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Chapter One 

Introduction 

 

     Τony Kushner’s Angels in America: A Gay Fantasia on National Themes 

(Part I Millennium Approaches published in 1993, Part II Perestroika 1994)1 is a 

landmark of American post-war drama. Since its premier in 1991 (Part I) and 1992 

(Part II), Angels has become one of the most celebrated and acclaimed plays in the 

United States and Britain. The charm of Angels, according to the critics and theatrical 

scholars, lies in its accurate depiction and imaginative interpretation of a variety of 

“national themes” which are crucially correlative to the audience. With its background 

set in the 1980s, Angels also involves a contemplation of the controversial and 

ambivalent era.  

As David Savran admits, “Not within [his] memory has a new American play 

been canonized by the press as rapidly as Angels in America” (207). The enormous 

popularity and wide acclamation of the play seem to be unprecedented.  Theater 

critics and reviewers have credited Angels as “the broadest, deepest, most searching 

American play of [the 90s],” “a masterpiece,” which “marks a turning point in the 

history of gay drama, the history of American drama, and of American literary 

culture” (Savran 207-8). Angels also has a brilliant record in award-winning. It has 

won a Pulitzer Prize for Drama (1993), two Tony Awards for Best Play (1993 and 

1994), and New York Drama Critics Circle Award (1993) (Vorlicky 3). Tony Kushner 

is thus acclaimed as “one of the most refreshing dramatist in the nineties” (Roudané 

402) and as “an artist who has become one of America’s most revered playwrights in 

                                                 
1 For the convenience of abbreviation, Angels in America as a combined work in the following 

part of the thesis will be abbreviated as “Angels.” As for specific reference, Part I: Millennium 
Approaches will be quoted as Millennium, and Part II Perestroika as Perestroika.  
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the last decade of the twentieth century, the nation’s voice for the turn of the 

millennium” (Vorlicky 1).  

Although Angels is a popular play, it is also a play that concerns very serious 

problems of its contemporary world. In portraying the lives of Americans at the end of 

the century, it probes the topics and issues that reveal the problems of the United 

States of the 1980s. In addition to the exploration of social issues, Kushner also 

demonstrates in the play the importance of progress of human race and the 

significance of redemption for modern people. To be exact, Kushner illustrates the 

struggles of the characters as journeys in search of hope through the processes of 

progress, redemption, and reformation. The processes of these journeys are painful, 

but they lead them to hope in the future.  

 

I. About the Author 

Tony Kushner (1956- ) was born in Manhattan and grew up in Lake Charles, 

Louisiana. He graduated from Columbia University, majoring in medieval studies. 

After college, Kushner returned to Louisiana for three summers to teach and direct 

plays for children, mostly plays by Shakespeare and Brecht. His interest in Brecht 

urged him to go to the graduate school in New York University, where he began to 

contact theater groups like Repertory Theater of St. Louis and Theater 

Communication Group (Szentgyorgyi 11-2).  

Since the 1980s, Kushner has founded his own theatre troop and started writing 

and producing plays. Angels is his most astonishing triumph in playwriting, which 

brought him Broadway success and worldwide fame. Other than Angels, his works 

include A Bright Room Called Day and The Illusion (adapted from the play of French 

playwright Corneille) (“About the Author” Perestroika 159). Mr. Kushner is currently 

an adjunct faculty member of New York University's Dramatic Writing program 
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(“Tony Kushner” para. 3).  

Kushner’s identity is a complex combination: a white man, a gay-activist, and a 

Jew. The complexity of Kushner’s identity provides a variety of thematic materials 

and viewpoints for his plays. Moreover, by examining the themes and viewpoints in 

Angels, one could easily find that the play is based on Kushner’s life in New York and 

his personal experience as a multiple-identity man. The audience and readers of this 

play will see a spectacular encounter of ethnic and minority groups, which gives 

Angels abundant conflicts as well as possibilities.  

 

II. The Significance of Angels 

The title of the play—Angels in America: A Gay Fantasia on National 

Themes—gives clues to its content. There are biblical terms (angels), the question of 

the national identity (America), the homosexual (gay) identity, and the important 

topics in the United States (national themes). The “National Themes” of the United 

States in the 1980s allude to the serious social problems at that time. These problems 

reflect the anxieties and evangelical concerns of many Americans facing the coming 

of the Millennium. Accordingly, Angels provides a picture of America at the end of 

the 20th century, a time of crisis and change to Americans.  

Angels is a play about the millenarian feelings of Americans at the end of the 

20th century. According to the Bible, the Millennium is the time when the Messiah 

will return and judge all the human beings on earth. Therefore, the devastative scenes 

in the second half of the 20th century are interpreted as apocalyptical signs of the 

doomsday. The concerns of the end of the world and the Judgment of human beings 

are prominent in the play. 

