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which was elucidated through the tragic hero had true mean

ing for all the people. Greek dramas were applicable to all 

the Greek people, to society as a whole; they did not concern 

themselves with situations relevant only to a limited group 

of people. Equally important, they stressed only matters 

of great consequence and substance. The theological, philo

sophical, and moral concepts expressed in them added over

whelmingly to their stature, making them profound allocutions 

of great meaning and importance to their audiences. The 

intensity with which the tragic hero engaged himself against 

the problem which he faced produced the great emotional 

impact of the drama. The tragic hero's intensity was 

matched by the emotional and intellectual intensity of the 

audience as the audience recognized its- relationship to the 

tragic hero. One could say that the end result of Greek 

tragedy was to provide intellectual awareness and under

standj_ng through emotional experience. Arthur Miller con

siders his dramatic purpose to be basically the same as that 

of the Greek dramatists: to examine a certain situation in 

such a manner -- that is, by utilizing the dramatic form or 

style that will best present this situation -- that a univer

sal moral or philosophical law is presented which will 

enable society to live a better, more meaningful life. 

Miller �i�~� not §aying_ thgt he will provide a new T!lawu :for 

the people; his position is that "I will show you what you 
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really know but have not had the time, or the disinterested-

ness, or the insight, or the informatio~ to understand con

sciously.n16 Miller believes that each of his plays 11was 

begun in the belief that it was unveiling a truth already 

known but unrecognized as such.u17 Miller is trying to 

bring to his audience through an emotional experience an 

intellectual awareness about some important moral or philo

sophical problem. Miller's contention is that modern drama, 

in order to be socially meaningful, must utilize contemporary 

theological, philosophical, and moral concepts in the manner 

in which the Greeks utilized theirs. One must remember, though, 

that Miller is interested in the way in which the Greeks 

thought of drama, not in their theological, philosophical, or 

moral concepts, nor in the manner in which their plays were 

produced. That modern drama has failed in this respect is 

one of Miller's assertions. 

Miller feels that enlightenment and optimism, the 

rewards of social drama, have been denied because modern 

plays have failed to show the people "the right way to live 

together £P1iller's italic~.n18 Miller believes that this 

failure has been due to modern society's being "so atomized 

16
Arthur Miller "Introduction," Arthur Miller's 

Collected Plays (New York: The Viking Press, 1959), p. 11. 

] 'i·I bid. 
18

Miller, "On Social Plays," 212.• cit., p. 5. 
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socially that no character in a play can conceivably stand as 

d h . . 1119 our vanguar , as our ero1c quest1oner. Miller feels that 

modern society has been lacking in unity, the organizational 

quality that Greek society had. Miller states that modern 

society has been operating on the principle that a man has 

value because "he fits into the pattern of efficiency," not 

because he is a human being. 20 Miller contends that society 

has not been looking for excellence in its members, as the 

Greeks did; instead, society has been malevolently exhorting 

its members to do only their own work, to stay happy in their 

small, ego-centric worlds, and to keep out of trouble by not 

asking any questions. 20 Society 1 l\rTiller contends 1 has become 

a collection of specialists, common integers who function 

mechanically and without concern for one another. The result 

is that man has finally come to serve the machines he has 

built: the mechanical, political, and philosophical machines 

that grind out pernicious concepts. The situation has become 

so warped that 11 the machine must not be stopped, marred, left 

dirty, or outmoded. Only man can be left marred, stopped, 

dirty, and left alone. 1121 This situation had not escaped the 

notice of the dramatists of the 1920's, 1930's and early 

1940's, Miller states, but unfortunately they approached the 

problem in the wrong way. Their dramas did not produce tragic 

19Ibid., p. 8. 

20~., p. 10. 
21

Ibid. 
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figures who could stand symbolically for mankind as did the 

Greek dramas because their dramas had no one who could 

question the scheme of things in order to find the right way 

to live. They looked at man's frustrations and examined 

them from the point of view of the individual involved; they 

did not att,empt to question the source of man's problems; 

they did not attempt to see whether there was a universal law 

involved, and if there was, to bring it to the attention of 

the people so that they could be enlightened.
22 

Miller's 

accusations bring to light a problem that has long been a 

Gordian knot for dramatists: Does the dramatist have any 

right to or does he necessarily have to solve the problem he 

brings to the stage? Does the dramatist's concern end with 

the presentation of the problem? As for l\1iller, there can 

be no question as to the correct, and only, answer. He has 

stated in his essay "Shadows of the Godsrt that 

••• where a drama will not engage its 
relevancy for the race, it will halt at 
pathos, that tempting shield against 
ultimate dramatil3effect, that counter
feit of meaning. 

As seen, for Miller relevancy means offering a solution, an 

answer, in the form of presenting a universal moral law. 

Miller has good reasons for maintaining this idea. 

22lli!·J p. 5. 
23 

Arthur Miller, "Shadows of the Gods," fiarper' s 
Magazine, CCXVII (August, 195S), 43. 



He feels that the dramatist of today, the post ltJorld War II 

dramatist, as never before in this century, has an oppor-

22 

tunity to follow the role of the Greek dramatist. Miller 

believes that society is changing for the better, that it is 

uniting. He states that the people are tired of the useless 

and frustrated lives they have been living and that "ultimate 
24 

questions are becoming moot again." The people are search-

ing for values by which they can guide their lives; they are 

asserting their right to be a free, recognized part of life. 

