OUTCASTS IN CRUCIBLE AND THE DRESSMAKER

Often in isolated communities, people who do not fit the social norm or rank lowly in a
hierarchy are treated as outcasts. Such is the case in the communities of Salem and
Dungatar, which are explored in their respective titles, The Crucible and The Dressmaker.
The Crucible, a play written by Arthur Miller, gives insight to how outcasts can be treated in
times of uncertainty and hysteria, to which it is an allegory to McCarthyism in America,
during the Salem Witch Trials. The Dressmaker on the other hand explores the treatment of
outcasts who fall victim to prejudice and rumours in a toxic community. Both texts explore
the impact on these members of the community and the different reasons that people may
be mistreated and heavily condemn the practice, as well as commend those with an
accepting nature of outsiders.

People who fall to the bottom in a social hierarchy or possess traits that are easily
discriminated against, are often victims of becoming outcasts in their insular community. As
insular communities are often ignorant and lack empathy, it is common for marginalised
groups to become easy scapegoats for a town with many “grievances.” This idea is explored
by Arthur Miller in the Crucible, to which he creates a town which heavily enforces a social
hierarchy based off “puritan,” beliefs and ideology. Sarah Good, a homeless woman, is one
of the first to be accused in the town, due to being homeless and not of sound mind, and
thus an easy target. As she “knew no commandments,” due to being uneducated as she was
not supported by her community, she was condemned to death. Miller criticises this way that
vulnerable members of a community can be easily targeted and become outcasts. Similarly,
Ham also gives insight on how those at the bottom of a social hierarchy can be mistreated
as outcasts yet explores how vicious rumours and secrets and the resulting are more to
blame rather than being apart of a marginalised group. This idea is represented by Molly, to
which tried to “start a new life,” in Dungatar. As Molly had a baby out of wedlock, she fell
victim to vicious rumours and was labelled a “slut,” by her town, with the treatment extending
to her daughter Tilly, who was also labelled a “bastard.” Molly was assigned a position in the
social hierarchy based on the fact she had a baby out of marriage, which she became an
outcast, suffering from “scrutiny and torment,” by her community members. This contrasts
with the Crucible which Molly was not discriminated based on personal attributes, as seen in
The Crucible. Through this, Ham extends on the concept formed by Miller, in that a person
does not need to be a member of a marginalised group to suffer the same consequences of
becoming an outcast of a community, though like Miller, condemns the treatment of
outcasts, and argues that they should be treated with the same respect as any member.

Outcasts in an isolated community, often lack the defence and support given to other
members of a community when that are maltreated. Those higher up in a social hierarchy
will often benefit from a layer of protection that outcasts do not possess. As discussed
previously, often outcasts are at the bottom of a constructed social hierarchy, to which they
are easily mistreated and scapegoated. This is explored in the Crucible, where people with
“great weight,” in the town garner the sympathy of “honest people.” As outcasts are
considered “another sort,” in Salem, when they are accused and condemned to death, such
as Sarah Good or Tituba, they are overlooked, and their death carries no repercussions for
those who sentence them. It is not until the likes of Rebecca Nurse or John Proctor are
accused, that the townspeople start to reject “the power of theocracy,” in the town. For this
reason, Miller questions the lack of sympathy for those perceived to be the bottom of a social
hierarchy and asks why their lives are valued less than those with more influence. This idea
shares some similarities yet differs in respect to why those higher up benefit from a layer of
protection and where the layer of protection actually comes from in the Dressmaker, to which
it is “open slather on outcasts.” Everyone in Dungatar has their own secrets, to which
“everybody knows everything about everyone.” Though outcasts in the town often suffer the
most, even though their “secrets” may be trivial compared to others in the town such as the
secret lesbian couple, which would be unacceptable at the time. People such as Nancy and
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Ruth, are protected though as they do not tell the secrets of others in fear their own secrets
will get out. Through diverting attention to creating rumours about outcasts, though unlike
The Crucible where people are defended based on their social standing and good character
by other people, the townspeople in the Dressmaker are defended by a thin veil of secrets,
to which people are too scared to criticise or expose others in fear of exposure themselves.
For this reason, Ham rejects the lack of defence provided to outcasts and criticises the
hypocrisy of people who mistreat others for reasons with less weight than their own
shortcomings. Both authors overall express their regret for the treatment of outcasts in
general however, and comment on the value of the lives of outcasts are equal to that of
anyone else.

It is often that outcasts are more virtuous people when compared to those who hold power
and influence over a community. Those granted with power and influence over a community
can abuse that power, to which it may go unchecked. This is the case in Dungatar, to which
its town councillor, Evan Pettyman, holds immense influence over the town. Yet Evan
Pettyman is likely one of the most cruel and abusive man in the town, to which he “used to
make me [Marigold] sick,” so her could rape her and use her. Even though much of the town
knew of Evan’s activities, most turned a blind eye both due to their insular nature and fear
that like Molly and Tilly, they would also suffer because of his actions. Evan’s character can
be contrasted to Tilly, who owes no debt to the town yet the women of the town are
‘renovated, European touched and advanced,” by her and her dressmaking skills, to which
she transforms the women of the town in to cultured and beautiful (though superficially).
Regardless of this, Tilly is still mistreated by the town, to which they turn their back on her
once again. For Evan Pettyman, the town is his responsibility, yet he abuses his power to
the detriment of the people in the town. Through this, Ham shows how even the most kind
and virtuous people can become outcasts and suffer, whilst cruel people can hold power and
be high in a social hierarchy. In the Crucible, Tilly can be compared to John Proctor, who
while initially was not an outcast nor shunned by his community, becomes an outcast once
accused of witchcraft. Proctor, who offers much wisdom throughout the text, is shunned by
leaders in the town such as Parris, to which the “witchcraft in my [Parris’s] household,”
started. Proctor, who almost confesses to witchcraft in the end “tares,” his name from a
confession paper, resulting in his own death. He does this however, as he knows that
Danforth’s power will be questioned by the town people as a result and the killings may stop,
to which he becomes a hero of the story. Whilst in the Dressmaker Ham shows how the
virtue of an outsider may be unappreciated by their insular community, Miller shows how it
can be appreciated and in time the power of a corrupt authority figure questioned.

Overall, both authors explore the damaging treatment faced by outsiders in insular
communities. It is often that their treatment is down their place in a social hierarchy or their
personal attributes, though not always, to which it can be down to trivial matters and
rumours. Both authors however criticise and condemn the treatment of outcasts, to which
Miller primarily focuses on already vulnerable people which provides an allegory to the likes
of people who were accused during the McCarthyistic phase faced by America, whilst Ham
focuses on people who become outcasts because of rumours and scapegoating. Although
both authors show how outcasts, regardless of their treatment, are often virtuous in nature
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