Facing the coming millennium, the human race suffers from anxiety and despair 

induced by numerous man-made catastrophes around the world. For Kushner, 
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however, the one who experiences the anxiety and despair is actually involved in a 

“painful progress” (Perestroika 144) of seeking self-awareness and hope in the future. 

At this critical time, Kushner’s Angels reveals its significance in depicting how the 

redemption of the human race is possible in the present era. In describing the anxieties 

and struggles of people in the face of the Millennium, Kushner manifests that progress 

and redemption of the human kind are still possible even if the catastrophic prospect 

for the future seems to be destined. The idea of acquiring redemption through 

progress is Kushner’s capital interest in Angels.  

 

III. Plot Summary 

Part I: Millennium Approaches  

The play starts during the last days of October, 1985. Prior Walter, a poor but 

stylish part-time worker, is attending the Jewish funeral of Sarah Ironson, 

grandmother to his boy friend Louis. After the funeral service, Prior shows Louis the 

Kaposi’s sarcoma on his arm, which is a symptom of AIDS. Louis frowns at the scene. 

He worries about Prior very much.  

A couple of days later, Louis cries in the men’s room of the Brooklyn Federal 

Court. He works there as a word processor. Joe Pitt, the chief clerk for Justice 

Theodore Wilson of the Court, enters and sees him. Joe tries to console Louis, and 

they become acquainted. Joe is also a homosexual, but he denies the fact and has got 

married. His wife Harper is a Valium (a kind of antidepressant drug) addict. She 

sometimes gets illusions after taking the drug.  

Joe’s boss Roy Cohn, a New York lawyer and an unofficial power broker, 

offers him an opportunity to work in the Department of Justice. Because Roy’s illegal 

behavior has been investigated by a committee in the Department, he wants Joe to 

work in the Department as a spy for him. Joe adores his boss very much, but if he 
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accepts this offer, he has to move to Washington. Joe’s wife Harper, however, does not 

want to move to Washington. Joe has trouble making a decision between his marriage 

and his opportunity to a better career. He is deeply distressed.  

A month later, Prior’s situation gets worse. He is seriously ill and unable to 

walk. Louis is scared. He is facing a dilemma now: he loves Prior, but he worries that 

he may not be able to take care of him for long. The next day, Louis tells Prior that he 

is moving out. Prior becomes furious because Louis wants to leave him when he 

needs him most. Louis tells Prior he still loves him, but he cannot endure the mental 

pressure of worrying about Prior’s condition.  

Four days later, late at night, Louis strolls in the park. Joe follows him there. Joe 

has come out to his mother and wife. His wife has left him. Deeply depressed by 

Harper’s leaving, Joe rejects the job opportunity offered by his boss Roy, which 

makes Joe feel very sorry and Roy betrayed. Joe is distressed more than ever. Louis 

feels it is the right time, so he makes an attempt to console and seduce Joe. He 

touches Joe, and then kisses him. He asks Joe to come to his place, and Joe agrees.  

Meanwhile, Prior is at his apartment alone. Suddenly, the American Angel 

reveals to him with an impressive grand sight. She breaks through the ceiling of the 

apartment and descends into the room. She greets Prior, calls him “Prophet,” and 

announces a great mission that has been assigned to him. This scene ends Part I of 

Angels.  

Part II: Perestroika 

Part II begins at the same night Prior is visited by the Angel. At the same time, 

Aleksii Antedilluvianovich Prelapsarianov, the world’s oldest living Bolshevik, is 

giving an impassionate speech on the idea of progress and the situation of socialism in 

the Kremlin, Moscow. He warns his audience of the coming great change. Meanwhile, 

Prior and the Angel pose as the last scene of Part I with Prior trying to expel the 
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Angel.  

At the same night, Louis brings Joe to his place. Joe still concerns about 

Louis’ boyfriend, but Louis doesn’t seem to care about him anymore. They caress, 

smell and taste each other, and then make love. Since then, Louis and Joe live 

together and share the bed for the next three weeks.  

Still at the same night but later, Prior wakes up from a nightmare and 

discovers that he has had a wet dream. He feels scared but also full of joyful feelings, 

so he calls up his ex-lover and friend Belize, who works as a nurse in a hospital. Prior 

tries to tell him about the vision of the Angel. However, their telephone conversation 

is interrupted when a doctor demands Belize to attend a patient. It is Joe’s boss Roy 

who has got AIDS. In the hospital room, Roy is mad about everything. To make Roy 

cooperative, Belize threatens to treat him really badly, but somehow Belize also feels 

sympathetic to Roy. Before leaving Roy’s room, Belize tells Roy if he is as powerful 

as he claims, he should try to get AZT, a kind of new drug which is still in testing but 

a possible cure for AIDS.  

