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Abstract

A declining and disordered society inevitably subjects its people to deep
uncertainty and profound suffering. Timberlake Wertenbaker’s play The
Grace of Mary Traverse reflects this societal collapse by portraying the
decline of moral and social values in a world dominated by self-interest,
power struggles, and corruption. Although this play has been analyzed
through various critical lenses, it remains understudied within the
framework of Broken Windows Theory. Therefore, this research
examines Wertenbaker’s The Grace of Mary Traverse (1985) through
the concepts proposed by James Q. Wilson and George L. Kelling in their
(1982) Broken Windows Theory. The study adopts a descriptive
qualitative approach, guided by core principles of the theory such as
social decay, unchecked disorder, and the societal response to minor
signs of corruption. By investigating how neglected transgressions
contribute to escalating chaos and exploitation, the analysis sheds light
on Mary’s journey through an increasingly disintegrating social
environment. The study concludes that Mary endures significant
suffering due to the unchecked decay in her surroundings. As these
overlooked signs of disorder accumulate, they give rise to widespread
corruption, chaos, and moral decline, that profoundly shape Mary’s

suffering and experience throughout the play.
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Introduction

Historically, societies have climbed to great heights only to fall
to internal strife, outside pressures, or a mix of both. Scientists pay great
attention to social disorder since it challenges basic issues of
government, morality, and human resilience. Civilizations like the
Roman Empire, the Mayan civilization, and Weimar Germany all serve
as cautionary tales of how apparently stable systems can collapse
because of corruption, inequality, institutional decay, and moral
disintegration. Jared Diamond (2005) states that political instability,
economic inequality, and environmental inadequate management can
lead to societal decline. Similarly, Joseph Tainter claims that societies
may fail when their complexity exceeds their capacity for sustainability,
societies fail (1988). Such points of view emphasize the several aspects
of disorder, in which material and ideological elements combine to cause
social disintegration.

Besides, academics also focused on the issue of how small signs
of neglectence can contribute to more serious issues in society.
Sociologist Emile Durkheim explored the concept of anomie, or
normlessness, as a key driver of social instability. People feel
disconnected when conventional moral and legal systems collapse,
which usually results in crime, violence, and disorder (1893). Building
on this concept, James Q. Wilson and George L. Kelling (1982) propose
in their Broken Windows Theory that small violations, such as
vandalism, public disturbances, or signs of neglect, can cause widespread
lawlessness if ignored. Visible chaos, they say, promotes more
violations and finally produces a setting where crime and instability
flourish. This point of view holds that social collapse can result not only
from dramatic events like war or economic crisis but also from the slow

erosion of order in daily life.
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Long reflected in literature, worries about social instability have

been investigated in terms of how personal sins fuel more general
collapse patterns. William Golding's Lord of the Flies (1954) famously
shows how, without social structures, human nature falls into savagery.
Initially trying to create order, the novel depicts a group of boys
marooned on an island who finally give in to anarchy and violence.
George Orwell's 1984 (1949) and Aldous Huxley's Brave New World
(1932), both of which explore how totalitarianism causes dystopian
societies to either collapse or stagnate, show the delicate balance
between order and chaos. In the field of drama, plays like Shakespeare's
King Lear and Macbeth show how the decline of political legitimacy
results in widespread social and moral disintegration.

Following this trend, Timberlake Wertenbaker's The Grace of
Mary Traverse (1984) investigates the junction of personal and societal
collapse in 18th-century London, therefore showing how unrelenting
chaos causes permanent collapse. It demonstrates how seemingly minor
infractions, whether they are institutional, political, or personal, can fuel
social disorder. Mary Traverse, the protagonist of the play, is a young
woman who initially aspires to knowledge and independence but
eventually becomes entangled in the violence, exploitation, and
corruption of London's streets. London itself is a microcosm of the bigger
subject of social collapse. Wertenbaker vividly depicts a city on the edge,
where lawlessness is widespread and the institutions supposed to
maintain order are either corrupt or ineffectual.

Though set in 18th-century London, The Grace of Mary Traverse
speaks to modern debates on government, crime, and social decline. In
modern societies where inequality, political corruption, and the erosion
of public trust keep driving instability, Wertenbaker's criticism of power
structures and institutional failures stays pertinent. The play implies that

societal disorder is usually not a sudden occurrence but rather the
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outcome of accumulated neglect by people who forsake their moral

integrity and by organizations that fail to carry out justice.

