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Socio critical Consciousness in American Modern Drama

Lee, Dong Sook

Department of English Language and Literature
Grraduate School

Pukyong National University

Abstract

This paper aims to study the socio-critical topics in the works of
three major American modern  dramatists: Tennessee Williams' A
Streetcar Named Desire, Arthur Miller’ Dearh of a Salesman, and
Edward Albee's The Zoo Story hased on a cultural criticism.

Thev represent the best of American drama in the post-World War
O era. They play the role of social critic by representing the American
life sensitively, morally, and constructively.

In A Streetcar Named Desire, Williams criticizes the bursting of
materialism in America  after World War I which caused the
destruction of its culture hased on small cities. According to him, an
overdeveloped industrial society destroyvs all traditional values, exhausts
human spirit and, after all, deteriorates the human being as a slave of
desire. He shows up dehumanization of the modern world in the form
of collision between the South and the New Immigrants. In other
words, the evils of industrialism are given by the conflict between the
South which has had its traditional values like elegance, courtesy, and

chivalry and the children of the immigrants of the late 19th to early



20th century who has heen the working class,

Bv the way, especially Miller and Albee present how to reform
distorted values, surmount social complications, and enjoy a meaningful
life through their social plays.

In Death «of a Salesman, Miller accuses the capitalistic modern
society destroying Willy Loman mercilessly who belicves in American
Dream. Also. he depicts the inability of Willy Loman to recognize
himself.  Willy cannot confront his realities to his end and commit
suicide chasing his illusion. But if the hero dies by his own hand, his
death makes it possible for those who remain to expect a possibility of
a better future with a recovery of human relationships.

In other words., he criticizes the false success dream and loss of
identity of a modern man in Death of a Salesman. tHe also presents an
ideal society through the understanding and love of human beings in
which the majority of individuals strives forward for peaceful freedom
from power situations and their dehumanizing violence.

In The Zoo Story. Albce asserts that the intellects of the age have
s+ pnarrow-minded view firmly united with distrust and exclusiveness
although they cmphasize harmony in public and the economically and
politically prosperous American society, which is considered a paradise,
is a capital of hypocrisy to lead those with the lost opportunity of
succeeding materially to frustration by showing the typical selfishness
through Peter’s extremely individual ideas and behaviour.

The protagonist Jerry, however, tries to convey the lessons which
he got in his contact with the dog, while the antagonist Peter is totally
indifferent to Jerry's words. Jerry, who tries to win the attention of

Peter and convey his message, fails in spite of all his efforts. At last



he sacrifices himself to save Peter from his alienated situation.

In conclusion, they suggest two solutions in hopes of reviving
American  ideals. The first 1s to live in an active attitude, not
surrendering  to  the  meaninglessness  of  life, the sense  of
purposelessness, and the loss of directions but struggling to search for
the meaning of life. The other is for everyvone to be a new American
hero. Their image of a hero is a person who communicates with others
aut of his/her own narrow world and willingly sacrifices himself/herself

for the greater good.
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The extenor of a two-story corner bullding on a street in New
Orleans which is named Elysian Fields and runs helween the 1. &
N tracks and the river. The section 1is poor bul, unlike
corresponding  scctions in other American cities, it has a raffish
charm. The houses are mostly white frame, weathered gray, with
rickety  outside  stairs  and  galleries  and  quaintly  ornamenied
gahles. The building contains tow flats, upstairs and down. Faded

white stairs ascend to the entrances of both.

New Orleans 18 a cosmopolitan city where there is a relatively

warm and easy intermingling of races in the old part of town.
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Blanche: He's just not the sort that goes for jasmine perfume!
But mavbe he's what we need to mix with out biood now that
we've lost Belle RReve and have to go on without Belle Reve to

protect us.
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Stanlev: Wheres the papers? In the trunk?

Blanche: Evervthing 1 own is in that trunk.
[Stanley crosses to the trunk, shoves it roughly open and hegins

to open compartments.]

Stanley: Whats them underneath? [Ie indicates ancther sheafl of
papers. |

Blanche: These are love-letters, vellowing with antiquity, all from
one hay. [He snatches them up. She speaks fiercely.] Give those

hack to me!