Three weeks later, Prior and Belize attend a funeral of a mutual friend. After 

the funeral Prior tells Belize about the revelation of the American Angel. In Prior’s 

description, the American Angel tells him he will be the prophet who should spread 

the anti-migratory gospel. He is told to tell people on earth to stop moving, to stay 

where they are, and by doing so to stop the terrible destructions people have done to 

the world. Prior hesitates to take the mission. Although he listens to Prior attentively, 

Belize doesn’t think that is a revelation. He thinks Prior has gone mad over worrying 

about his condition.  

A week later, Prior visits the Mormon Visitor’s Center. He goes there to look for 

information about the American Angel. There, he meets Joe’s mother Hannah, who 

has flown from Salt Lake City to try to help her son but is now working as a volunteer 
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at the Visitor’s Center. He watches a dummy show about the migration of the 

Mormons in the Diorama Room of the Center. Unexpectedly, Prior sees in a vision 

that Louis interrupts the plot of the show on stage. He feels hurt and leaves the 

Visitor’s Center. Later that day, Prior is in his apartment. Suddenly the phone rings. It 

is Louis. After living with Joe for three weeks, Louis realizes he still loves Prior and 

he regrets of leaving him. Louis wants to make up with Prior. Prior, however, is 

reluctant to make up with Louis. He still cannot forgive Louis for deserting him when 

he is seriously ill and emotionally dependent.  

A day later, Joe comes to visit Roy at the ward. Thinking he is dying, Roy 

summons Joe to his bed, makes him kneel, and blesses him. After the blessing, Joe 

confesses to Roy that he has deserted his wife and has been living with a man. Joe’s 

confession reminds Roy of his own dishonesty about his own sexual orientation. He 

feels hurt and drives Joe away. Roy thinks Joe has betrayed him again. His condition 

worsens very quickly.  

Joe goes to the Mormon Visitor’s Center to meet his mother Hannah. He asks 

for her forgiveness for abandoning Harper, but Hannah refuses to forgive him. After 

Joe has left, Prior comes in and intends to talk with Hannah about Joe and Louis’s 

relationship. While they are talking, Prior has a relapse. He asks Hannah’s help to 

send him to the hospital. She accompanies him to the hospital and looks after him that 

night.  

At that very night, Harper takes the night flight to San Francisco. She decides 

to leave Joe forever. At the same time, Roy dies on his sickbed after he has learnt that 

the committee has ruled against him and thus disbarred him. He dies dishonored.  

At the same night, Prior is in the hospital room. The American Angel comes 

back to him. With the help of Hannah, Prior wrestles with the Angel. Finally, Prior 

wins and gets the permission to go to Heaven to argue for his claim.  
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In the Council Hall of Heaven, in front of the Angels, Prior refuses the mission. 

He tells them that the desires to move, to migrate, and to progress are a part of human 

nature. No matter what will happen in the future, Prior asserts, the most important 

thing is to have hope and live on. After completing his statement, Prior leaves the 

Council Hall and descends to earth.  

In the Epilogue, Prior, Louis, Hannah, and Belize sit side by side by the 

Bethesda fountain in the Central Park. They are talking about the changes that are 

occurring all over the world. It is May 1990. The communist countries in East Europe 

have been transformed. The Berlin Wall has fallen. Prior has survived with AIDS for 

five years. Saying farewell to the audience, Prior optimistically announces to the 

audience the coming of a great era and blesses them more life. This is the end of 

Angels.  

 

IV. The Critical Overview of Angels 

Since its staging, Angels has been drawing the attention of critics for its 

comprehensive exploration of the social topics and its illustration of hopeful prospect 

for the new Millennium. Critics like David Savran, Scott Tucker, and Art Borreca 

regard Angels as a play that probes into the critical issues, the “National Themes,” of 

the United States in the 1980s. Because of their importance as momentous topics, 

these issues become the foci of the critical evaluations of Angels. In addition to the 

critical issues, critics like David Savran and Martin Harries also point out the 

contribution of the philosophy of Walter Benjamin (1892-1940) to Kushner’s concept 

of the Millennium for the human race. In their criticisms, the critics notice the 

similarity and difference between Benjamin’s and Kushner’s portrayals of future 

prospect for the human history. Considering the critics’ comprehensive research on 

them, therefore, the “National Themes” and Benjamin’s influence become the two 
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major concerns of the critics’ critical analysis of Angels.  

The “National Themes” in Angels 

     Set in the 1980s, Angels reflects the social condition of that turbulent time. 

Actually, much of the theatrical charm of Angels comes from its accurate portrayal 

and close examination of the critical issues highly concerned about by the whole 

nation. These significant issues that are still very crucial at present—including the 

AIDS epidemic, McCarthyism, religions, and the anxiety toward the Millennium— 

are also the national themes in Angels.  

