CHAPTER

33

In Brief: Writing Arguments about Drama

The following questions may help you to formulate ideas for an essay on a play.

Perhaps more evidently than stories or poems, plays themselves are writings that offer arguments. Characters, pitted against other characters, are likely to try to justify their behavior. At the end of Othello, for instance, the protagonist offers an account of his behavior—an account that some readers and spectators find convincing and emotionally satisfying, but that others find self-deluded and emotionally unsatisfying. Essays about plays often set forth highly controversial positions, for instance. “The women in Glaspell’s Trifles are justified in concealing evidence of the murder,” or, to take a more nuanced position, “Although viewers can scarcely approve of withholding evidence of murder, in Glaspell’s Trifles viewers probably approve for three reasons: First, . . ., second, . . . , and third . . . .”

Assertions of a thesis will interest readers only if they are supported by evidence. In all probability you can find a thesis by examining your basic responses, or by scanning the questions we give below, but almost certainly you will modify this thesis during the course of your reexamination of the play. Thinking skeptically about your own assertions is the heart of critical thinking, and critical thinking is at the heart of writing an effective argument. It is not, however, the whole of writing an argument. Once you have drafted your argument, and you are satisfied with the position that you have taken, you still need to make sure that you set forth this position effectively, in words that will engage your readers.

Plot and Conflict

1. ‑Does the exposition introduce elements that will be ironically fulfilled? During the exposition do you perceive things differently from the way the characters perceive them?

2. ‑Are certain happenings or situations recurrent? If so, what significance do you attach to them?

3. ‑If there is more than one plot, do the plots seem to you to be related? Is one plot clearly the main plot and another plot a subplot, a minor variation on the theme?

4. ‑Do any scenes strike you as irrelevant?

5. ‑Are certain scenes so strongly foreshadowed that you anticipated them? If so, did the happenings in these scenes merely fulfill your expectations, or did they also in some way surprise you?

6. ‑What kinds of conflict are there? One character against another, one group against another, one part of a personality against another part in the same person?

7. ‑How is the conflict resolved? By an unambiguous triumph of one side or by a triumph that is also in some degree a loss for the triumphant side? Do you find the resolution satisfying, or unsettling, or what? Why?

Character

1. ‑A dramatic character is not likely to be thoroughly realistic, a copy of someone we might know. Still, we can ask if the character is consistent and coherent. We can also ask if the character is complex or is, on the other hand, a simple representative of some human type.

2. ‑How is the character defined? Consider what the character says and does and what others say about him or her and do to him or her. Also consider other characters who more or less resemble the character in question, because the similarities—and the differences—may be significant.

3. ‑How trustworthy are the characters when they characterize themselves? When they characterize others?

4. ‑Do characters change as the play goes on, or do we simply know them better at the end?

5. ‑What do you make of the minor characters? Are they merely necessary to the plot, or are they foils to other characters? Or do they serve some other functions?

6. ‑If a character is tragic, does the tragedy seem to you to proceed from a moral flaw, from an intellectual error, from the malice of others, from sheer chance, or from some combination of these?

7. ‑What are the character’s goals? To what degree do you sympathize with them? If a character is comic, do you laugh with or at the character?

8. ‑Do you think the characters are adequately motivated?

9. ‑Is a given character so meditative that you feel he or she is engaged less in a dialogue with others than in a dialogue with the self? If so, do you feel that this character is in large degree a spokesperson for the author, commenting not only on the world of the play but also on the outside world?

Tragedy

1. ‑What causes the tragedy? A flaw in the central character? A mistake (not the same thing as a flaw) made by this character? An outside force, such as another character, or fate?

2. ‑Is the tragic character defined partly by other characters, for instance, by characters who help us to sense what the character might have done, or who in some other way reveal the strengths or weaknesses of the protagonist?

3. ‑Does a viewer know more than the tragic figure knows? More than most or all of the characters know?

4. ‑Does the tragic character achieve any sort of wisdom at the end of the play?