Blanche! [She now seems faint with exhaustion and she sits down
with the strong box and puts on a par of glasses and goes
methodically through a large stack ol papers) Ambler & Ambler.
Hmmmmm . . . Crabtree . . . More Ambler & Ambler.

Stanley: What i1s Ambler & Ambler?

Blanche: A firm that made loans on the place.

Stanley: Then it was lost on a mortgage?

Blanche: [touching her  foreheadl That must’ve been  what
happened.

Stanley: I don't want no ifs, ands or huts! What's all the rest of

them papers?

She hands him the entire box. tle carmes it to the table and

- 14 -



starts to examine the papers.]

Blanche: [picking up a large envelope containing more papers]
There are thousands of papers, streiching back over hundreds of
vears, affecting Belle Reve as, piece by piece, our improvident
grandfathers and father and uncles and brothers exchanged the
land for their epic fornications—to put it plainly! [She removes
her glasses with an  exhausted laugh.] The four-letter word
derived us of our plantation. tll finally all that was left and Stella
—can verify that!—was the house itself and ahout twentv acres
of ground, Including a graveyvard, to which now all hut Stella and
I have retreated. [She pours the contents of the envelope on the
table.] Here all of them are, all papers! I hereby endow vou with

them!
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Blanche: T've run for protection, Stella, from under one leaky roof
to another leaky roof—hecause it was storm—all storm, and was
caught in the centre . . . People don’t sce vou—men dont—don't
even admit vour existence unless they are making love to you.
And you've gol to have your existence admitted by someone, if

vou're going to have someone’s protection.
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Stanley: lwith heaven-splitting violence] STELLLAHHHIHE!

[The low-tone clarinet moans. The door upstairs opens again.
Stella slips down the rickety stairs in her robe, Her cyves are
glistening with tears and her hair loose about her throat and
shoulders. Thev stare at each other. Then they come together
with low, animal moans. He falls on his knees on the steps and
presses his face o her helly, curving @ little with maternity. Her
cves go blind with tenderness as she catches his head and raises
him level with her. He snatches the screen door open and lifts
her off her feet and hears her into the dark flat.]

IBlanche comes out on the upper landing in her robe and slips
fearfully down the steps.]

Blanche: Where is mv little sister? Stella? Stella?
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Stanley: Catch!

Stellar What?

Stanlev: Meat!

[He heaves the package at her. She cries out in protest but

manages to catch it then she laughs breathlessly.|
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Before us s the Salesman’s house. We are aware of towering,
angular shapes behind it, surrounding it on all sides, -+ As more
light appears, we see a solid vaull of apartment houses around

the small, fragile-seeming home.
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e 1s past sixty vears of age, dressed guietly. Even as he crosses
the stage o the doorway of the house, his exhaustion is apparent.
He unlocks the door, comes into the kitchen, and thankfully lets
his burden down, feeling the soreness of his palms. A word-sigh

escapes his lips—it might be "Oh, hoy. oh, boy."
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Willv: And [ was almost decided to go, when I met a salesman
in the Parker Ilouse. His name was Dave Singleman. And he was
eighty-four wvears old, and he'd drummed merchandise in
thirtv-one states. And old Dave, he'd go up to his room, vy’
understand, put on his green velvet slippers—I'll never forget—
and pick up his phone and call the huvers, and without ever
leaving his room, al the age of cighty-four, he made his living.
And when T saw that, 1 realized the selling was the greatest
career a man could want. ‘Cause what would be more satisfying
than to he able to go, at the age of cightv-four, into twenty or
thirty different cities, and pick up a phone, and he remembered
and loved and helped by so many different people? Do yvou know?
when he died—and by the wayv he dicd the death of a salesman,

in his green velvet slippers in the smoker of the New York, New

Iaven and Hartford, going into Boston—when he died, hundreds
of salesmen and buvers were at his funeral. Things were sad on

a lotta trains for months after that.
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Willy: (with increasing anger) Howard, all I need to set my tahle
15 fiftyv dollars a week.

Howard: But where am [ going to put you, kid?

Willy: Look, it isn't a question whether [ can sell merchandise, is
i?