The most prominently and the most frequently discussed topic in Angels is 

AIDS. Because of its background in the 80s, Angels has become one of the few plays 

that probe into the history of AIDS epidemic in the early 90s. Some critics even 

consider Angels as a play which depicts mainly the AIDS epidemic and its effect on 

the patient. For example, the reviewer Richard Hornby calls Angels “[a] seven-hour 

play about AIDS” (189), and the critic Art Borreca calls it a “realistic AIDS Play” 

(245). In addition to be a realistic descriptive theme, the theme of AIDS epidemic also 

changes the interpersonal relationship and symbolizes the destruction of the 

traditional moral order in Angels. In Barbara Norden’s review of Perestroika, she 

considers that the AIDS epidemic is a power which “force[s]” the thematic changes in 

Perestroika (19). The AIDS epidemic in Angels, according to Norden, is the 

manifestation of the power that motivates the millenarian changes to occur in the play. 

Hence, the theme of AIDS becomes indispensable to the plot and dramatic tension of 

Angels.  

The American politics in the 80s, represented in Roy Cohn’s power brokering, 

is another frequently discussed topic in the play. The character Roy Cohn is based on 

a real person, late Roy M. Cohn (1927-86), who was involved in the actions of 

McCarthyism in the 60s (“Playwright’s notes,” Millennium 5). Some critics tend to 
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compare the real Roy Cohn and the character in order to extract Kushner’s personal 

political orientation in the play. For example, in comparing Roy Cohn and other 

public figures who were involved in McCarthyism, the reviewer Scott Tucker 

criticizes Kushner’s lack of confidence to probe into the questions of the living 

remnants of McCarthyism (33).  

Yet, the most important quality of the character Roy Cohn is that he is also a 

secret gay man and AIDS patient. The politics of sex and power meet and intersect 

within the character. These political forces and relationships make Roy Cohn a 

complicated and ambiguous figure. In Savran’s words, “[i]n Angels, a series of 

political dialectics […] remains the primary means for producing this ideological fix, 

for producing divergence” (221). Roy Cohn’s political divergence is also one of the 

manifestations of the diversity of the American politics in the 80s.  

The religious imagery in Angels is also a topical concern for the critics. The 

religious images, particularly the images of Mormonism and Judaism, are everywhere 

in the play. Firstly, the scenes of the revelation of the American Angel and the Book of 

anti-migratory gospel are apparently inspired by the legend of the revelation of Angel 

Moroni to Joseph Smith, the Mormon prophet.2 As Savran has pointed out: “Given 

the number and prominence of Mormon characters in the play, it should come as little 

surprise that Mormonism […] maintains a very close relationship to the epistemology 

of Angels in America” (217). The history and religious spirit of Mormonism influence 

the scene of revelation of the American Angel, Prior’s response to the Angel’s project, 

                                                 
2 According to the Joseph Smith’s own description, he was visited by angel Moroni in his room 

(Joseph Smith-History 1: 30). Like Prior, Joseph Smith claims that he was assigned a work and a book 
of “everlasting Gospel” (JS-H 1: 33-34). He is told by the angel to dig out the book along with 
interpreting equipment, “two stones in silver bows” (1: 34-35). All these descriptions influence strongly 
Kushner’s description of the scene of the Angel’s revelation to Prior in scene i, Act II of Perestroika. 
For details of Joseph Smith’s vision of the angel Moroni, see “Joseph Smith-History,” Chapter 1, in 
Pearl of Great Price <http://scriptures.lds.org/pgp/contents>.  



                                                                              Li 11 

and Kushner’s own idea of redemption.3  

Secondly, the images of Jewish religion also affect the scenes of revelation in 

Angels. As to Judaism’s influence on Angels, Alisa Solomon comments: “Angels is 

saturated with familiar Jewish imagery and ideas” (118). In the play, the most 

prominent example of Jewish images is the scene in which Prior the prophet wrestles 

with the Angel in the same way Jacob wrestles with God in the Bible (Gen. 32: 24-28), 

which is credited as “the Jewish way” by Sarah Ironson (Perestroika 138).4 In 

addition, the Hebrew letters “writhing in flames” on the wall when the Angel ascends 

to Prior’s hospital room (Perestroika 117), and Louis and Ethel Rosenberg’s reading 

Kaddish for Roy Cohn are also scenes inspired by the religious ideas in Judaism. 

These scenic details are all Kushner’s design for constructing the religious 

atmosphere in Angels.  

The revelation of the Millennium is another regularly discussed theme among 

the themes of Angels. The biblical prediction of Christ’s return, the catastrophic 

events that are to happen at the turn of the century, and the seemingly pessimistic 

future prospect of the human race, are all sources of the millenarian anxiety in Angels. 

As the critic Stanton B. Garner Jr. comments, “[Angels] is animated by the terms and 

imagery of millenarian discourse” (176). The verbal and visual manifestations of the 

coming of the Millennium are everywhere in Angels. Almost every character has 

expressed his or her idea of the apocalyptical scenes or events in the play.5 For 

instance, behind Harper’s illusions of the destruction of the ecological system, her real 

concern is actually the coming of the end of the world. The critic Deborah Geis 
                                                 

3 For further details of the influence of Mormonism to Angels, please see the section titled “the 
gathering of Zion,” p. 95 in chapter 4. 

