
 

 

ESSAY TOPIC: 
“We are what we always were in Salem, but now the little crazy children are jangling the keys of the 

kingdom, and common vengeance writes the law!” (Proctor, The Crucible) 
“Despair is a cavern beneath our feet, and we teeter on its very brink.” (Mompellion, Year of Wonders, 

p.256) 
 

Compare how Miller and Brooks depict communities in crisis with reference to the quotes above. 
 

 
 
 
Mass fear and hysteria have the potential to fortify some individuals, as much as these 
responses to crisis can ultimately destroy and divide a community and cause it to fall further 
into conflict. Arthur Miller’s ‘The Crucible’ depicts a theocratic society in which authority 
figures and individuals are driven and absorbed in the hysteria of the 17th Century Salem 
witch-hunt. The Salem society expects and enforces strict adherence to puritan beliefs and 
principles, and punishes those that deviate from these beliefs. The Crucible is an allegory 
designed to alert his twentieth-century audience of the damage that can be caused when 
fear, mistrust, and suspicion are valued above reason and inclusion. As similarly depicted in 
Geraldine Brooks’ ‘Year of Wonders’, when societies that enforce strict beliefs are 
threatened with the breakdown of societal structures, there is a common tendency of 
individuals to not consider others, and rather only the wellbeing, safety, and standing of 
themselves, ultimately disobeying taught and expected values, resulting in major conflict. 
Miller however emphasises and asserts the ability of certain individuals within society to 
value the greater good of the community over their personal needs and desires, showing 
and abiding by clear moral principles, while denouncing those that respond to catastrophe 
selfishly.  The authors differ in the way that they perceive and interpret society, and the fear 
that can pervade within it, however, Brooks affirms the ability of social cohesion, faith, and 
spirit when faced with a tragedy such as the plague. Both Miller and Brooks explore the 
ability and capacity for both individuals and society as a whole to evolve and progress when 
confronted with crisis and hysteria, however Brooks’ novel ‘Year of Wonders’ depicts a more 
positive outlook on the remnants of catastrophic events, perhaps due to Miller’s play 
containing more authority figures who abuse their power, hastening the tragedy further, 
resulting in greater conflict.  
 
The tendency of some characters to behave threateningly towards others can disrupt social 
cohesion and be the catalyst of the uproar of conflict. Threats to individuals’ lives, safety, 
and reputations exacerbate wrong amongst society, particularly offered in Miller’s play, 
where conformity is valued and enforced above individualism. Individuals of Salem are 
petrified of the penal consequences and lack of justice. These individuals, such as Abigail 
and Tituba, are not only fearful of their physical punishment, yet rather their spiritual fate 
beyond life and condemnation to external punishment, and rather than taking responsibility 
for their own actions, they accuse others of committing crimes, contributing to the chaos that 
fear erupts. It is in this way that Miller explores how regardless of the conscience and morals 
of an individual, the fear, and conformity that is summoned by autocracy, can lead to the 
downfall of society and ultimately further conflict. Miller highlights the irony in that authorial 
figures promote and encourage honesty through McCarthyism, yet fail to realise that their 
ways of evoking fear amongst society do just the opposite, rather promoting secrecy and 
deception. Where Abigail claims that the dancing conducted by the girls in the forest “were 
only sport”, clearly lying to avoid punishment. In contrast, Anna Frith explains through a 
potentially unreliable lense that the hysteria evoked by the plague had influenced behaviour, 
and “corrode our ability for clear thought”. Miller and Brooks have portrayed the impacts of 
fear amongst society in different ways, where in Miller’s play, the hysteria caused by the 
witch-hunts flood the minds of Salem, reinforcing selfish behaviour, the plague of Eyam 
clouds judgement, yet in some ways unites the community. Both Miller and Brooks explain 



 

 

that a common fear between individuals has the ability to unite society, and while it can 
easily make social cohesion tenuous, it can also strengthen it.  
 
The abuse of power by authority figures of Salem’s theocratic government body and use of 
reductive, dualistic thinking where “a person is either with this court or he must be counted 
against it” often suppresses any individual views and opinions, and exploits fears by 
threatening lives of those whom decide to not conform with the values of the court. The 
Noose symbolises the threats and hysteria that occurs in Salem, with it being used to force 
people into submission, driving society against reason and truth. This is portrayed by the 
deaths of many important individuals within Salem, including John Proctor, leading Miller to 
use these enforcement factors as his allegory.  
 
One of the largest sources of motivation to conform to societal standards within Salem is the 
fear of loss, discolouration, or degradation of one’s reputation. In a small town, close knit 
communities, a person’s pride is often dependant on their social standing, integrity, and 
reputation. Within Miller’s play, John Proctor refuses to compromise his integrity, and 
sacrifices his life for the preservation of his name, where he will not publically admit to being 
involved with the devil “Because it is my [John’s] name!...I have given you my soul; leave my 
name!”. Living in a world where fundamentalism and dogmatism is present, Proctor’s identity 
is all that defines him, where until this moment in the play, he lacked the capacity to forgive 
himself for succumbing to sin through committing adultery. Brooks also explores the ability of 
a catastrophe can induce fear, however, portrays a more optimistic portrait of those resilient 
protagonists. While Anna Frith does seek temporary oblivion through poppies, the love that 
is received from various characters, including that of Anna, receives from Elinor assists them 
in maintaining their conscience and resilience.  
 
Both Year of Wonders and The Crucible explore the uproar of conflict not only of the deaths 
of many of the texts characters, yet also in the way that it makes social cohesion tenuous 
and breaks social ties between society, also due to false accusations. Abigail's deceitful 
conjuring of a mythical yellow bird in the courtroom is created for the sole purpose of 
uneasiness and confusion throughout court proceedings. This yellow bird symbolises Mary 
Warren’s breakdown, where she conforms to the pressure of Abigail's threats and the 
scathing of the community. Brooks description of the bird being yellow also expresses the 
irrationality of witchcraft, where the claim is believed as it stands out against conformity in a 
society which is typically bland. Mary conforms to the convictions of Abigail while 
confounded and overwhelmed, with Abigail claiming that “envy is a deadly sin, Mary”, 
projecting her own sin onto the yellow bird, turning society against Mary Warren, creating 
chaos. Similarly, Year of Wonders explores the ways in which relationships between 
individuals and trust is broken, where for example, Mem and Anys Gowdie are punished to 
the point of being hanged for a mutual belief that they are witches. Despite previous opinions 
and conceptions of these characters, any respect and trust that society had for them were 
instantly crushed at the threat of society. Upon the attempted murder of Mem Gowdie the 
“mob surged at Anys where she knelt beside her aunt, leaping upon her and clawing at her 
flesh”, where society viewed Anys’ bond to her aunt as suspicious, thus resulting in her 
death. This, therefore, creates conflict amongst society where cohesion is broken, based off 
of fear of the plague 
 
While Geraldine Brook’s Year of Wonders and Arthur Miller’s The Crucible do differ in the 
way that the author’s present protagonists when braving crisis and persevering in great 
tragedy, both authors warn their audience of the ramifications and consequences of 
conforming to the corruption of power. Both the play and the novel explore the ability of fear 
and ignorance to provoke great conflict in the times of crisis and tragedy if authorial figures 
are not challenged and scrutinised, and ultimately how this can lead to the ultimate unjustice 
and breakdown of social cohesion. 