5. ‑To what degree do you sympathize with the tragic character?

6. ‑Is the play depressing? If not, why not?

Comedy

1. ‑Do the comic complications arise chiefly out of the personalities of the characters (for instance, pretentiousness or amorousness), or out of the situations (for instance, mistaken identity)?

2. ‑What are the chief goals of the figures? Do we sympathize with these goals, or do we laugh at persons who pursue them? If we laugh, why do we laugh?

3. ‑What are the personalities of those who oppose the central characters? Do we laugh at them, or do we sympathize with them?

4. ‑What is funny about the play? Is the comedy high (including verbal comedy) or chiefly situational and physical?

5. ‑Is the play predominantly genial, or is there a strong satiric tone?

6. ‑Does the comedy have any potentially tragic elements in it? Might the plot be slightly rewritten so that it would become a tragedy?

7. ‑What, if anything, do the characters learn by the end of the play?

Nonverbal Language

1. ‑If the playwright does not provide full stage directions, try to imagine for at least one scene what gestures and tones might accompany each speech. (The first scene is usually a good one to try your hand at.)

2. ‑What do you make of the setting? Does it help to reveal character? Do changes of scene strike you as symbolic? If so, symbolic of what?

3. ‑Do certain costumes (dark suits, flowery shawls, stiff collars, etc.) or certain properties (books, pictures, toys, candlesticks, etc.) strike you as symbolic? If so, symbolic of what?

The Play in Performance

Often we can gain a special pleasure from, or insight into, a dramatic work when we actually see it produced onstage or made into a film. This gives us an opportunity to think about the choices that the director has made, and, even more, it may prompt us to imagine and ponder how we would direct the play for the theater or make a film version of it ourselves.

1. ‑If you have seen the play in the theater or in a film version, what has been added? What has been omitted? Why?

2. ‑In the case of a film, has the film medium been used to advantage—for example, in focusing attention through close-ups or reaction shots (shots showing not the speaker but a person reacting to the speaker)?

3. ‑Do certain plays seem to be especially suited—maybe only suited—to the stage? Would they not work effectively as films? Is the reverse true: Are some plays best presented, and best understood, when they are done as films?

4. ‑Critics have sometimes said about this or that play that it cannot really be staged successfully or presented well on film—that the best way to appreciate and understand it is as something to be read, like a poem or novel. Are there plays you have studied for which this observation appears to hold true? Which features of the work—its characters, settings, dialogue, central themes—might make it difficult to transfer the play from the page to the stage or to the movie screen?

5. ‑Imagine that you are directing the play. What would be the important decisions you would have to make about character, setting, and pacing of the action? Would you be inclined to omit certain scenes? To add new scenes that are not in the work itself? What kinds of advice would you give to the performers about their roles?

A Sample Student Essay, Using Sources

In Appendix A we discuss manuscript form (page 1764) and in Appendixes B and C the use of sources (page 1769) and documentation (page 1776). Here we give a student’s documented paper on Arthur Miller’s Death of a Salesman. (The play appears in this book on page 000.) The student of course had taken notes on index cards, both from the play and from secondary sources, and had arranged and rearranged the notes as her topic and thesis became clearer to her. We preface the final version of her essay with the rough outline that she prepared before she wrote her first draft.

Here is the final version of the essay.
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The Women in Death of a Salesman

Death of a Salesman is of course about a salesman, but it is also about the American

dream of success. Somewhere in between the narrowest topic, the death of a salesman, and the largest topic, the examination of American values, is Miller's picture of the American family. This paper will chiefly study one member of the family, Willy's wife, Linda Loman, but before examining Miller's depiction of her, it will look at Miller's depiction of other women in the play in order to make clear Linda's distinctive traits. We will see that although her role in society is extremely limited, she is an admirable figure, fulfilling the roles of wife and mother with remarkable intelligence.