4 The story of Jacob is alluded for four times in Angels (Millennium 49-50, Perestroika 82-83, 
118-20, and 138). Regarding Harold Bloom’s introduction of the significance of Jacob’s story to him, 
(“playwright’s notes,” Perestroika 7), Kushner seems to intend to stress the Jewish religious image in 
Angels by repeating frequently the story of Jacob throughout the play.  

5 For Garner’s list of the characters’ description of the millenarian scenes in Angels, see “Angels 
in America: The Millennium and Postmodern Memory,” in Approaching the Millennium, p. 176.  
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credits Harper’s interest in the collapsing of the ozone layer as a warning that “the 

future apocalypse is ‘now’ (200).” Furthermore, commenting on the millenarian 

theme in the ending scenes, Garner also points out that Kushner intends to construct 

hope on the ground of millenarian anxiety. She declares: “In their recourse to 

millenarian imagery these closing scenes represent Kushner’s final attempt to rewrite 

apocalypse, to borrow its urgency and its transformative imagination while 

challenging its exclusions” (182). Accordingly, Kushner wants to reverse the 

apocalyptical meaning of the Millennium by proposing that the Millennium is a crisis 

and also a chance of renewal to the world. This critique of Garner, obviously, 

identifies the possibilities of the new Millennium that are implied by the millenarian 

imagery in the play. 

In the past decade, Angels has been attracting the critics who have seen topical 

concerns in it. The topical concerns, which are the national themes, illustrate in their 

combination a scene of America facing the new Millennium and the unknown future 

of the country. The critics offer various viewpoints in analyzing Angels. The different 

foci of their critiques offer plural significances of Kushner’s design in the play. The 

multiplicity of the national themes and critics’ interpretations, as a result, gives the 

controversy and enriches the charm of Angels.  

Benjamin’s influence on Angels  

In addition to the national themes, the influence of the philosophy of the German 

Jewish philosopher Walter Benjamin to Angels is also a widely noticed topic. Since 

the staging of Angels, critics and reviewers have been tracing Benjamin’s 

philosophical ideas in the play. Critics like David Savran, Martin Harries, and Art 

Borreca have all detected different aspects of Benjamin’s influence on Kushner’s 

design in Angels.  

Firstly, critics have regarded Benjamin’s philosophy as a source of Kushner’s 
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millenarian imagery in Angels. Benjamin’s theory of history has been considered 

greatly influential on Kushner in his writing of Angels, particularly for the shaping of 

the image of the American Angel, the notion of progress, and the possibility of 

redemption for the human history.6 The critic David Savran has pointed out that 

“Benjamin’s allegory of history is, in many respects, the primary generative fiction for 

Angels” (211). Similar to Savran’s comments, Martin Harries remarks, “understanding 

Kushner’s staging of angels requires an investigation of his theatricalization of the 

thought of Walter Benjamin, in particular his reworking of Benjamin’s angel of 

history” (185). Both Savran and Harries indicate that Benjamin’s philosophy 

contributes enormously to Kushner’s concept of human history and mankind’s future 

in the new Millennium.  

In addition to Savran’s and Harries’ recognition of Benjamin’s influence on 

Angels, other critics, like Art Borreca, Steven F. Kruger, and Charles McNulty, have 

also paid attention to the details of Kushner’s application of Benjamin’s philosophy to 

the writing of the play. These critics try to locate Benjamin’s philosophical ideas in 

Kushner’s concept of the millenarian world in Angels. For instance, the critic Art 

Borreca claims that all of the major characters in Angels “are compounded of 

dialectically opposed impulses that manifest the dynamics of that moment in a 

‘Benjaminian’ way” (249). Borreca’s comment reveals Kushner’s application of 

dialectical relationships in his design of characters, which is a crucial idea of 

Benjamin’s theory of history. 7  Furthermore, commenting on the Benjaminian 

historical images in the play, the critic Steven F. Kruger explains: “As Benjamin 

                                                 
6 For the details of Benjamin’s notions of progress and redemption and their influence on 

Kushner’s Angels, see part VI, “The Theoretical Framework” in this chapter, p. 16.  
7 In Benjamin’s theory of history, the historical moments are not connected with each other 

according to their temporal order, but their “dialectical relationships.” Here Borreca considers this 
theory of Benjamin inspires Kushner’s design of characters in Angels. For the details of the dialectical 
relationship between historical images in Benjamin’s theory, see the section “Benjamin’s concept of 
progress: a form of revolution,” p. 27 in Chapter 2.  
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suggests, the revolutionary move is to discover in the past those moments that speak 

to the present, resonate with it, allow the vision of history as an uninterruptible 

‘continuum’ to be rent. In some sense this is the work of Angels itself” (168). His 

remark of the philosophy of time in Angels directly refers Angels as the theatrical 

embodiment of Benjamin’s theory of history. Furthermore, the critic Charles McNulty 

points out that Kushner tries to express in Angels his intention to encourage a 

revolutionary consideration of the political environment in the US by employing 

Benjamin’s revolutionary viewpoint on history. He asserts:  

For Kushner, a gay activist and dramatist enthralled by Benjamin’s 

brooding analysis of history, the present crisis couldn’t be more clear. 

