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A Tangled Web of Sexual Repression

Although sexual nature is common to all human beings, if uncontrolled it can run amuck and entangle a person in a web of calamity. Of course, not everyone has the same opinion about how to properly express these feelings. For instance, during the sixteen hundreds many Puritans had specific rules and views about sex and gender roles. In 1692, the town of Salem, Massachusetts was home to a society of Puritans. At that time, mass hysteria and sexual repression caused accusations of witchcraft. In The Crucible, a group of young girls were discovered dancing in the woods by Mr. Parris, the Reverend of Salem. Frightened, the reverend’s daughter fainted and the other girls were questioned. They refused to admit that the dancing was an act of witchcraft and instead they accused Mr. Parris’s slave, Tituba, of their actions. Forced to speak by being whipped, Tituba confessed to witchcraft; this enabled the false confessions on behalf of the girls. Abigail Williams was the instigator of multiple false accusations against many innocent people in Salem. She immediately forbade the girls to not speak a word of what happened in the woods. In order to protect themselves, the girls began to confess to being victims of witchcraft. Abigail was a young girl who had a sexual encounter with John Proctor, a farmer in Salem. Attached and in love, Abigail was desperate for his attention yet he turned his back on her to be with his wife Elizabeth Proctor. Sex and sexual repression were the underlying causes of the disastrous conflicts which occurred in the lives of these characters in The Crucible and contributed to the plot’s resolution of the main conflict.

Dancing is one way of expressing sexual impulses. Sex in Salem’s Puritan society was only acceptable between a male and a female who were joined by marriage. Therefore, young unmarried females were often sexually frustrated and dancing was one form of relief. After the girls were caught in the forest, Mr. Parris confronted Abigail, “I saw Tituba waving her arms over the fire when I came on you. Why was she doing that? And I heard a screeching and gibberish coming from her mouth. She were swaying like a dumb beast over that fire!”


“She always sings her Barbados songs, and we dance.”

“I cannot blink what I saw, Abigail, for my enemies will not blink. I saw a dress lying on the grass” (Miller 10). The Puritans did not understand the dancing rituals of African cultures and frequently associated such rituals with the Devil. Tituba was expressing herself through cultural dancing which was acceptable in Babardos, but not acceptable in Salem. When the Reverend witnessed such an event, he automatically was frightened and assumed it was associated with witchcraft. Also, we can speculate from Mr. Parris’s questioning about the dress lying on the ground that some of the girls were nude during the dancing. Sexual repression lead to the girls’ dancing and therefore was one reason for the Salem Witch Trials. An internet source tells us, “The punishment of suspected witches served as a defense against the weakening of Puritan society.  By casting out the ‘witches’, the Puritans were reaffirming their community values: strict adherence to religious devotion, fear of God, abstinence from the pleasures of secular society (drink, sex, music, dance), and the like” (Dunn Par. 6). The Puritan society had strict rules and the girls’ behavior would have been viewed as blasphemous. When the girls confessed that they were afflicted of witchcraft, the society felt relieved because it was the only valid explanation for them. By destroying witches, Puritans felt as if they were doing God’s work and pleasing him. Slowly, these factors and events occurring one after another, gradually led to the witch hunt in Salem.


In The Crucible, Abigail Williams and John Proctor were involved in a sexual relationship despite John’s marriage to Elizabeth Proctor.  Unfortunately for Abby, John decided to cease whatever love or relationship they had because he loved his wife. In jealousy, Abigail grew spiteful and formed a hatred for Elizabeth. Obsession caused her to go to extremes as the character Betty can help one understand: “You drank blood, Abby! You didn’t tell him that!”

“Betty, you never say that again! You will never-”, Abigail angrily replied.

“You did, you did! You drank a charm to kill John Proctor’s wife! You drank a charm to kill Goody Proctor!” (Miller 18) This action was done so Abigail could imagine a life without Elizabeth, who was also known as Goody Proctor. Abigail’s ambitions and rejection from John caused her to express herself through atrocious activities. These actions would likely have been seen from the Puritans as witchcraft. If any of the girls had told the authorities that Abby deliberately drank blood, then her punishment could have been death. Knowing this, she threatened the girls in order to make sure they would stay silent. Abigail’s and the girls’ actions, however, led to the Salem Witch Trials. In fear, the girls supported Abigail’s decisions to lie and accuse the town members of Salem. When Mr. Parris and Reverend Hale, a specialist in witchcraft, became suspicious that witchcraft was involved, Abigail blamed her actions on Tituba. In fear, Tituba confessed, “No, no don’t hang Tituba! I tell him I don’t desire to work for him, sir.”