Linda is the only woman who is on stage much of the time, but there are several other women in the play: "the Woman" (the unnamed woman in Willy's hotel room), Miss Forsythe and her friend Letta (the two women who join the brothers in the restaurant), Jenny (Charley's secretary), the various women that the brothers talk about, and the voices of Howard's daughter and wife. We also hear a little about Willy's mother.

We will look first at the least important (but not utterly unimportant) of these, the voices of Howard's daughter and wife on the wire recorder. Katz 2

Of Howard's seven-year-old daughter we know only that she can whistle "Roll Out the Barrel" and that according to Howard she "is crazy about me." The other woman in Howard's life is equally

under his thumb. Here is the dialogue that tells us about her--and her relation to her husband.

howard's voice. "Go on, say something." (Pause.) "Well, you gonna talk?"

his wife. "I can't think of anything."

howard's voice. "Well, talk--it's turning."

his wife. (shyly, beaten). "Hello." (Silence.) "Oh, Howard, I can't talk into this . . ."

howard. (snapping the machine off). That was  my wife. (1599)

There is, in fact, a third woman in Howard's life, the maid. Howard says that if he can't be at home when the Jack Benny program comes on, he uses the wire recorder. He tells "the maid to turn the radio on when Jack Benny comes on, and this automatically goes on with the radio. . . ." (1599). In short, the women in Howard's world exist to serve (and to worship) him.

Another woman who seems to have existed only to serve men is Willy Loman's mother. On one occasion, in speaking with Ben, Willy remembers being on her lap, and Ben, on learning that his mother is dead, utters a platitudinous description of her, "Fine specimen of a lady, Mother" (1583), but that's as much as we learn of her. Willy is chiefly interested in learning about his father, who left the family and went to Alaska. Ben characterizes the father as "a very great and a very wild-hearted man" (1585), but the fact that the father left his family and apparently had no further communication with his wife and children seems to mean nothing to Ben.  Katz 3

Presumably the mother struggled alone to bring up the boys, but her efforts are unmentioned. Curiously, some writers defend the father's desertion of his family. Lois Gordon says, "The first generation (Willy's father) has been forced, in order to make a living, to break up the family" (278), but nothing in the play supports this assertion that the father was "forced" to break up the family.

Willy, like Ben, assumes that men are heroic and women are nothing except servants and sex machines. For instance, Willy says to Ben, "Please tell about Dad. I want my boys to hear. I want them to know the kind of stock they spring from" (1585). As Kay Stanton, a feminist critic says, Willy's words imply "an Edenic birth myth," a world "with all the Loman men springing directly from their father's side, with no commingling with a female" (69).

Another woman who, like Howard's maid and Willy's mother, apparently exists only to serve is Jenny, Charley's secretary. She is courteous, and she is treated courteously by Charley and by Charley's son, Bernard, but she has no identity other than that of a secretary. And, as a secretary--that is, as a nonentity in the eyes of at least some men--she can be addressed insensitively. Willy Loman makes off-color remarks to her:

Willy. . . .Jenny, Jenny, good to see you. How're ya? Workin'? Or still honest?

jenny. Fine. How've you been feeling?

willy. Not much any more, Jenny. Ha, ha!  (1606)
The first of these comments seems to suggest that a working woman is not honest--that is, is a  Katz 4

prostitute or is engaged in some other sort of hanky-panky, as is the Woman who in exchange for

silk stockings and sex sends Willy directly into the buyer's office. The second of Willy's jokes, with its remark about not feeling much, also refers to sex. In short, though readers or viewers of the play see Jenny as a thoroughly respectable woman, they see her not so much as an individual but as a person engaged in routine work and as a person to whom Willy can speak crudely.

