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	Bonner Program Reflection Resource:

Arthur Miller’s “An Enemy of the People”
Developed by Andrew Brown, Bonner Intern, for the Bonner Program


Purpose:

This reflection looks critically at democracy through the eyes of Henrik Ibsen’s play “An Enemy of the People” as retold by Arthur Miller (author of “Death of a Salesman” and “The Crucible”). I have attempted to apply his questions to America and contemporary and historical situations. This reflection is not a condemnation of democracy or a support for alternative government styles. It is a criticism, and as such should inspire us to think about things we often take for granted. We can only grow if we are not afraid to question and change. In America, criticisms of the government walk on thin ice (just think McCarthyism), so I might be doing the same now. But I do so only in the tradition of two classic playwrights (Ibsen and Miller) and only with the hope that we might all learn from the process.

 Now that I have officially either scared or intrigued you, I hope you enjoy reading this and discussing it in your groups. And I recommend this play to anyone who wants to have a deeper picture of the voice it presents. As always, please email me if you have any questions or if you just want to let me know what you think. 

-Andrew (andrew@bonner.org)

· Introduction to the Play “An Enemy of the People”:
Arthur Miller adaptation of Henrik Ibsen’s play “An Enemy of the People” raises some interesting and difficult questions for contemporary American society. Dr. Stockmann, Tom, is the town doctor and sits on the board of the Institution for the town’s new tourist attraction, Kirsten Springs. Peter Stockmann is his brother and mayor of the town and the head of the Institution Tom works for. There is some tension between the two characters over who should get credit for the success of Kirsten Springs.

At the beginning of the play, Dr. Stockmann uncovers a startling truth about the springs: they have been poisoned by chemical waste running off of a nearby factory and have been making some visitors sick. He thinks that he will be received in the town as a hero for uncovering this problem before things got worse in the summer as the temperature heated up, but he was wrong. His brother, Peter, claims that Tom made the evidence up and exaggerated the problem to make him look bad. He argues that Tom is trying to ruin the town by taking away the springs which have boosted the towns economy significantly. 

Dr. Stockmann decides to take his findings to the local liberal newspaper to have them published, but Peter gets there soon after. Peter tells the paper that a new tax will be needed to pay to move the springs as Dr. Stockmann suggests. The paper removes their backing because they do not want to lose subscribers. Dr. Stockmann takes his message to the people, who regard him as an enemy for trying to destroy the greatest thing about their town. Soon, Dr. Stockmann and his family are “An Enemy of the People.” His house is vandalized, his children beat up at school, he and his daughter lose their jobs and he is evicted from his house, all done by people who were friends of theirs only days before. Dr. Stockmann is forced to make a decision, either retract his statements about the poison in the springs and save his family and reputation, or stand up against the crowd with the truth. 

This quote picks up with Dr. Stockmann coming to a conclusion about his situation. (Horster is the one townsperson that has sided with the doctor and Petra is his daughter.)

Dr. Stockmann: Fine. We’ll begin, Petra, and we’ll turn out not taxpayers and newspaper subscribers, but free and independent people, hungry for the truth. Oh, I forgot! Petra, run to Grandpa and tell him – tell him as follows: NO!

Mrs. Stockmann, puzzled: What do you mean?

Dr. Stockmann: It means, my dear, that we are all alone. And there’ll be a long night before it’s day – 

A rock comes through a paneless window. Horster goes to the window. A crowd is heard approaching.

Horster: Half the town is out!

Mrs. Stockmann: What’s going to happen? Tom! What’s going to happen?

Dr. Stockmann, holding his hands up to quiet her, and with a trembling mixture of trepidation and courageous insistence: I don’t know. But remember now, everybody. You are fighting for the truth, and that’s why you’re alone. And that makes you strong. We’re the strongest people in the world…

The crowd is heard angrily calling outside. Another rock comes through the window.

Dr. Stockmann: … and the strong must learn to be lonely.
 

