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Abstract: 
 

“The central theme of American Drama is, arguably, the American Family” (Thaddeus 
Wakefield). These family plays depict, as Harold Bloom says of Eugene O’Neill’s Long  
Day’s Journey into Night, “the nightmare realities that can afflict American family life (…) 
The   helplessness   of   family   love   to   sustain,   let   alone   heal,   the wounds of marriage, 
of parenthood, and of sonship”(xii). All family dramas offer a bleak view of the complicated 
dynamics of American families. They explore how the dysfunctional dynamic between the 
family members especially between fathers and sons creates an atmosphere of depravity, 
jealousy, abandonment and an aversion to truth in the family. The playwrights view the 
rapidly expanding economy of competition and acquisition as the reason for the decline of 
American society - and thus the family. In fact, one may argue that   through   the   motif   of   
sterility, the  atmosphere of   decay, and  the  imagery  of  death, the  contemporary  American 
society  as well as the American  family  home  are portrayed as a modern wasteland. 

Keywords: Family, Disintegration, American Dream, Myths, Capitalism 

               American playwrights have been constantly engaged in examining the intricate 
dynamics of families in America. Since the post-World-War-I renewal of the American 
theater, playwrights have continually held up a mirror to the lives of Americans in plays that 
dramatize the hopes and conflicts of American culture. The sweeping economic, social and 
political changes that took place in post-war life allowed American Realism to prevail. At its 
basic level, realism was grounded in the faithful reporting of all facets of everyday American 
life. The realistic form was thus well suited to dramatists like Eugene O’Neill, Arthur Miller 
and Tennesse Williams who wanted to document social concerns, specifically the human 
costs of postwar industrial capitalism and the contradictory nature of the American dream. If 
in European Realism, the main focus is on what is philosophical and universal, its American 
counterpart is more concerned with the private and sentimental dimensions of human 
existence. As James Rosenberg wrote,  

While some American domestic dramas may exhibit cosmic longings, they 
generally have their greatest impact when frankly focused on the private, the 
personal […] the family is the basic unit of bourgeois life, […] the United 
States is the one nation on the world which has never    known anything other 
than a bourgeois structure […] and that middle-class family life is therefore not 
only a natural, but indeed an inevitable, subject for American writers (Brown 
and Harris 1967: 56). 

Arthur  Miller,  in  “The  Family  in  Modern  Drama”  (1956)  and  “On  Social  Plays”  
(1955),  argues  that  the  strong  link  between  Realism  and  the  depiction of family 
relationships and private life are a prominent feature of American drama (Miller 1978).  

           For the rest of the twentieth century, the development and disintegration of American 
families was a recurring theme of the playwrights which, as, Tom Scanlan maintains, speaks 
to a basic characteristic of American culture. America underwent some major changes in the 
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political and economic spheres in 1950s which in turn were responsible for its social 
makeover.1950s was a period of economic boom that followed World War II. It was marked 
by tremendous economic growth, with the manufacturing and consumer goods industry 
gaining impetus. America of the 1950s was very conservative and materialistic in nature 
since the post-war people wanted to liberate themselves from their past, and were in search of 
a smoother and more secure future. The impact of the ravages of World War II was so deep-
rooted that the common man was in search of a safe place, where he could stay peacefully 
with his near and dear ones for the rest of his life. This was precisely where the concepts of 
close-knit families and containment arose. Family became a powerful unit, efficient enough 
to subdue the demons of war that were haunting the common man. Numerous servicemen 
who returned home after war, suddenly wanted to get married and raise families, as they had 
experienced the uncertainties of life when the nation was at war. This sudden rise in the 
number of marriages also seems to have taken place due to economic boom. Around 13 
million new homes were built in the 1950s, which would house the new families that were 
coming up. The 1950s  normative American family consisted of a breadwinner father, 
homemaker mother, and several children, all living in the suburbs on the outskirts of a larger 
city. This view of family, although a narrow one pervaded the media and was widely 
accepted as the ideal. In the 50s, families dined together, went together for outings, bringing 
peace and harmony to the society. Discipline with respect to children was a major concern 
with the families. Society was advancing positively and discontents were rare. Modern 
appliances and comforts were filling American homes. The ubiquitous toothpaste 
advertisements always showed white middle-class people broadly smiling because they were 
apparently so deeply happy and fulfilled. 