It is a little harder to be certain about the characters of Miss Forsythe and Letta, the two women in the scene in Stanley's restaurant. For Happy, Miss Forsythe is "strudel," an object for a man to consume, and for Stanley she and her friend Letta are "chippies," that is, prostitutes. But is it clear that they are prostitutes? When Happy tells Miss Forsythe that he is in the business of selling, he makes a dirty joke, saying, "You don't happen to sell, do you?" (1611). She replies, "No, I don't sell," and if we take this seriously and if we believe her, we can say that she is respectable and is rightly putting Happy in his place. Further, her friend Letta says, "I gotta get up very early tomorrow. I got jury duty" (1617), which implies that she is a responsible citizen. Still, the girls do not seem especially thoughtful. When Biff introduces Willy to the girls, Letta says, "Isn't he cute? Sit down with us, Pop" (1618), and when Willy breaks down in the restaurant, Miss Forsythe says, "Say, I don't like that temper of his" (1618). Perhaps we can say this: It is going too far--on the basis of what we see--to agree with Stanley that the women are "chippies," or with Happy, who  Katz 5

assumes that every woman is available for sex, but Miss Forsythe and Letta do not seem to be especially responsible or even interesting people. That is, as Miller presents them, they are of little substance, simply figures introduced into the play in order to show how badly Happy and Biff behave.

The most important woman in the play, other than Linda, is "the Woman," who for money or stockings and perhaps for pleasure has sex with Willy, and who will use her influence as a receptionist or secretary in the office to send Willy directly on to the buyer, without his having to wait at the desk. But even though the Woman gets something out of the relationship, she knows that she is being used. When Biff appears in the hotel room, she asks him, "Are you football or baseball?" Biff replies, "Football," and the Woman, "angry, humiliated," says, "That's me too" (1620). We can admire her vigorous response, but, again, like the other women whom we have discussed, she is not really an impressive figure. We can say that, at best, in a society that assumes women are to be exploited by men, she holds her own.

So far, then--though we have not yet talked about Linda--the world of Death of a Salesman is not notable for its pictures of impressive women. True, most of the males in the play--Willy, Biff, Happy, Ben, and such lesser characters as Stanley and Howard--are themselves pretty sorry specimens, but Bernard and Charley are exceptionally decent and successful people, people who can well serve as role models. Can any female character in the play serve as a role model?

Linda has evoked strongly contrasting reactions from the critics. Some of them judge  Katz 6

her very severely. For instance, Lois Gordon says that Linda "encourages Willy's dream, yet she will not let him leave her for the New Continent, the only realm where the dream can be fulfilled" (280). True, Linda urges Willy not to follow Ben's advice of going to Alaska, but surely the spectator of the play cannot believe that Willy is the sort of man who can follow in Ben’s footsteps and violently make a fortune. And, in fact, Ben is so vile a person (as when he trips Biff, threatens Biff's eye with the point of his umbrella, and says, "Never fight fair with a stranger, boy" [1585]), that we would not want Willy to take Ben's advice.

A second example of a harsh view of Linda is Brian Parker's comment on "the essential stupidity of Linda's behavior. Surely it is both stupid and immoral to encourage the man you love in self-deceit and lies" (54). Parker also says that Linda's speech at the end, when she says she cannot understand why Willy killed himself, "is not only pathetic, it is also an explanation of the loneliness of Willy Loman which threw him into other women's arms" (54). Nothing in the play suggests that Linda was anything other than a highly supportive wife. If Willy turned to other women, surely it was not because Linda did not understand him. Finally, one last example of the Linda-bashing school of commentary: Guerin Bliquez speaks of "Linda's facility for prodding Willy to his doom" (383).

Very briefly, the arguments against Linda are that (1) she selfishly prevented Willy from going to Alaska, (2) she stupidly encourages him in his self-deceptions, and (3) she is materialistic, so that even at the end, in the Requiem, when she says she has made the last  Katz 7

payment on the house, she is talking about money. But if we study the play we will see that all three of these charges are false. First, although Linda does indeed discourage Willy from taking Ben's advice and going to Alaska, she points out that there is no need for "everybody [to] conquer the world" and that Willy has "a beautiful job here" (1603), a job with excellent prospects. She may be mistaken in thinking that Willy has a good job--he may have misled her--but, given what seems to be the situation, her comment is entirely reasonable. So far as the second charge goes, that she encourages him in self-deception, there are two answers. First, on some matters she does not know that Willy has lied to her, and so her encouragement is reasonable and right. Second, on other matters she does know that Willy is not telling the truth, but she rightly thinks it is best not to let him know that she knows, since such a revelation would crush what little self-respect remains in him. Consider, for example, this portion of dialogue, early in the play, when Willy, deeply agitated about his failure to drive and about Biff, has returned from what started out as a trip to Boston. Linda, trying to take his mind off his problems, urges him to go downstairs to the kitchen to try a new kind of cheese:

linda. Go down, try it. And be quiet.

willy. (turning to Linda, guiltily).