Howard: No, but it's a husiness, kid. and cvervbodv's gotta pull

his lown weight.
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Willy: (stopping him} I'm talking about your father! There were
promises made across this desk! You mustn't tell me yvou've got
people to see—I put thirty—four vears old into this firm. Howard,
and now I can’t pay my insurance! You can’t ecat the orange and

throw the peel away—a man is not a piece of frut!
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Willy: (with wonder) [ was driving along, vou understand? And [

was fine. | was cven ohserving the scenerv. You can imagine, me
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locking at scenery, on the road cvery week of my life. But it's so
beautiful up there, Linda, the trees are so thick, and the sun is
warm. [ opened the windshield and just let the warm air bathe
over me. And then all of a sudden I'm goin’ off the road! I'm
telln® va, [ absolutely forgot 1 was driving. If I'd've gone the
other wav over the white line [ might've killed somebody. So 1
went on again—and five minutes later I'm dreamin’ again, and I
nearlyv—{He presses two fingers against his eyes) [ have such

thoughts, I have such strange thoughts.
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"Why, bovs, when I was seventeen 1 walked into the jungle, and

when [ was twenty-one I walked out, (He laughs.) And by God [

was nch.”
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Biff: You know why [ had no address for three months? [ stole a

sutt in Kansas City and 1 was in jail.

Biff: I'm one dollar an hour, Willv! [ tricd seven states and

couldn’t raise 1t
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Willv: (after a Jong pause, astonished. elevated) Isn't that—isn't

that remarkable? Biff—he hkes me!

Willv: Oh, Biff! (Staring wildly) He cried! Cried to me. (He 1is

chocking with his love.)

ihatel

H}g

7}

Willv: Loves me. (Wonderingly) Alwavs loved me. Isn't that a

remarkable thing? Ben, he’ll worship me for it!

Willy: Did vou sce how he cried to me? Oh, if I could kiss him,

Ben!
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I should tell vou why I went 10 the zoo. T went to the zoo to find
out more about the way people exist with animals, and the way
animals exist with each other, and with people oo, It probahly
wasn't a fair test, what with evervone separated by hars from
everyone clse, the animals for the most part from each other, and
always the people from the animals. But, if it’s a zoo, that's the

way it s,
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[l's that when vou're a kid vou use the cards as a substitute for
a real expericnce, and when vou're older vou use real cxperience

as a substitute for the fantasy.
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I'll tell vou why I do it; T don’t talk to may people —— except to

say like! give me a beer, or where's the john, or what time does
the feature go on, or keep vour hands to voursell, buddy. You

know things like that.
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Grrrerr!t Which is what he did when he saw me for the first time
--the day I moved in. I worried about that animal the very first
minute ] met him. Now, animals don't take to me like Saint
Francis had birds hanging off him all the time. What [ mean is:
animals are indifferent to me - like people [lle smiles slightly]

most of the nme. But this dog wasn't indifferent. From the
very heginning he'd snarl and then go for me, to get one of my

legs.
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I have learned that neither kindness nor cruelty by themselves,
mdependent of each other, creates any effect bevond themselves;
and I have learmned that the two combined, together, at the same

time, are the teaching emotion. And what 1s gained 1s loss.
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It's just - it's just that - [Jerry is abnormally tense, now.] -
it"s just that if vou can’t deal with people, vou have to make a
start somewhere. WITH ANIMALS! Don't vou see? A person has
to have some wayv of dealing with SOMETHING. If not with
people -+ something. With a bed, with a cockroach, with a mirror

no, that's too hard, that's once of the last steps -+ always
check bleeding -~ Without a lock -—with love, with vomiting, with
crving, with fury because the pretty Hulle ladies aren’t pretty little
ladies, with making money with vou body which is an act of love
and T could prove it, with howling because vou're alive, with
God. How ahout that? WITH GOD WHO IS A COLOURED
QUEEN WIHO WEARS A  KIMONO AND PLUCKS  HIS

- B9 -



EYEBROWS! WHO IS A WOMAN WHO CRIES WITH
DETERMINATION BEIIIND HER CLOSED DOOR - with God
who, I'm told, wrned his back en the whole thing some time ago

+ with - someday, with people.
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Oh, Peter, I was so afraid I'd drive vou away. You don’t know
how afraid T was vou'd go away and leave me. And now T'll tell
vou what happened at the zoo - vou remember - the face [ told
vou about -+ my face, the face vou see right now. Peter

Peter? -+ Thank vou. I came unto vou and vou have comforted

me. Dear Peler.
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