  However, beneath the polished facades of many “ideal” families, suburban as well as 
urban, was violence, terror, or simply grinding misery that only occasionally came to light. 
Elaine Tyler in her book Homeward Bound  discloses the strategically hidden 
institutionalized forms of economic, sexual, and racial oppression which, in effect, created 
feelings of discontent(193-200).While many Americans moved into the middle class during 
1950s,poverty remained more widespread than in the last three recessions. Even in the white 
middle class, not every woman was serenely happy. Housewives of 50s suffered from anxiety 
and depression since beneath the mask of outward feminine appearance, there was an 
emotionally unstable individual seething with hidden aggressiveness and resentment. Some 
women took this resentment out on their families while some others tried to dull the pain with 
alcohol or drugs. The superficial sameness of 1950s family life was achieved through 
censorship, coercion and discrimination. People with unconventional beliefs faced 
governmental investigations and arbitrary firings. African Americans and Mexican 
Americans were prevented from voting in some states. Individuals who didn’t follow rigid 
gender and sexual rules of the day were ostracized. Some men and women entered loveless 
marriages. “The familialism was in fact a government technology dominated by the 
principles of what Foucault terms “biopower”, which is focused on the population, meaning 
that it operates on living human beings by means of practices of biopolitics related to issues 
such as health, sanitation, birth-rate, longevity” (Arthur Miller and The Cold War Ethics). 

            Theatrical representations of family as a protective social environment where people 
can experience mutual love and affection were in the real sense practices that support 
strategies of power aimed at maintaining the status quo. Few public figures drew attention to 
the structural poverty in America, to the homeless or to the appalling injustices of the system 
of racial segregation that prevailed throughout the South. American advertisements, 
Government public relations and the great American dream factory, Hollywood, all were 
directed towards convincing Americans that they lived in the greatest and most beautiful 
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country on earth.  Within this cultural framework, there have been plays that, regardless of 
their theatrical style, portray an idealized, even mythologized family unit whose members 
enjoy the merits of everlasting mutual love, care and support that empowers them with an 
invaluable sense of security. Such is the familial setting of Thornton Wilder’s Our Town 
(1938) –a play that Miller identifies as “the progenitor of many other works”(“The Family in 
Modern Drama” 78).In this classical American play, Wilder relies upon traditional family 
values, embodied in dramatic figures functioning within their stereotypical, gendered family 
roles. On the other hand, a significant number of American family dramas by such 
playwrights as Eugene O’Neill, Tennesse Williams, Arthur Miller, Edward Albee resist the 
normative effect of the popular family myth by drawing disquieting images of family 
relationships in the context of a broader reflection on psychological and philosophical issues 
concerning human existence. Family plays by these dramatists reveal an American family 
existence stripped of the romantic clothing of the family myth. They demythologize the 
family and show that the America which had held forth a promise of security and success has 
constantly fallen short of delivering the said promise. There is thus a consistent tension 
between imagined domestic life on one hand, and reality on the other. The playwrights 
examine how pressures   from   the   exterior   world   entered   the   family   realm   and 
contributed   to   the   disintegration   of   the   American family. Industrialization, capitalism, 
and   consumerism - the commodification within American capitalist society in which 
“exchange-value” trumps “use-value” has corrupted all familial relationships. The writers 
take note of the major shift in the role of the family in American society primarily due to the   
industrial   and   technological revolution. American sociologists of the twentieth century like 
Talcott Parsons mark the “loss of the function of the [American] family”. James Wilson in his 
preface to Richard Gill’s book Posterity Lost: Progress, Ideology, and the Decline of the 
American Family (2009), offers his perspective on the causes of moral decline in the United 
States and remarks that: “The American people believe that this nation is on the wrong track, 
not because it is constitutionally ill-founded or economically backward, but because its 
family life is deteriorating.”   