You're not worried about me, are you, sweetheart?

. . .

linda. You've got too much on the ball to worry about.
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willy. You're my foundation and my support, Linda.

linda. Just try to relax, dear. You make mountains out of molehills.

willy. I won't fight with him any more. If he wants to go back to Texas, let him go.

linda. He'll find his way. (1569)

Of course she does not really think he has a great deal on the ball, and she probably is not confident that Biff will "find his way," but surely she is doing the best thing possible--calming Willy, partly by using soothing words and partly by doing what she can to get Biff out of the house, since she knows that Biff and Willy can’t live under the same roof.

The third charge, that she is materialistic, is ridiculous. She has to count the pennies because someone has to see that the bills are paid, and Willy is obviously unable to do so. Here is an example of her supposed preoccupation with money:

linda. Well, there's nine-sixty for the washing machine. And for the vacuum cleaner there's three and a half due on the fifteenth. Then the roof, you got twenty-one dollars remaining.

willy. It don't leak, does it?

linda. No, they did a wonderful job. Then you owe Frank for the carburetor.

willy. I'm not going to pay that man! That goddam Chevrolet, they ought to prohibit the manufacture of that car!

linda. Well, you owe him three and a half. And odds and ends, comes to around a hundred and twenty dollars by the fifteenth. (1578)
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It might be nice if Linda spent her time taking courses at an adult education center and thinking high thoughts, but it’s obvious that someone in the Loman family (as in all families) has to keep track of the bills.

The worst that can be said of Linda is that she subscribes to three American ideas of the time--that the man is the breadwinner, that the relationship between a father and his sons is far more important than the relationship between a mother and her sons, and that a woman's sole job is to care for the house and to produce sons for her husband. She is the maidservant to her husband and to her sons, but in this she is like the vast majority of women of her time, and she should not be criticized for not being an innovator. Compared to her husband and her sons, Linda (though of course not perfect) is a tower of common sense, virtue, and strength. In fact, far from causing Willy's failure, she does what she can to give him strength to face the facts, for instance when she encourages him to talk to Howard about a job in New York: "Why don't you go down to the place tomorrow and tell Howard you've simply got to work in New York? You're too accommodating, dear" (1567). Notice, too, her speech in which she agrees with Biff's decision that it is best for Biff to leave for good: she goes to Willy and says, "I think that's the best way, dear. 'Cause there's no use drawing it out, you'll just never get along"

(1626). Linda is not the most forceful person alive, or the brightest, but she is decent and she sees more clearly than do any of the other Lomans.

Katz 10

There is nothing in the play to suggest that Arthur Miller was a feminist or was ahead of his time in his view of the role of women. On the contrary, the play seems to give a pre-feminist view, with women playing subordinate roles to men. The images of success of the best sort--not of Ben's ruthless sort--are Charley and Bernard, two males. Probably Miller, writing in the 1940s, could hardly conceive of a successful woman other than as a wife or mother. Notice, by the way, that Bernard--probably the most admirable male in the play--is not only an important lawyer but the father of two sons, apparently a sign of his complete success as a man. Still, Miller's picture of Linda is by no means condescending. Linda may not be a genius, but she is the brightest and the most realistic of the Lomans. Things turn out badly, but not because of Linda. The viewer leaves the theater with profound respect for her patience, her strength, her sense of decency, and, yes, her intelligence and her competence in dealing with incompetent men.
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