COMPARE HOW BOTH TEXTS EXAMINE THE HUMAN CAPACITY TO DO
GOOD OVER EVIL

Often a society divides morals and deeds between good and evil, with people often either
being considered good or evil. This black and white nature of good and evil is explored in
Arthur Miller’s play, The Crucible, and Rosalie Ham’s Novel, The Dressmaker. The Crucible
is a play by Arthur Miller which dramatizes the Salem witch trials and the resulting hysteria in
1692, as an allegory to McCarthyism in the United States during the 1950’s, whilst also
exploring a theme relative to religion, where society is divided between good Christian
people and sinners. The Dressmaker is a novel, which explores the story of Tilly and her
persecution following a false accusation by her insular town, where good and evil is less
explicitly explored, though inferred by Hams storytelling. The texts explore how good can be
done in times of uncertainty, and the capacity for people to redeem themselves through
good deeds, however both also demonstrate the evil of humans and the lack of good,
especially in times of hysteria.

In time of hysteria and persecution, there are those who rise above and demonstrate their
virtuous nature to do good. Contrary to those around them, there are those with empathy
and resilience to respond to uncertain situations. In the Crucible, Miller creates a town full of
suspicion, mass hysteria and "vengeance," where the vast majority of people respond to
crisis by expressing their "long-held hatreds of neighbours," in the form of accusations that
lead to people facing “hangin’s”. However, through this creation, Miller is able to
demonstrate how there are those who rise above the evil in society, to do good. This is
shown through Millers portrayal of John Proctor, who whilst facing much persecution,
provides guidance and a sense of reason to the town, arguing that “vengeance is walking
Salem,” rather than “witches.” His ultimate display of good and virtue, is when he is accused
and facing being hanged for witchcraft, he refuses to “spoil theirfother community members]
names,” and “tears the paper,” where his name is signed for a confession of witchcraft. Even
though Proctor will be hanged for his failure to comply to the evil demands of Danforth, his
refusal to comply will save many more lives, as “the power of theocracy,” is broken, as the
townspeople will reject a name with “weight,” being executed with no confession as well as
his refusal to wrongly name anyone else. Through this, Miller shows just how even in the
face of evil and life or death, people can continue to do good. Similarly, Tilly in The
Dressmaker does much good for her community, even though she is persecuted by most of
it. However, Ham builds on the concept provided by Miller, and demonstrates that even in
the face of evil and hatred, a person may still do good for bad people, which is unlike Miller,
who only demonstrates how someone may do good to save innocent people. Tilly, who
although is constantly judged by the women of the town, who spread vicious rumours, are in
fact “renovated, European touched and advanced,” by her dressmaking skills, with which
she transforms the women of the town in to cultured and beautiful, although superficially.
Further to this, Tilly is able to create herbal remedies for Mrs Almanac, who suffers pain and
is denied medicine by her husband who does “not believe in drugs,” though Mrs Almanac is
kind to Tilly, she is able to demonstrate Tilly’s overall good nature. Ham thus establishes
Tilly, as someone who continues to do good for people, even if they do not do good for her,
as she was ostracised by her town, yet she continues to serve their interests. Thus, while
both authors demonstrate that there is a capacity to do good over evil, Ham furthers the idea
and commends the good nature of people to do good deeds for even the most wrong or
undeserving of people.