Surveying five years of the first decade of the AIDS epidemic, the 

playwright casts a backward glance on America’s domestic strife, and 

with it something unexpected flickers into view—the revolutionary 

chance to blast open the oppressive continuum of history and steer clear 

into the next millennium. (85)  

McNulty’s statement confirms Kushner’s political aggressiveness exposed in Angels. 

By utilizing Benjamin’s political theory of history, claims McNulty, Kushner has 

found the chance to change the politically unjust situation that has discouraged the 

social activists and AIDS patients (85). Accordingly, McNulty regards Angels as a 

play with a strong political significance. His discovery of Kushner’s application of 

Benjaminian ideas, similar to Borreca’s and Kruger’s critiques, supports a politically 

radical reading of Angels.  

As a special source, Benjamin’s philosophy has become the bedrock for 

Kushner’s idea of millenarian revelations and the future for the human race in Angels. 

In their observations of the Benjaminian ideas in Angels, the critics have found that 

Benjamin’s philosophy of history is closely related to Kushner’s illustration of the 
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millenarian world in the play. Their discovery has also revealed the deeper meaning 

expressed through the national and millenarian themes of Angels.  

 

V. My Concerns 

The critics have noticed Benjamin’s influence in Angels, but they do not 

explore further in Benjamin’s correlation with Kushner’s Angels. There is no further 

exploration of Benjamin’s inspiration to Kushner in the critics’ investigations other 

than comparing and contrasting Kushner’s angels to Benjamin’s angel of history. 

Namely, the critics’ topical explorations of Angels lack an integral vision of Kushner’s 

ultimate concerns, which I think are closely affiliated to Benjamin’s philosophy of 

history.  

The progressive spirit that Kushner propagates in the Epilogue of Angels, 

according to the critics, is contradictory to Benjamin’s concept of history in his 

“Thesis on the Philosophy of History” (Savran 210; Borreca 248; McNulty 85).8 

Savran claims that Benjamin’s “Thesis” gives Angels “its idea of utopia, and its model 

for a particular kind of ambivalence” (210). Supplementing to Savran’s comments, 

Borreca points out that the passage of “Angelus Novus” in “Thesis” is extremely 

relative to Kushner’s angel in the play. McNulty, in addition, follows Savran’s 

explanation of the passage “Angelus Novus” and proclaims that Kushner has found in 

Benjamin’s “Thesis” the chance to change the “oppressive continuum of history” and 

to move on to the next millennium (85). Generally, these critics consider Kushner’s 

American Angel as the concrete example of Benjamin’s “angel of history” in the 

passage “Angelus Novus” in “Thesis” (257).9 

                                                 
8 In the following passages, Benjamin’s “Thesis of Philosophy of History” will be abbreviated as 

“Thesis.”  
9 For the details and analysis of the content of “Angelus Novus” in “Thesis,” see “Benjamin’s 

critique of the concept of progress,” p. 25 in Chapter 2.  



                                                                              Li 16 

 However, considering Prior’s fight against the anti-migratory project of the 

Angels, the critics have the idea that Kushner doesn’t share Benjamin’s pessimistic 

attitude toward the progress of human history, as represented in the description of the 

“angel of history.”10 Consequently, they think that Kushner’s persistence of the 

progress of the human race collides with Benjamin’s objection to the idea of progress 

in “Thesis.” This is the opinion of most of the critics when they have indicated the 

contradiction between Kushner’s and Benjamin’s attitude toward progress.11  

However, in spite of the critics’ finding of the apparent contradiction, I will 

argue that Kushner’s idea of progress in the Epilogue doesn’t contradict Benjamin’s 

concept of progress. In fact, Benjamin’s concept of real progress, unknown to the 

above mentioned critics, is the progress in revolutionary action that Kushner proposes 

in the Epilogue. Moreover, Kushner’s concept of progress in Angels is crucial to the 

Benjaminian redemption of the characters. By adapting Benjamin’s idea of 

revolutionary progress, Kushner has made the redemption of human beings possible 

in Angels. Kushner has borrowed thematic and theoretical materials from Benjamin’s 

theory but he has also offered his interpretations and adaptations in Angels. Hence, 

reading Angels from the perspective of Benjaminian progress and redemption will 

shed light on Kushner’s ultimate intention when writing this play. 

