it is impossible for 

individuals to conform to these strict rules. In The Crucible, the consequences of the authority’s 

misplaced determination to wipe out the “evil” is continually examined. Through Danforth’s punitive 

leadership nature as he remains stubbornly adamant about the justification of God’s punishment 

when dealing with “witch-craft”, alongside with the morally upright characters in the play, Miller too 

invites the reader to be critical about the theocratic hypocrisy, allowing his modern day audience to 

see that there is a necessity for a heroic figure to step out and challenge this extremism and flawed 

leadership. While Miller, in his allegorical message, highlights the “paradox” of theocracy, conveying 

that “the witch-hunt was a perverse manifestation of the panic”, Brooks explores how the absence 

of leadership can also fail the community and in a converse way, also manifest fear on the people in 

Eyam. This self-preserving nature of Danforth also mirrored to Bradfords’ decision to “abandon their 

duty” to retain their power. Yet different from Danforth who uses his language of power and 

accusations to threaten the communities as he is “dared to rise thousands that rise against God”, the 

lack of leadership and moral guidance in Eyam breed superstition within the community, thus 

coercing the illiterate people to commit irrational acts to compensate their fear, such as when John 

Gordon views the Plague as “God’s conviction” and commits self-flagellation. Hence depite both 

authors’ emphasis on the abusive nature of power and the adverse impact of flawed leadership on 

the society, Brooks further alludes it is both the societal failure and the people’s misguided Christian 

understanding that ultimately induce the sufferings of the community.  

Despite the religion and leadership flaws in the communities, Miller and Brooks go to great strengths 

to demonstrate how individuals can challenge the unrelenting ideologies with their determination to 

stand true to their moral compass, benefitting the communities. Through Anna’s first person 

narration, Brooks positions the reader to see Anna’s transformation from an illiterate servant with 

“no more than a pair of hands”, to a strong-willed, independent women. Her assertion that the 

Plague was “neither of God nor the Devil, but simply a thing in Nature”, enables her to take on a 

healing role, transforming Eyam from puritanism to a more liberal community. In a similar way, 

Miller demonstrates the way in which one’s transformation can encourage change in the society. 

Beginning as a “lecher” who regards himself as “a kind of fraud”, Proctor holds on to his individual 

courage and challenges the societal norms when he confronts Danforth that the court is failing in 



 

 

their duty and “quail to bring men out of ignorance”. Although Proctor’s death is inevitable, his 

standing in Salem and his strong refusal to “sign himself to lies” have not only allow him to regain his 

integrity, but more importantly signify the later overthrow of the theocratic hypocrisy. Hence unlike 

Brooks who portrays the importance of women’s plight and their courage to defy social hierarchy, 

Miller demonstrates how one’s resistance to authoritarian manipulation can motivate others in 

society to challenge the unrelenting rules set upon by society force. 

While those without legitimate power fight the unrelenting system through personal courage, both 

texts elucidate that some people who question their religious and moral faith are able to benefit the 

society by showing leadership qualities in adversity. In contrast to Thomas Putnam and Danforth 

who follows a strict interpretation of Christianity and deny any form of disobedience, Hale comes to 

a point where he began to doubt his religious ideals and regards the :with-hunt” as hypocritical. His 

eventual proclamation to “quit this court” and persuades Proctor to “give their names” highlight his 

effort and integrity to save the deaths of the innocents. Hence Miller shows that this form of doubt 

from the leaders of the community is crucial for societal progression. While Miller’s play, central 

with the protagonist Proctor, offers reader a limited, omniscient exploration on the personal journey 

of Hale, Brooks’ first-person narrated novel provides a more personal and multi-faceted dimension 

of Mompellion’s choices and the transformation he undertook. Brooks examines the complexity of 

Mompellion’s character, giving him a more humanised portrayal. While it is undoubtful that 

Momepllion’s determination to unite the community in times of crisis displays immense leadership 

skills that is essential to guide the community, he himself however, is confined by his own strict idea 

of atonement for sexual sin when he punishes Elinor by living a celibate marriage. Yet when he falls 

“wild and hard” with his servant Anna Frith, he begins to lose faith in God and regains his “strength 

of will”, taking this leadership opportunity to provide spiritual guidance for the community. Hence 

both Miller and Brooks shed light onto the moral realisation of the religious people as they seek 

repentance, as well as their eventual bravery and strength to embrace different ideologies to 

liberalise the society.  

Both the oppressive 17th Century Salem and Eyam depict the adverse impacts induced by self-

preservation and extreme Christian faith of the authorities. Yet both authors highlight that it is this 

long repression on people’s lives that encourage new beliefs, morals and behaviour within the 

society. Ultimately, despite the flaws within characters, both texts elucidate that through one’s 

courage and determination to challenge the repressive societal ideals, they are able to stand up 

against restriction to benefit others and the society, regardless of their initial flaws or social status.  


