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Abstract 

 

     Tony Kushner’s Angels in America has been accused of its proposing the 

Enlightenment progress when its disastrous consequence is seen at the end of the 20th century. 

In spite of the obvious color of Walter Benjamin’s philosophy of history in the play, critics 

still consider that Kushner ignores Benjamin’s warning of the idea of progress for human 

history in Angels. Nevertheless, what Kushner describes in the play, through the struggles of 

the characters, is actually a Benjaminian progress instead of an Enlightenment one. The 

reason for such a difference of critical viewpoints is: the critics of Angels fail to fully 

understand Benjamin’s concept of progress and its real significance in the play. Starting from 

Benjamin’s concept of progress, this thesis aims at examining the application of Benjamin’s 

concept of progress and redemption in Angels and discovering Kushner’s intention to propose 

a self-redemption. 

     Angels is comprised of part I: Millennium Approaches (premier in 1991) and part II: 

Perestroika (1992). It is Kushner’s most celebrated play. The play begins when a gay man, 

Prior Walter, has found his infection with AIDS. Facing his destined death and deserted by his 

lover, one day, Prior is visited by an American Angel, who calls him the “prophet” and gives 

him a gospel of anti-migration to spread. Since then, his life has become a journey searching 

for self-awareness and hope in the future. In Angels, Kushner discusses the questions in the 

United States at the end of the 20th century against the multi-cultural background of New 

York and America. The prospect of the human race’s future becomes his ultimate concern in 

the play.  

     This thesis is divided into five chapters. The first chapter, “Introduction,” provides the 

background information of Angels, including the plot summary, critical history, and my 

concerns on the critiques of play. In Chapter Two, Benjamin’s theory of progress is used to 

analyze the idea of progress in Angels, which means discovering the dialectical images of 
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history that are suppressed in historical time. This concept of progress is “revolutionary” 

because it changes mankind’s recognition of history and the present condition. Chapter Three 

begins with Benjamin’s definition of “redemption” of human history, which means the 

awakening of the “weak messianic power,” the power that a whole generation of human 

beings is endowed with. This power gives human beings a “messianic vision,” a glimpse of 

the redemptive world. In Chapter Four, Kushner’s supplement to Benjamin’s theory of 

redemption, the idea of “restructuring,” is applied as the key word for the completion of 

redemption for the characters in Angels. Chapter Five concludes this thesis with the 

self-redemption of the characters in the play and the beginning of the “Great Work”: the 

redemption of the entire humanity in the coming Millennium.  


