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Abstract: 

This study examines the tension between individual sin and social responsibility in the major plays of 

Arthur Miller. Miller redefines modern tragedy by presenting ordinary individuals whose personal moral 

failings are inseparable from the larger social structures in which they exist. His plays explore how 

private sins such as dishonesty, betrayal, and moral compromise intersect with broader societal issues 

like capitalism, reputation, and communal ethics. Through characters such as Willy Loman, John 

Proctor, and Joe Keller, Miller demonstrates that individual wrongdoing often has collective 

consequences, affecting families, communities, and even nations. The study also highlights how Miller 

critiques social systems that pressure individuals into unethical behavior, thereby blurring the line 

between personal guilt and social accountability. Ultimately, the plays suggest that true moral 

responsibility lies in recognizing the interconnectedness of human actions. By emphasizing both 

personal integrity and collective ethics, Miller’s works offer a profound reflection on the moral 

challenges of modern society. 
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Introduction: 

The plays of Arthur Miller present a powerful exploration of the conflict between individual sin and 

social responsibility. Unlike classical dramatists, Miller focuses on common individuals who struggle 

with moral dilemmas shaped by their social environment. His dramatic vision emphasizes that human 

beings are deeply connected to society, and their actions cannot be viewed in isolation. 

Miller’s works challenge the idea that sin is purely personal by showing how it is often influenced by 

social forces such as economic pressure, cultural expectations, and the pursuit of success. At the same 

time, he underscores the importance of personal accountability, suggesting that individuals must take 

responsibility for their actions regardless of external circumstances. This dual focus creates a complex 

moral landscape in which characters are both victims of society and agents of their own downfall. 

 

Literature Review: 

• Arthur Miller in his seminal essay ‘Tragedy and the Common Man’ (1949)1 redefines the 

concept of tragedy by shifting the focus from aristocratic heroes to ordinary individuals. He argues that 

tragedy originates from the individual’s struggle to preserve personal dignity within a social framework. 

According to Miller, the tragic hero is one who is willing to sacrifice everything, even life, to maintain a 
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sense of self-respect. This perspective highlights the connection between personal identity and social 

expectations, laying the foundation for understanding moral conflict in his plays. 

• Christopher Bigsby in ‘Arthur Miller: A Critical Study’ (1969)2 examines the psychological 

depth of Miller’s characters and emphasizes the interplay between personal guilt and social forces. 

Bigsby argues that Miller’s protagonists are often caught between their inner moral compass and 

external pressures, leading to intense internal conflict. This tension reveals how individual actions are 

shaped by broader societal influences, making guilt both a personal and social phenomenon. 

• Raymond Williams in ‘Modern Tragedy’ (1966)3 presents a broader theoretical framework for 

understanding modern drama. He asserts that tragedy in the modern age is no longer driven by fate but 

by social conflict and historical conditions. Williams highlights that the struggles faced by Miller’s 

characters reflect the tensions within society itself, thereby linking individual suffering with collective 

realities. 

• Harold Bloom in ‘Arthur Miller’ (1987)4 focuses on the complexity of Miller’s protagonists, 

such as Willy Loman and John Proctor. Bloom suggests that these characters embody both personal 

flaws and the pressures imposed by society. He argues that their tragic downfall is the result of this dual 

burden, where individual weaknesses are intensified by social expectations. 

• Neil Carson in ‘Arthur Miller’ (1982)5 explores the ethical dimensions of Miller’s works within 

the context of capitalist society. Carson emphasizes that characters like Joe Keller are influenced by 

economic pressures that encourage moral compromise. He highlights the idea that individual 

responsibility cannot be separated from the socio-economic systems in which individuals operate. 

• Stephen Marino in ‘The Cambridge Companion to Arthur Miller’ (2012)6 examines the socio-

political context of Miller’s plays. Marino argues that Miller’s drama reflects the anxieties and moral 

dilemmas of twentieth-century America, including issues of power, justice, and accountability. His 

analysis underscores the importance of viewing Miller’s works as both personal and political narratives. 

• E. M. Parker in ‘The Plays of Arthur Miller’ (1965)7 focuses on the ethical conflicts that define 

Miller’s dramatic structure. Parker highlights how characters are often placed in situations where they 

must choose between personal gain and moral integrity. This conflict reveals the central theme of 

responsibility and the consequences of ethical failure. 

• June Schlueter in ‘Metafictional Characters in Modern Drama’ (1979)8 explores the 

psychological and moral complexities of modern dramatic characters. She emphasizes that Miller’s 

characters are deeply self-aware and often engage in introspection, which intensifies their experience of 

guilt and moral struggle. Her work highlights the internal dimension of tragedy, where the mind 

becomes the primary site of conflict. 

 

Objectives: 

1. To examine the concept of individual sin in the major plays of Arthur Miller. 

2. To analyze the role of social responsibility in shaping characters’ actions and decisions. 

3. To explore the relationship between personal morality and societal expectations in Miller’s 

tragedies. 

 

The major plays of Arthur Miller: 

The major plays of Arthur Miller reveal a complex relationship between individual sin and social 

responsibility, where personal actions are deeply influenced by social conditions. In ‘Death of a 
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Salesman’, Willy Loman’s failure is often seen as a personal flaw rooted in self-deception and 

unrealistic dreams. However, his beliefs are shaped by a capitalist society that equates success with 

wealth and popularity. His “sin” lies in accepting these false values, while society shares responsibility 

for promoting them. 

In ‘The Crucible’, individual sin takes the form of moral weakness, as seen in John Proctor’s adultery. 

Yet, the larger tragedy is driven by the hysteria and rigid moral codes of the Puritan society. The witch 

trials illustrate how collective fear and social pressure can magnify individual wrongdoing into 

widespread injustice. Here, Miller suggests that society itself can become complicit in sin. 

Similarly, ‘All My Sons’ presents Joe Keller’s decision to prioritize profit over human life. While his act 

is clearly immoral, it is also shaped by a social system that values economic success above ethical 

responsibility. Keller justifies his actions as being for his family, reflecting how social expectations can 

distort moral judgment. His realization of guilt ultimately connects personal sin with a broader social 

crime. 

Miller’s plays consistently demonstrate that individual sin cannot be separated from social 

responsibility. His characters are often trapped in a moral conflict where societal values encourage 

unethical behavior, yet individuals are still held accountable for their choices. This duality creates a 

powerful critique of modern society, emphasizing the need for both personal integrity and social 

awareness. 

 

Conclusion: 

In conclusion, the major plays of Arthur Miller present a nuanced exploration of the relationship 

between individual sin and social responsibility. Miller shows that while individuals are responsible for 

their actions, these actions are often shaped by social forces beyond their control. His tragedies highlight 

the interconnectedness of personal and collective morality, suggesting that ethical responsibility extends 

beyond the individual to society as a whole. 

By portraying characters who struggle with both personal guilt and social expectations, Miller 

underscores the importance of moral awareness and accountability. His works ultimately call for a 

balance between individual integrity and social responsibility, offering a timeless reflection on the 

ethical challenges faced by humanity. 
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