 

VI. The Theoretical Framework 

It is necessary to examine Benjamin’s ideas of progress and redemption in order 

to explain his influence on Kushner in Angels. Adapting Benjamin’s theory of 

progress and redemption, Kushner tries to explain the attainability of the redemption 

                                                 
10 For the details of Benjamin’s pessimistic view on the progress of human history, see Part I, 

“Benjaminian Concept of Progress: A Radical View,” p. 23 in Chapter 2.  
11 For the critics’ opinions on the contradiction between Benjamin’s and Kushner’s viewpoints 

on progress, see “Kushner’s insistence on progress in Angels” in Part II, “Benjamin’s Influence in 
Kushner’s Angels,” p. 49 in Chapter 2.  
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of human race at the coming of the Millennium. In addition to applying Benjamin’s 

theory to the world condition at the end of the 20th century, Kushner also supplements 

the theory with his own ideas about the gathering of collective power in the 

reformation work of the world. In this sense of merging, their “cooperation” has 

constructed the possible way to redeem the human kind.  

In the Oxford English Dictionary, the definition of the term “progress” is “[t]he 

action of stepping or marching forward or onward […] journey, traveling, travel.” The 

word “progress,” in its original meaning, denotes the action of forward moving. 

Figuratively, the meaning of the word is extended as “[g]oing on to a further or higher 

stage [or stages] […] advance, advancement, growth, development, continuous 

increase; usually in good sense.” Being a commonly used word, the meaning of 

progress is transformed from the physical forward moving to the increasing or 

improvement in the quality of things. The extension of the meanings of progress 

marks the process of establishing the concept of progress as an essential ideology in 

modern society.  

Contrary to the OED’s optimistic attitude expressed in the definition of the 

word, Benjamin scrutinizes the meaning of progress with a cautious viewpoint. To 

him, the notion of progress, particularly the blind belief in the progress of human 

society, is the source of the catastrophes in the early 20th century as well as the cause 

of the First and Second World Wars.12 In his “Thesis,” Benjamin demonstrates that 

the human history is a recurring disaster, a “single catastrophe” that has been 

repeating since the origin of human history (257). Because of the human race’s Fall 

from Eden, the development of civilization only marks how far the human race is 

distant from the origin of history, the original “condition of fulfillment” (Wolin 49). 

                                                 
12 For Benjamin’s explanation of the relationship between the idea of progress and the 

catastrophic events of the early 20th century, see “Thesis,” section X-XIII (258-61).  
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Thus, the idea of progress risks becoming a “conformism” that is going to 

“overpower” the content of history (“Thesis”255), and blind the real history from 

human eyes. Obviously, Benjamin does not share the optimistic attitude towards 

progress of his contemporaries.13 On the contrary, he contemplates on the idea of 

progress with the theory of the biblical Apocalypse in his mind.  

For Benjamin, the true progress of human history is not the forward moving in 

the “homogenous, empty time,” but a radical and revolutionary explosion of the 

historical continuity of time (“Thesis” 261). In Benjamin’s idea, the true progress of 

history means human race’s liberation from the bounds of time by the power of 

revolution. In Benjamin’s dialectical viewpoint, human history is not composed of the 

monotonous forward moving of time into infinity, but of historical images that 

suggest a totally different perspective of human history. When these images are 

rediscovered, the dialectical power of them will enable human race to see the reality 

of the entire history in a dialectical viewpoint. The acquisition of such a vision is what 

Benjamin means by the “progress” of human history. 

In adapting Benjamin’s unique concept of progress, Kushner has found the 

reason to insist on the forward moving and progress of human kind in Angels. An 

expression of this discovery is the persistence of the theme of move and migration 

throughout the play. For Kushner, move and migration are motivated by the desire for 

a better life, which is a manifestation of human beings’ freewill. The content of move 

and migration in Angels is not a blind forward moving but a journey of seeking better 

                                                 
13 Here, the term “Benjamin’s contemporaries” doesn’t refer to any specific individual or 

philosophical school. Nevertheless, the “optimistic attitude towards progress” that Benjamin opposes 
may still have certain philosophical sources. One among the possible philosophical sources is the 
school of historicism. Historicism, by definition, is “a tendency in philosophy to see historical 
development as the most fundamental aspect of human existence” (OED). Benjamin has criticized the 
philosophy of historicism in his “Thesis on the Philosophy of History” for it “musters a mass of data to 
fill the homogeneous, empty time,” which suggests the historicists’ belief in the progress of human 
kind in history (262). The other possible target is the prevailing philosophy of history of the 
neo-Kantian and Hegelian liberal progressive philosophers of Benjamin’s time, toward whom 
Benjamin has been “critical to the point of hostility” (Caygill 2).  
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chances as well as self-awareness and fundamental changes. Thus, the desire to move 

and migrate should not be suppressed regarding the value of being an individual. In 

Angels, the desires for move and migration are expressed as the characters’ discovery 

of their meanings of life and their acquisition of self-awareness, which are 

indispensable to their redemption. This point is expressed by Prior in scene v, Act V 

of Perestroika (135-36). Thereupon, the discovery of the characters’ self-awareness 

from their routines of life becomes a theatrical representation of the rediscovery of 

dialectical images and revolutionary progress from the “homogenous, empty” history 

(“Thesis” 261). By relating the characters’ redemption to their acquisition of 

self-awareness and fundamental changes through their forward journeys, Kushner 

justifies his insistence on progress in Angels.  