               The American family plays thus reflect a world of booze and fracas, of the 
disintegrating American family and the gross unfairness of the American dream. Eugene 
O’Neill’s work in the early twentieth century made realism the standard of American drama. 
O’Neill’s Ah Wilderness (1934) and  Long Day’s Journey into Night (1941) are classic 
American Family Dramas. Later in the century, Arthur Miller, Tennesse Williams, Edward 
Albee Clifford Odets, Lorraine Hansberry added their strong voices and family plays to the 
American canon. Ah Wilderness is O’Neill’s rosy colored family romance that sticks to the 
nostalgia of the American family that the American and Broadway audience were habitual of 
responding to prior to World War II. It is O’Neill’s autobiographical Long Day’s Journey 
into Night that focuses on a dysfunctional family trying to cope with the serious problems, 
including drug addiction, moral degradation, fear, guilt and dreaming of a happy life. In the 
play, the life of James Tyrone is structured and controlled by the definitions of a capitalist 
society. For O’Neill, Long Day’s Journey into Night  was an attempt to capture the essence of 
his family life and his own true self. The play is in every respect a portrayal of O’Neill’s 
family and chronicles a day in the life of the Tyrone family, during which family members 
inexorably confront one another’s flaws and failures. Tyrone’s family problems can be 
extended to America in general. Just as society damaged Tyrone psychologically through the 
myth of “The American Dream”. He in turn damaged his family by extending and even 
magnifying those same values. 

               Arthur Miller connects the moral chaos of his society with the materialistic and 
dehumanizing forces of the all-encompassing American Dream in most of his plays of the 
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years 1947-1968.Miller’s representations of family relationships brings to light various social 
and economic forces that challenge the dignity and moral integrity of the American person as 
an individual and a social subject. All My Sons(1947) is also a critical assessment of the 
American Dream. It peers over the perfect white picket fenced, seemingly normal, peaceful 
lives of the Keller family. Joe Keller, the patriarch, is a self-made businessman who has 
provided his family with a comfortable living and a respectable name. Despite this front, the 
family is actually quite dysfunctional. Not only has one of Keller’s sons gone missing in 
World War II, the play shows the reality hidden beneath the veneer of the American family. 
Miller’s Death of a Salesman (1949) is a tragedy about the differences between a New York 
family’s dreams and the reality of their lives. In the play, Willie Loman fails as a father 
because of his obsession with the American Dream of financial success. He neglects the 
human elements of his family life for the sake of the working class society and its values. 

             Tennesse William’s The Glass Menagerie(1944) explores the patterns of familial 
dysfunction established by years of alcoholic behavior, a behavior that tends to be repeated 
by successive generations either through direct filiation, the son taking over his father’s 
drinking habits, or through alliance, the daughter marrying an alcoholic, as did her mother. In 
The Glass Menagerie, the alcoholic Mr. Wingfield has abandoned the family a long time ago 
and Amanda reveals her deep-seated fears that the son Tom might become a drinker. It 
exposes the falseness of the unwritten law of the alcoholic home that there is no problem. It 
exposes the network of lies that binds the family together. Amanda’s accusation in the play is 
quite accurate: “You live in a dream, you manufacture illusions!”(235).This is a common 
family trait. No one confronts reality, because it is so painful. Williams shows the fantasy 
world that the children in dysfunctional homes frequently invent-a private world that helps 
them to survive chaos and pain. In The Glass Menagerie, the character Laura is happy 
spending hours playing her menagerie, or listening to her scratchy records. Often such a child 
ultimately finds refuge, as an adolescent, in alcohol. The Glass Menagerie draws on the many 
facets of the American family including yearning and loss, an absence of love and comfort. 
There is a lack of emotional bonding between parent and child. Healthy relationships are 
denied or postponed and the children are emotional cripples. Negative emotions - anger, 
resentment, blaming and guilt rule this dysfunctional family. Williams' A Streetcar Named 
Desire (1947) puts forth common man and common woman as heroes who simply are baffled 
by the new era emerging around them. They are tied to old values and mythical versions of 
the so-called American Dream, living in a fantasy world, bedeviled by false consciousness, 
and living in myths that will sooner or later conspire to destroy them. 