Even after committing a misdeed, people still do have the capacity to do good over evil and
thus, to an extent redeem themselves. Through redemption, the authors are both able to
show how evil and wrongdoing cannot prevent someone from being good. In the
Dressmaker, Ham explores this concept by the transformation of Sergeant Farrat through
the text, who in the beginning of the text is quite insecure and hides his true self from the
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town. He is guilty for “sending Tilly away,” and as a result befriends her, though in a secret
way. However, as the store progresses, Farrat becomes a stronger character and is “beyond
caring what those people [the town] think.” When Teddy tragically dies and the townspeople
once again turn their back on Tilly, Farrat defends her as she “enriched,” the lives of the
townspeople and criticises the hypocritical nature of the town and their role in Teddy’s death
as well as their “secrets and mistakes and prejudices and flaws.” Farrat thus, to an extent
redeems himself for his role in sending Tilly, through his friendship and strong defence of
Tilly and criticism of the town. Through this, Ham is able to show that, people can still be
good, even after they have done wrong. Miller is also able to demonstrate this concept,
through the arc of Reverend Hale, who begins the play having a main role in the witch trials,
to denouncing “these proceedings [witch trials].” Hale, who “counts himself as his[Proctor’s]
murderer,” comes to the town, bearing books “weighted with authority,” which symbolise
both his and the other judges and Danforth’s control over the town, which they are able to
“‘condemn,” many people to be hanged. Reverend Hale is able to come to his senses when
he realises that people are being “mistaken,” and wrongfully condemned, and “beg]s] that
you [Danforth], stops.” Hale, however, demonstrates his good when he returns to Salem and
argues that those accused are “innocent,” and attempts to persuade Danforth to delay or
stop the hangings so that he may council the accused. Though, Hale is to an extent redeem
himself, however unlike Farrat who does so out of friendship, he does so out of guilt due to
the “blood on my[his] head,” and pressures those accused to wrongfully confess, so their
lives are saved and he does not have to live with the guilt. Through this Miller demonstrates
that while a person may do good and to an extent redeem themselves, they do so out of
purely guilt and its weight. Both authors though overall show even those who have done
misdeeds, can attempt redeem themselves, even if the good deeds they do are for
themselves not for others.

The capacity to do good however, is compromised by pressure from others and oneself to
do evil and thus even good people may do misdeeds. People often may not intend to be evil
or do bad things, but due to an external pressure, such as a need to protect oneself in the
Dressmaker, or legal and religious pressure in the Crucible, good people may do bad things.
This is shown by Mary Warren in the Crucible, who partially symbolises Miller's allegory to
McCarthyism, where good people were driven to do bad things out of legal and political
pressure from authority figures. Mary Warren who initially becomes “an official of the court,”
and accuses many along with Abigail and the other girls of witchcraft, does so in fear “they'll
turn on mefher].” Mary Warren is however good in nature as she does attempt to do “what is
good” by admitting that the girls were doing “pretence,” despite her fear of Abigail and of
being hanged. However, due to pressure from the girls and Danforth who refuses to accept
that she initially “lied,” caves into the pressure and wrongfully accuses Proctor of being the
“devil’'s man.” Thus Miller is able to show how even those who are good in nature, due to
legal and religious ramifications, to which Mary Warren was threatened to be charged with
“perjury,” and is accused to be bewitching the girls, caves into evil pressures and does
wrong instead. He also criticises the pressures faced by people to do the wrong thing,
however, simultaneously criticises those who cave into said pressure. This can be compared
to the town in the Dressmaker, which is not inherently evil, but ignorant and fearful of their
own secrets being shared and them being persecuted. In Dungatar, “everyone knows
everything about everyone,” but due to a shared sense of their own secrets being exposed,
no one ever shares anything about anyone else. Through this Ham demonstrates that
people do not decide to do good or evil, but face pressure in the form of threat to their own
self. An exception to this is outcasts, to which it is “open slather,” on them, as they are
unable to defend themselves and are easily ostracised. Thus, the town uses the outcasts as
scapegoats, to divert attention from their own shortcomings, to the protect themselves from
being the target of rumours and accusations. This is contrasted to the Crucible, as people in
Dungatar do not have a central authority to pressure them to conform and instead face a
social pressure from themselves and those around them, which inhibits their capacity to do
good over evil. Thus, Ham condemns this selfish practice and questions why some people
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deserve any more protection over others, and unlike Miller, does not sympathise with those
who face pressure and act out wrong. Overall, both authors question the pressure in itself to
do the wrong thing and to an extent condemn both the pressure, and those who contribute
and cave into it.

Therefore, in unison, the authors demonstrate that there is a human capacity to do good
over evil, however it may be compromised by forces. Through their explorations of the
characters and communities, the authors can conclude that in times of hysteria, that good is
possible, in different circumstances. They both build upon this concept by expanding to
include those capable of redeeming themselves for past wrongs and evils, however,
guestion the motive for redemption. Although, overall, it is demonstrated that the black and
white nature of good and evil, can be blurred, however the authors differ on whether a
person is good natured or just not inherently evil. In essence, both authors are able to carry
a message to the reader to that good should always be pursued, even when faced with
difficult circumstances.
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