In addition to Benjamin’s concept of progress, Kushner also adapts Benjamin’s 

idea of redemption in Angels. Kushner’s redemption is a combination of Benjamin’s 

philosophy of progress and redemption. Regarding progress as necessary, Kushner 

relates the goal of human progress to redemption, which means to attain hope and 

self-awareness through one’s journey of life. Considering his combination of progress 

and redemption in Angels, Kushner proposes that people have to redeem themselves 

through the journey of self-awareness instead of waiting for the redemption from an 

outside source. To him, the process of regaining hope is the process of redeeming 

one’s self. Only through such a process of struggles and conflicts can a person obtain 

his or her redemption.  

Actually, Kushner’s redemption in Angels is manifested in the characters’ 

dialectical relationships that are derived from Benjamin’s historical dialectical images. 

In the play, dialectical conflicts are shown between different political positions, races, 

religions, political believes, and sexual orientations. The character’s disagreements 

between each other and their struggles within themselves are also kinds of elemental 
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dialectics. These dialectical relationships can be seen in the arguments over race and 

politics between Louis and Belize, the conflict of wills between the Angels and Prior, 

and the contrast between the split scenes. These dialectical conflicts change the 

characters’ lives and minds in their daily lives. In other words, these dialectical 

relationships comprise various external and internal journeys of the characters of 

Angels. Both the external journeys and internal journeys for the characters are 

progresses that lead to the characters’ self-awareness and mental changes. Through 

the work of dialectical relationships in their daily lives, these characters change their 

perspectives and develop new ideas of the world and of themselves. With their 

recognition of these personal changes and growths, the characters are finally 

transformed and renewed. This is what Kushner’s redemption means in the play.  

According to Benjamin, the completion of redemption requires the collective 

work of every individual to gather their power that they have been awakened through 

their self-awareness. This power, called the “weak Messianic power” by Benjamin in 

“Thesis,” is the power with which a whole generation of people redeem themselves 

(254). In order to redeem the world, human beings have to gather their weak 

messianic power so as to reveal a messianic prospect in the dialectical images in their 

lives. By doing so, the old world is transformed into a “messianic world” because the 

messianic prospect of the human agents has actualized itself within these people.14 

Every person is important in the process because the reformation is based upon the 

collective power of every redeemed individual. However, considering the diversity of 

the weak messianic power of each person, the work of restructuring and reformation 

is thus required in order to organize the weak messianic power. The title of Part II of 

Angels, “Perestroika,” which means “restructuring or reformation,” indicates the 

                                                 
14 The “messianic world” is my appellation for the world revealed in the collective messianic 

prospect. For the detail explanation of the term, see “The weak messianic power of every human 
being,” p. 60 in Chapter 3.  
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necessity of the work of restructuring and reformation to the process of redemption. 

The whole process of redemption will then be completed in the reformation of the 

new world with the power of every individual, which is supposed to happen in the 

coming Millennium.  

     The restructuring and reformation of the world is what Prior’s “Great Work” 

means in the Epilogue. Unlike the one assigned by the American Angel, Prior’s 

“Great Work” is the work of self-redemption which requires the collective messianic 

power to transform the old world into a new one. In the Epilogue, Prior’s 

announcement—“the Great Work begins” (Perestroika 148)—is actually a prophecy, 

or a gospel of the coming new world that shall be attained through the effort of 

everyone. Therefore, the Epilogue of Angels is not an end but a beginning of a work 

that consummates the progress and redemption of human history: a work of reforming 

the old world and receiving a new world.  

In the following three chapters, I will apply Benjamin’s theory to the reading of 

Kushner’s Angels. In Chapter Two, Walter Benjamin’s philosophy on progress will 

help explain Kushner’s concept of progress and the reason of his insistence on 

progress in Angels. In Chapter Three, Kushner’s use of Benjaminian redemption will 

be explained with examples in Angels. In Chapter Four, I will argue that the work of 

restructuring and reformation will be the following stage in which the work of 

redemption is completed. Chapter Five will then conclude how this new Benjaminian 

approach can offer an in-depth understanding and analysis of Kushner’s prospect of 

the new Millennium in Angels.  

 