       Playwrights like Edward  Albee  startled   theater   audiences  out of their 
comfortable  notions  about the  American  dream  and  American  society. Albee’s drama is 
an attempt to explode the pretty picture, and to show the hidden, very ugly reality underneath. 
The bitter loneliness of the rejected Jerry in The Zoo Story, the vicious quarrelling of couples 
in Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf, is a lot closer to the truth than the happy toothpaste 
commercials or the empty belief that America is the “land of the free and the home of the 
brave” where everyone is guaranteed “life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.” Albee’s 
plays like The Sandbox(1960), The American Dream (1961), Who’s Afraid of Virginia 
Woolf?(1962),A Delicate Balance (1966) explicate how the family bonds constitute a fragile 
form of equilibrium that can easily get shattered while also serving as a curious source of 
stability. In all these plays, the families are either dysfunctional or at least in an unstable 
condition. The members of the families frequently miscommunicate and keep secrets from 
each other but eventually equilibrium is restored, even if it is a sort of delicate balance, as 
Albee puts it. Albee’s Sandbox(1960) is a scathing attack on the presumed existence of the 
happy American family, which had been idealized in American popular culture of the late 
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forties and fifties. In the play, the characters Mommy and Daddy have no conversation while 
they wait for grandma to die because they can’t think of anything to say to each other. Thus 
the care and compassion which the aged need from the family members is shown to be 
lacking. The American Dream (1961) explores the hollowness of the American dream as well 
as the fallacy of the ideal American family in substituting artificial values for real values. In 
the play, Albee uses the theme of the missing son wherein the characters The Mommy and 
Daddy had adopted a son many years earlier. As they objected to the child's actions, they 
mutilated it as punishment, eventually killing it. Now a Young Man appears at the door 
looking for work. After hearing his life story, we are informed that this Young Man, who is 
dubbed "The American Dream," is the twin of Mommy and Daddy's first child. Because the 
first child was mutilated, the twin has experienced all of its pain, having been rendered as 
physically beautiful, but psychologically crippled, completely superficial and completely 
empty. The original son and his twin are the American Dream, both past and present. The 
original American Dream has been so badly mutilated that it died, and its twin in the present 
is beautiful but completely empty.   

  Albee’s darkly satirical  Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf  (1962) is a starkly realistic 
portrayal of dysfunctional couples. It is set in the context of an all-night drinking bout in the   
home of a   middle-aged college   professor   and   his   wife playing out their aggressions and 
fears. The   play   dramatizes   the subtle ways in which family members are estranged from    
each   other   and   questions   the   substitution   of   artificial values for real ones in 
contemporary society. It is, in Albee’s own words,  “a  stand  against  the  fiction  that  
everything  in  this  slipping land of ours is peachy-keen.”The family in A Delicate Balance 
(1966) is out of balance. The family consists of Tobias, the father, Agnes, the mother, and 
Julia, their grown-up daughter. The play explores the stresses and strains within family life, 
and the forces that are implemented to keep things in balance - a balance necessary for 
survival.  

           Powerful new voices emerged in the American theatre in the late sixties and 
throughout the seventies as a postwar wave of writers, including Edward Albee, Ed Bullins, 
Maria Irene Fornes, John Guare, Beth Henley, LeRoi Jones, Charles Ludlam, David Mamet, 
Terrence McNally, Marsha Norman, David Rabe, Sam Shepard, Lanford Wilson and many 
others. All tested the American character, family, and dreams and found them wanting. Two 
playwrights who gained wide recognition during the 1970s and 1980s, Sam Shepard and 
David Mamet, were at the forefront of exploring the boundaries in terms of the performance 
of American identity in their work. David Mamet explores the myths of American capitalism-
the loss of individual and national enterprise-in the salesmen, confidence men, and tricksters 
that inhabit American Buffalo(1977),Glengarry Glen Ross(1983), and Speed the plow(1988). 