Miller feels that there is a moral renaissance occurring, 

and out of this moral renaissance will come a new social 

drama: one that will be Greek in spirit. Miller states that 

it will be Greek in that it will deal with men not as individ-

uals but as "parts of a whole, a whole that is social, a whole 
25 

that is ~Jlan." l-1iller believes tm t the new social drama 

will look deeply into the nature of Jvlan and society as they 

exist today in order to discover what their needs are. The 

new social drama will express those needs; it will set forth 

new ultimate laws by which those needs can be satisfied. 

Miller feels that the problems that were raised by the Greeks 

will be raised again. Man will want to know how to live a 

better life; he will ask questions about Good and Evil, 

Right and Wrong. I11iller believes that it is the task of the 

··24 
Miller, "On Social Plays," ££· cit., p. 14. 

25 
ill.£_. ' p. 15. 
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new social dramatist to bring to the stage problems that have 

relevancy for all of society, to amplify those problems in 

order to test their veracity, and to provide an answer to the 

questions raised by those problems in the form of a moral or 

philosophical principle by which the people can guide their 

lives. The principle, the ultimate law, will be revealed 

through the tragic victory; that is, the fear and terror 

produced by the tragic hero's destruction will effect an 

emotional impact that will culminate in enlightenment, hope, 

and optimism. The tragic hero, then, is the means by which 

the universal law is manifested, and Miller believes that 

this manifestation can best be accomplished by utilizing a 

tragic hero who has the most relevancy for modern audiences: 

the common man. 

Miller dismisses the idea that only those of high 

rank are capable of achieving or experiencing tragedy as 

being archaic and impractical in the light of modern life. 

He presents his point of view in his essay 11Tragedy and the 

Conunon Man, 11 saying that 

••• 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, ~5t alone 
be capable of understanding it. 

Miller goes on to say that whenever "the question of tragedy 

26 
Miller, 111'ragedy and the Conunon I11an, 11 212.· ~·, 48. 
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in art is not at issue, we never hesitate to attribute to the 

well-placed and the exalted the very same mental process as 

the lowly,u 27 Miller's argument is logical, for if rank were 

a correlative of tragedy, then only a select few would be 

capable of appreciating it, let alone participating in it. 

The popularity of Greek and Shakespearean tragedy through 

the centuries 1ri th the common people substantiates JIJiiller' s 

argument. The problem, as Iviiller sees it, is that "there is 

a legimate question of stature here, but none of rank, which 

is often confused with it. n
28 

In this sense, the great heroes 

of tragic drama --such as Hamlet, Lear, Macbeth, Oedipus, 

Orestes, and Creon-- are tragic heroes because of the great 

stature they achieve, not because of their rank or position. 

It is Miller's contention that any man, regardless of social 

rank or position, may be called upon to make a decision, to 

ask a question, to perform an act which would have great 

meaning and importance for his fellow men. Miller believes 

that any person who is involved in the great moral issues 

facing humanity and who is engaged in battle with these 

issues in order to test their relevancy and efficacy is in a 

position to achieve tragic stature, and he maintains that 

trthe commonest of men may take on that stature to the extent 

27
Ibid. 

28 
Miller, Collected Plays, ~· cit., p. 32. 
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of his viillingness to throw all he has into the contest. 11 

25 

Miller feels that a man's tragic stature is measured by the 

type of commitment he makes with life, whether he challenges 

and faces life or whether he walks avvay from it; and the 

intensity with which he faces the meretricious ways of life 

is indicative of his stature. Hence, the quality that indi

cates whether or not a man is capable of being a tragic hero 

is stature. The intensity "~:lith which a man acts, according 

to Miller, is the only true means by which to judge his right 

to be a tragic hero.
30 

Thus, the intensity with which a man 

faces a situation is the prime factor in Miller's concept of 

tragedy, for it demands that certain definite actions be 

performed by the tragic hero;. actions which are not the prop

erty of nor reserved for any special class or select group 

but which are inherent in every human being. Miller is not 

saying that every man is a tragic hero; he is saying that any 

man could be a tragic hero if he reacts to a situation of 

great importance in such a manner that he passes out of the 

realm of the ordinary and acquires stature and nobleness 

through his heroic effort to find truth. Miller believes 

that any man who keeps his "miseries" and 11 indignitiesn to 

himself, who refuses to stand up and question the scheme of 

29 
Miller, 11Tragedy and the Common Man, n QJ2.• ill•, 50. 

30 
Ibid., 48. 



things, can never attain tragic stature, regardless of his 

rank or position. If a man does not care enough to be con-

26 

cerned as to what happens to him, if he lets society lead him 

unprotestingly in l-Jhe.tever direction it is going, and if he 

makes no attempt to assert his inherent rights, he is pathetic; 

for tragedy can stem only from action. IVIiller feels that 

society alone cannot be blamed for a man's destruction, for 

such would indicate that the man was so completely unaware 

of or indifferent to what was happening to him that his value 

. . h b . . . l 31 l'/[. ll ' . . h as a sens1t1ve uman e1ng 1s n1 • .vt1 er s po1nt 1s t at 

whenever a situation exists in which society is totally and 

wholly responsible for a man's destnlction, then one can 

conclude that the man refused to act, refused to question, 

and refused to demand his rights; hence, that man was pathetic. 

Miller believes that the tragic feeling is produced and a man 

achieves tragic stature when the man is willing to question 

the sacrosanct, when he is willing to tear to pieces the 

accepted status guo in order to discover its faults and point 

out the truth, and when he is willing to sacrifice his life 

in order to secure personal dignity for himself.
32 

Miller 

contends that as long as a man commits himself to the fullest 

of his abilities, as long as he commits himself with almost 

31Ibid. 
32 

Ibid., 48, 50, ~assi~. 


