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Arthur Miller's "Enemy of the People": A Study in Morality and Society

Arthur Miller, an iconic figure in American theater, is renowned for his profound
explorations of human morality, social responsibility, and the complexities of personal
choice. While Miller is widely known for his plays such as "Death of a Salesman" and "The
Crucible," it is his adaptation of Henrik Ibsen's "An Enemy of the People" that provides a
compelling lens through which to examine the interplay between individual integrity and
societal pressure. This article delves into Miller's adaptation, highlighting its themes,
characters, and relevance to contemporary issues.

Background of "An Enemy of the People"

Henrik Ibsen wrote "An Enemy of the People" in 1882, a play that centers on Dr. Thomas
Stockmann, a medical officer who discovers that the water in his town's public baths is
contaminated. When he seeks to expose this truth for the sake of public health, he faces
vehement opposition from the town’s authorities and citizens who prioritize economic
stability over safety. Miller's adaptation, completed in 1950, retains the core message of
Ibsen's work while infusing it with the socio-political context of mid-20th century America.

Thematic Exploration

Miller's "Enemy of the People" is rich with themes that resonate with both Ibsen's original
work and contemporary societal dilemmas. Notable themes include:

Truth vs. Convenience: At the heart of the play lies the conflict between revealing
uncomfortable truths and the desire to maintain societal harmony. Dr. Stockmann's
commitment to truth is met with backlash from those who would rather maintain the
status quo.

Individual vs. Community: The play examines the role of the individual in the face
of collective opposition, raising questions about the responsibilities one has toward
society versus personal convictions.

Corruption and Power: The manipulation of truth by those in power illustrates how
economic interests can corrupt moral judgment and influence public opinion.

Isolation and Alienation: As Stockmann faces ostracism from his community, the
play delves into the psychological effects of standing alone against a tide of dissent.



Character Analysis

The characters in Miller's adaptation serve as representations of various societal attitudes
toward truth and morality:

1. Dr. Thomas Stockmann: The protagonist, Stockmann embodies the idealist who
prioritizes ethical responsibility over societal approval. His transformation from a
respected citizen to a pariah highlights the personal cost of integrity.

2. Petra Stockmann: Dr. Stockmann’s daughter, representing the younger generation's
potential for change. Petra supports her father's quest for truth and symbolizes hope for a
future where honesty prevails.

3. Peter Stockmann: Dr. Stockmann’s brother and the mayor of the town, Peter embodies
the conflicting interests of power and economic stability. His opposition to Thomas
showcases the lengths to which those in power will go to protect their interests.

4. Hovstad: The editor of the local newspaper, Hovstad represents the media's role in
shaping public opinion. Initially supportive of Stockmann, he ultimately succumbs to
societal pressures, emphasizing the fickleness of public support.

Adaptation Choices

Miller’s adaptation of Ibsen’s original work involves several key choices that reflect the
historical and cultural context of his time:

Modernized Dialogue and Context

Miller updates the dialogue to resonate with contemporary audiences while retaining the
essence of Ibsen's message. The language is accessible, reflecting the realities of post-war
America, where issues of conformity and moral responsibility were paramount.

Focus on Social Responsibility

While Ibsen's play grapples with the individual’s moral duty, Miller amplifies this theme by
situating it within the broader context of societal accountability. In an era marked by
McCarthyism and the suppression of dissenting voices, Miller's adaptation serves as a
critique of the dangers posed by a society that values conformity over truth.

The Role of the Media

Miller places significant emphasis on the media's influence in shaping public perception,



mirroring the power dynamics of his time. Hovstad’s character illustrates the precarious
relationship between truth, journalism, and public opinion, a theme that remains relevant
in today's media landscape.

Relevance to Contemporary Issues

Arthur Miller's "Enemy of the People" continues to resonate in today's society, reflecting
ongoing struggles with truth, ethics, and social responsibility. Several contemporary
issues mirror the themes presented in the play:

Environmental Concerns

The contamination of water in the play serves as a powerful allegory for modern
environmental crises. As communities grapple with the consequences of pollution and
corporate greed, the moral imperative to speak out against environmental injustices
echoes Stockmann’s plight.

Political Polarization

In an age of political division, Miller's exploration of individual integrity against collective
pressure resonates deeply. The challenges faced by whistleblowers and activists today
mirror Stockmann's struggle, highlighting the ongoing battle for truth in the face of
overwhelming opposition.

The Role of Social Media

Society's relationship with information dissemination has evolved dramatically with the
advent of social media. The rapid spread of misinformation and the challenges of
navigating truth in a digital landscape reflect the same societal tensions found in Miller's
adaptation.

Conclusion

Arthur Miller's "Enemy of the People" stands as a powerful adaptation of Ibsen's original
work, offering a timeless exploration of truth, morality, and the individual's role within
society. Through its rich themes, complex characters, and contemporary relevance, the
play prompts audiences to reflect on their own values and responsibilities in an
increasingly complex world. As we navigate the challenges of modern society, Miller's
insights into the struggles between truth and convenience, individual integrity and
communal pressure, remain as pertinent today as they were during his time. In a world
where the 'enemy' can often be the truth itself, the play serves as a clarion call for



courage, honesty, and the unwavering pursuit of what is right, regardless of the cost.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of Arthur Miller's 'Enemy of the
People'?
The main theme revolves around the conflict between individual moral integrity and the
collective will of society, highlighting the struggles of a whistleblower against societal
pressure.

How does Miller's adaptation of 'Enemy of the People'
differ from Ibsen's original play?
Miller's adaptation emphasizes contemporary political issues and moral dilemmas,
focusing more on the implications of truth and integrity in modern society, while Ibsen's
original centers on environmental and social concerns.

What role does the character of Dr. Stockmann play in
the narrative?
Dr. Stockmann is the protagonist who discovers the contamination of the town's water
supply and becomes a whistleblower, facing backlash from the community and
government for his revelations.

What societal issues does 'Enemy of the People'
address?
The play addresses issues such as corruption, the power of the majority over the
individual, the struggle for truth in the face of public opinion, and the consequences of
challenging societal norms.

How does Arthur Miller portray the concept of the
'enemy' in the play?
Miller portrays the 'enemy' as not just a person but a collective societal mindset that
prioritizes the comfort of the majority over the truth, making enemies of those who dare to
speak out.

What is the significance of the play's setting in a small
town?
The small-town setting amplifies the themes of isolation, community dynamics, and the
immediate impact of public opinion on individual choices, illustrating how closely-knit



communities can suppress dissent.

How does the community react to Dr. Stockmann's
discovery?
The community initially supports Dr. Stockmann but quickly turns against him when
economic interests are threatened, illustrating how fear and self-preservation can override
ethical considerations.

What message does Miller convey about the role of the
media in 'Enemy of the People'?
Miller suggests that the media plays a crucial role in shaping public perception and can
either uphold the truth or manipulate it, often siding with the majority to maintain power
and influence.

Why is 'Enemy of the People' considered relevant in
today's society?
The play remains relevant due to its exploration of truth versus public opinion, the
struggles of whistleblowers, and the ethical dilemmas faced in politics and environmental
issues, resonating with contemporary societal challenges.
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