1. This play brings up some very interesting criticisms and questions about democracy. Dr. Stockmann finds himself holding an important truth about the danger of the springs and the precautions the town needs to take to safeguard themselves from disease. But “the majority” considers this information a risk and rejects it. What happens when the truth conflicts with the will of the majority?
2. There are many historical precedents for this play. Galileo was excommunicated from the church for saying the earth revolved around the sun. Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated for his work with civil rights. Dr. Stockmann claims that the “strong must learn to be lonely.” Must someone fighting for the truth always be alone? Must they always battle against the majority until the majority is convinced they are right?
3. Does this mean that a pioneer of truth must always become “An Enemy of the People”?
4. It seems that the fight for justice and truth are always accompanied by struggle and violence. People do not accept change even if truth is on the side of those trying to initiate the change. Thus we fought a Civil War and had a women’s suffrage movement. Is the public capable of accepting the truth without first attacking and rejecting it?
5. Why is the truth so dangerous? Why do people perceive it as dangerous?
· Contemporary Application:

America prides itself in being a nation built upon liberty. Not only that, but we have historically made it our goal to spread the ideals of democracy and liberty to the rest of the world. Currently, we are at war in Iraq. We are told that our purpose in being there is to fight for the liberty of the Iraqi people. (I do not think that it is relevant to this reflection to try and question our motivation for the war. I think that for now we can just assume that this is the truth. Even if the American people have been misled, many support the war because ultimately, despite means or motivations, we are spreading democracy, and that means the spread of liberty.) Hopefully, by bringing a democratic style of government to Iraq that country can achieve some sort of peace and liberty for its people. Unfortunately, this goal has met harsh resistance from many people in the country. 

Resistance to democracy is significantly influenced by Islam which rejects democracy as the proper government for a Muslim nation (There are many other factors involved here, but I think this is an important one that we need to learn to recognize and respect.). On average, American people see this as confirmation that Islam is a dangerous and barbarous religious worldview. This is why Ibsen’s play “An Enemy of the People” is so relevant today. It forces us to see the inconsistencies and difficulties in democracy which we do not see because we have glorified it as perfect and universally applicable. 

(I have plenty of questions here. You can choose the ones you think are the most stimulating, or feel free to come up with your own. These are not meant to attack or support any one conclusion or position. They are simply to cast a new light on what most people take for granted. Unfortunately this causes me to seem fairly critical of America and American foreign policy. This is simply what I think is necessary to get people thinking. You can change my questions to take a more moderate or careful approach if it would better fit your group. Of course that means you can be more aggressive if you want as well.)

1. How could/should this play help us to understand or look at the war in Iraq through a different lens? 

2. Should America continue to pursue the spread of democracy throughout the world even where it faces opposition from not only the government but the people? How would American’s respond to a dictatorship defeating America and trying to establish some form of autocracy in place of democracy? How can this help us to see Iraqi resistance differently? Does this mean that what America is doing is wrong? How are the Iraqi people responding to American occupation?

3. Is it idealistic to think that problems in the Middle East could be solved by the institution of democratic governments?

4. Is it right for us to think that democracy is a more valid form of government than an autocracy
 or oligarchy
? What are the virtues and vices of other forms of government?

5. In light of Ibsen’s play, does democracy support liberty any more than an autocracy or oligarchy? 

6. Who determines what is true or who is free in a democracy? Autocracy or oligarchy? Which is better and why?

7. What do people mean when they call democracy a “tyranny of the masses”? Is this a danger, a necessity or a virtue?

8. What is the best form of law: one chosen by the majority or one chosen by truth? Is there any way to have the later? 

· Consider one more quote from “An Enemy of the People”:

Mrs. Stockmann: Please, think! He’s got all the power on his side.

Dr. Stockmann: Yes, but I have the truth on mine.

Mrs. Stockmann: Without power, what good is the truth?

1. In what way does truth = power? Can truth be stifled by a stronger opposing power?

2. Is Mrs. Stockmann right? Is the truth worthless if one does not have power to accompany it?

3. In light of what you know about American or world history, is Mrs. Stockmann right?

� Miller, “An Enemy of the People,” 124-5.


� Autocracies are governments where one individual ultimately holds all power. This category includes absolute monarchies as well as republican dictatorship with an all-powerful president or other central figure. 
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�  Oligarchies are governments where political power is held by a small group of individuals who share similar interests with each other. A common type of oligarchy is plutocracy, where the small group of powerful individuals is composed of the wealthiest members of society.
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� Arthur Miller, “An Enemy of the People,” (New York: Penguin Books, 1979), 59.