            The means of presentation used by Sam Shepard may be basically realistic, but 
Shepard’s realism is invaded and rejuvenated by the experimental lessons of the 1960s and 
1970s and then molded to fit the new perceptions in a manner that the older form was not 
able to. The search for a casual thread has been abandoned in an attempt to uncover other 
types of coherence acceptable to a late twentieth-century frame of mind. Shepard was 
working within the very form he earlier repudiated: domestic realism –but with a twist. 
Though the nuclear family is prominent in Shepard’s family plays, it quickly becomes clear 
that this is not Norman Rockwell’s America. Nor is it a depiction of a troubled American 
family designed to dramatize the struggle between community and independence, between 
self-delusion and honesty, or between some other competing sets of values explored by 
earlier playwrights such as Tennessee Williams and Eugene O’Neill. From inside a theatrical 
form that had traditionally aimed at sustaining the sense of the family, however troubled or 
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dysfunctional, as a hallowed and living icon, Shepard offers a seductively familiar but 
disturbingly distorted family portrait. Husband, wife, sons and grandson, though recognizable 
as a middle-American farm family prove to be caricatures, grotesque recasting of the ordinary 
into the strange. In Shepard, character weaknesses take physical form with an alcoholic 
father, a brain-damaged son, a crippled son, and a murdered infant-possibly the child of 
mother/son incest-collectively presenting a portrait of disability and decadence.       In 
depicting dysfunctional families, Sam Shepard brought a greater level of intensity level to 
family portrayals than had previously been seen in modern American theatre. In part, his 
plays appear to reflect the tumultuous tone of the late 1960s and early 1970s when American 
society was in flux and when national uncertainty reached down to the basic unit of society, 
the family. Yet, despite addressing recently emerging social issues, Shepard’s plays also 
depict universal family conflicts. In his family plays, Shepard attempts to exorcise the 
destructive traits typical of the American family history. The characters in his plays try to 
escape these traits by denying them and by clinging to the myths of a misremembered past. 
As Matthew Roudane describes:  

                         The familiar material, of course, negotiates the problematic conditions of the 
American family and its wayward inhabitants. As seen in so many Shepard 
plays, questions of heredity, legacy, and legitimacy animate the stage, as do the 
status of the real and the ways in which the individual subjectivizes his or her 
own version of reality. (279) 

                         All the protagonists in Shepard’s plays live in a state of denial. They struggle to escape the 
patterns of alcoholism, abuse, and abandonment that are displayed and handed down by the 
patriarch. This is the truth that his protagonist must confront. Shepard uses different kinds of 
myth in his family plays which are the myth of the American West, the myth   of   old cowboys 
and lands. Shepard gives a deconstructive presentation of several traditional   myths, especially   
the myth of a good   American family. Generally   speaking,   Shepard’s   plays   seek   to   
depict   the   undeniable   effects   of   postmodernism   on   the   lives   of Americans.  America 
as myth or idea supersedes its identity as a geographical reality, whether envisioned as a desert 
paradise, a purifying wilderness, a theocratic garden of God, or the redemptive West 
(Bercovitch, 1975:86).  

                The dramatists thus attack the competitive society and the American dream and their 
dehumanizing influence on the family. O’Neill himself insists: 

This   country is   going to   get   it   -   really get   it.   We had   
everything to   start   with   - everything   -   but   there’s   
bound   to   be   retribution.   We’ve   followed   the   same 
selfish,   greedy   path    as every    other   country    in the 
world. We   talk   about   the American dream, but what is this 
dream, in most cases, but the dream of material things? I 
sometimes   think   that   the   United   States,   for   this   
reason,   is   the   greatest failure the world has ever seen. 
We’ve been able to get a very good price for our souls in this 
country - the greatest price perhaps that has ever been paid 
(qtd. In Bigsby and Wilmeth 302). 
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