
 

Throughout the history of the human race, fear has been prevalent, impactful, and at times, 

quite useful emotion. Fear can manifest itself in many ways, as evident in both communities of 

The Crucible by Arthur Miller, and The Dressmaker by Rosalie Ham, though not without 

consequence. In both conservative settings, 1600’s Salem and 1950’s Dungatar, expression of 

individualism calls for unease and outrage, undoubtedly deserving of the swift punishment of 

utter exclusion from society. However, the anxiety sparked from these efforts to protect their 

perceived superior way of life contributes to, in fact, the downfall of their societies, as they strip 

away the very attributes that are virtuous and beneficial. Despite the act of alienation being core 

to the punishment of what they oppose, it is secretly the very thing that all dread, triggering a 

series of villainous acts in characters like Abigail and Gertrude, all underpinned by a consuming 

desperation to remain included, embraced and safe in their circles. Evidently, these stubbornly 

held attitudes are fatal flaws in these communities, and only serve as a catalyst for 

immeasurable change in the fabric of their societies - the thriving of evil and malice.  

 

Throughout both texts, it is evident that in close-knit communities, misalignment between 

individuals’ behaviours and societal expectations can elicit deadly consequences. This 

propensity is especially true for the females, for whom the only acceptable mode of behaviour is 

timidity, agreeableness and abstinence from any sort of self-indulgence, especially ‘dancing like 

heathen’, as dared to be committed in The Crucible. An activity as seemingly trivial as dancing 

is unquestionably a basis for being ‘whipped’, which is but a fraction of the suffering to be 

endured by these women, who by a communal paroxysm of fear are sentenced to ‘hang’ and be 

‘executed’ for witchcraft. However, the unrelenting suspicion and distrust aimed at them 

rendered them in a state of continual alertness and defensiveness, which after prolonged 

periods was seen to morph into sheer paranoia and degradation of mental state. Triggering a 

series of mutual betrayal, rumours and accusations, the result saw the slaughter of innocent 

people, simply unfortunate enough to be blamed by the ‘always holy’ accusers. Unfortunate too 

is Tilly Dunnage, who with a controversial history, noticeable appearance and confident 

disposition, constitutes the perfect victim for the similarly isolated town of Dungatar. Given she 

does not reduce herself to match their insipidity, her ‘nerve’, and consequent social torture 

culminates in a complete degradation of Tilly’s mental state, where she is unable to further 

compose herself, and simply ‘trembl[es] in sad fever’. Evidently, a prevalence of fear in societies 

is closely related to a very eager readiness to nominate one as an offender, which in these 

towns, is seen to without fail have debilitating effects on its victims.  

 

However, according to the towns’ ‘true’ members, these efforts are but the required course of 

action to protect and maintain their idea of peace. Ironically, in both texts, the very opposite is 

the outcome. For instance, in Salem, peace is adherence to Puritan values, which is epitomised 

in the court, who essentially work only upon the word of their God. Why then, was Rebecca 

Nurse, the revered, devout, religious woman, the perpetually loyal Giles Corey and Proctor all 

savagely executed? In panic and pressure from the accusers, the court not only violated their 

holy role of representing justice, they also brutally removed the valuable attributes which form 

the backbone of any society, especially their Puritan one; loyalty, devotion and camaraderie. 



This left only the ‘little crazy children’, the power-hungry accusers, to allow ‘common vengeance 

[to] write the law’, that is, enabling them in the most official way to carry out their malicious 

intentions. In a clearer manner, The Dressmaker highlights the town’s hypocrisy through the 

juxtaposition of the townsfolk’s baseless proclamations that Tilly ‘cause more trouble’ upon 

simply observing her appearance, and their actual spiteful efforts to exclude, shun, and punish 

her, even when she generously bestows her ‘magic’ of dressmaking upon the town’s women, 

without payment. Tilly carried colour, culture and eloquence to Dungatar, which they snatched 

with entitled attitudes yet continued to banish her from any chance of inclusion. The 

aforementioned degradation of Tilly’s psyche was hence seen, and arson was her choice of 

weapon to repay Dungatar for the ‘pain’ inflicted on her and her mother. Clearly then, the naive 

attempts of Salem and Dungatar’s townsfolk to protect their tasteless towns from ‘trouble’ was 

only the ‘catalyst and propeller’ for more.    

 

Protection of self in these towns meant securing their status, resources and power - efforts the 

byproduct of haunting fears of living without them in cannibalistic towns. Abigail exemplifies 

exactly this; being an unloved orphan, a burden to her disobliging uncle Reverend Samuel 

Parris, a rejected lover of John Proctor and in possession of a ‘soiled name’. Yet despite her 

predicament, Abigail does not fret, but instead wreaks havoc in Salem in her efforts to procure 

the power and love she so desperately seeks, strictly by any means necessary. Her success 

was so effective that she was unhindered in threatening even Judge Danforth without 

consequence, whom many others died defying. Warnings of ‘deadly reckonings’ and social ‘ruin’ 

are among Abigail’s cruel processes to manipulate the ‘cold’, ‘lying’ people into participating in 

her disguised scheme to ascertain her means in life. Gertrude’s described ‘unremarkable’ 

appearance and relatively low social status also prompted efforts like Abigail’s, to attain social 

power and respect. Gertrude recognises the lower levels of the looming social hierarchy - 

‘Myrtle Dunnage and the McSwineys - yet nonetheless is self-conscious and ‘crying’ upon 

recognition of Tilly’s beauty, as if her own insignificance was amplified. This becomes the very 

thing she ventures to change. Though not portrayed as cunning as Abigail, Gertrude is 

nonetheless vicious - a predator disguised as an ‘angel’ to William Beaumont, whom she 

actively and wickedly exploits to attain what she seeks. Like the innocent girls of Salem, William, 

in his state of exasperation from his mother’s unrelenting control of his life, is taken advantage 

of by Gertrude who employs her sexual prowess to ‘w[i]n William Beaumont’. Upon success, 

Gertrude proudly redefines herself to match her newfound identity - ‘Mrs William Beaumont of 

Windswept Crest’. Therefore, the implicit fear instilled in the weak of these societies is what 

drives them to atrocities, all in the effort to secure their own resources and dreams, but also to 

alleviate their suffering. 

 

In The Crucible and The Dressmaker, fear is the driving force towards evil. Fear of the 

unknown, who are often innocent, leads to their mental decay, which then enables the thriving 

of the ill-intentioned, which in turn means more innocents are preyed upon. The authors of these 

novels both highlight the faults in our society in a rather cynical light, revealing the incurable, 

fixed malice which will always be prevalent in a cyclical manner - that of fear, exclusion and 

destruction. They highlight that no matter what efforts one employs, however good natured they 

may be, evil always prevails, and the fatal consequences always felt.  