“The Devil?” (42) Parris questioned Tituba. The Reverend and Parris pressured Tituba to tell them who else was seen with the devil. Eventually Abigail cried out and told them that she had seen the devil. In the end, all the girls accused several townspeople of being associated with the devil. The accusations made by the girls about innocent town members were all conceived after the exposure of the ritualistic dancing that took place in the woods. Like a snowball rolling down a hill, the events and accusations soon became large and dangerous.

In the beginning, John Proctor and Abigail Williams were involved in a sexual relationship. When John reunited with his wife Elizabeth after being in jail for a long period of time, she tried to convince John to sign a confession. Elizabeth’s own confession came up in conversation as she difficulty explained, “I have read my heart this three month, John. I have sins of my own to count. It needs a cold wife to prompt lechery.”


“Enough, enough-”, John replied in pain.


“Better you should know me!” (126) Elizabeth proclaimed that she had kept a cold house. This meant that she was unfriendly in their marriage and was not emotionally open to him. John refused to believe her words, but Goody Proctor believed that because of her coldness and lack of passion, he grew away from her. Many relationships in Puritan Society lacked intimacy. A writer explains, “Sex was reduced by Christianity to an unromantic, harsh, ugly act with penance easily and hypocritically granted to men whenever required. Women became pieces of disposable property” (Seventeen-Hundred Sec. 3). This is a rigid understanding of how the society was like in the 1600’s. Although many marriages were successful and fulfilling, intimacy was not found in every relationship and often a man would seek another person to be intimate with besides his wife. In order to experience some kind of warm love, John became intimately close with Abigail Williams and gained the passion that was lacking in his marriage. Elizabeth Proctor believed that it was her fault that caused his lechery which spawned many more events that caused The Crucible to climax in its witch hunt conflict.


Eventually, Abigail’s love for John and jealousy of Elizabeth led her to design a plan that led to Goody Proctor being accused of witchcraft. One can see the desperation in the words Abby expressed, “I look for John Proctor that took me from my sleep and put knowledge in my heart! I never knew what pretense Salem was, I never knew the lying lessons I was taught by all these Christian women and their covenanted men! And now you bid me tear the light out of my eyes? I will not, I cannot! You loved me, John Proctor, and whatever sin it is, you loved me yet! John, pity me, pity me!” (Miller 22) As the girls continued to accuse innocent victims of association with the devil, Abby eventually made her way to Elizabeth. Planned perfectly, Abigail would convince the judges that Elizabeth’s spirit afflicted injury on her by means of witchcraft. Abby was able to manipulate them and receive what she wanted. A man of the court explained the evidence of Elizabeth’s crime: 



The girl, the Williams girl, Abigail Williams, sir. She sat to dinner in Reverend 


Parris’s house tonight, and without word nor warnin’ she falls to the floor. Like a 


struck beast, he says, and screamed a scream that a bull would weep to hear. And 


he goes to save her, and, stuck two inches in the flesh of her belly, he draw a 


needle out. And demandin’ of her how she come to be so stabbed, she testify it 


were your wife’s familiar spirit pushed it in. (70-71) 
Therefore Elizabeth was arrested because of Abigail’s wound that was supposedly inflicted upon her by Goody Proctor. This angered John Proctor because he knew it was all a pretense. Proctor was aware that Abigail wished for him to come back to her and that she was in love with him. He knew she was capable of such a sinister plot to get rid of his wife. 


Shown through the lives of the characters in The Crucible, sex and sexual repression contributed to the plot’s resolution of the main conflict. Women and men alike express sexual needs and always will have sexual impulses. These emotions and impulses are not always expressed in an acceptable way and can lead to complications and conflicts. The girls in the town of Salem were victims of an era where sexual expression was repressed. By seeking a form of sexual release, they practiced activities which were looked down upon by the Puritan tradition. The girls’ troublesome actions sparked the beginning of a large fire which was relevant to the plot and main conflict. John Proctor was hanged and all of the events beforehand caused his unnecessary death. A strict moral code of the Puritan town members repressed any sexual expression outside of marriage. Any sight of unapproved sexual expression caused uproar, especially when it was blamed on something very much believed in such as witchcraft. In the case of Salem, when the suspicious behavior of the girls was exposed, the finger was pointed at witchcraft, a larger fear of the Church. Any accusation of witchcraft from a person was taken very seriously. With almost any accusation came an automatic charge of guilt in court. In a large forest, filled with frightening thoughts and rumors, a scared man can easily drop his torch and burn the entire forest down to ashes.