Literature review

Wertenbaker's The Grace of Mary Traverse has been investigated
by different researchers from different points of view. For instance,
Philpott (1992) asserts that Wertenbaker illustrates how patriarchal
authority and power are upheld and expressed through the subjugation
of marginalized groups, including the impoverished and women. In his
analysis of Mary Traverse, Philpott remarks “Wertenbaker complicates
the problems of gender by compounding and drawing links between
problems of class-oppression and political corruption” (P.118).

Moreover, Susan Carlson (2000) discusses language and identity
in Wertenbaker’s plays especially, The Grace of Mary Traverse. Carlson
elucidates that Wertenbaker explores the triumphs, challenges, and
issues associated with existing in a world characterized by fluctuating
identities. She contends that Wertenbaker provides profound and incisive
explorations of identity, illustrating how her principal characters strive
to construct their sexual and racial identities. She also critiques the class
system that can immobilize what is termed identity.

Again, Nursen GOmceli (2009) asserts that Wertenbaker’s The
Grace of Mary Traverse tackles various themes, which are notably
infused with feminist discourse, particularly concerning gender-related
issues. Furthermore, these issues are addressed from a feminist
perspective. He contends that Wertenbaker critiques the moral
framework and patriarchal values for their double standards and
hypocrisy.
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Bozer (2011) contends that Wertenbaker, in her play The Grace

of Mary Traverse, employs a historical setting to address a contemporary
Issue, illustrating how women continue to experience rape as though they
inhabit an archaic era. Consequently, the play references to the
eighteenth century, a period during which women were perceived as
objects of male desire. Bozer maintains that Wertenbaker depicted the
political and social status of women. She claims that The Grace of Mary
Traverse “illustrates the venturesome quest of its daring heroine, Mary,
for knowledge and experience, hence a voice of her own, and an identity”
(P.70).

GUIUzar OztUrk (2012) explains that Wertenbaker’s play The
Grace of May Traverse vividly illustrates the construction of female
identity. He states that the historical context of the play is not selected to
emphasize exclusively the past or the present, but rather to illustrate
contemporary issues inherent in the narrative. He also contends that the
play's principal theme is the gender inequality prevalent in a patriarchal
society. Oztiirk asserts that Wertenbaker addresses the gender dichotomy
throughout the play, which distinguishes individuals as masculine or
feminine, thereby attributing specific characteristics to each category.

Accordingly, Emine SsetUrk (2016) asserts that The Grace of
Mary Traverse provides a multi-faceted depiction of women's roles. This
multi-faceted approach emphasizes physical, psychological, political,
and social dimensions. The characters in the play, he asserts, contest the
notion of a patriarchal society that deems women inferior and men
superior. Wertenbaker, by examining the educational perspective of the
eighteenth century, sought to portray her protagonist in The Grace of
Mary Traverse as a woman striving for knowledge and education to

exemplify the ideal lady respected in a male-dominated culture.
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Despite the numerous studies that examined Wertenbaker’s play

The Grace of Mary Traverse from various perspectives, no existing study
has utilized the Broken Window Theory in relation to Wertenbaker’s
work, rendering it a unique tool for analyzing the play’s significance
impact. Thus, the current study follows a descriptive qualitative analysis
utilizing the theory's concepts of social decay, unchecked disorder, and
the societal response to minor signs of corruption as tools for the analysis
to investigate how small untreated signs of disorder faced by Mary
Traverse, which left untreated by authorities, contribute to much bigger
social disorder in her life.
Conceptual Framework

James Q. Wilson and George Kelling presented the Broken
Windows theory in 1982, likening the disorder in communities to the
neglect of the broken windows. It is, however, a general theory based
on the notion that obvious disorganization and deviance in an
environment creates a permissive atmosphere that encourages the rise of
such behavior and eventually to serious criminal behavior. The concept
is that when they observe indicators of neglect and deterioration in a
particular area, it suggests that disorder is tolerated in that area. People
may be unmotivated to report crimes, such drug deals or burglaries, if no
one cleans up trash or fixes run-down structures (Green, 2023). Wilson
and Kelling believe that “serious street crime flourishes in areas in which
disorderly behavior goes unchecked” (1982, p. 5). Therefore, They
Believe that small crimes and signs of disorder will increase the risk of
committing larger ones, they state “one unrepaired broken window is a
signal that no one cares, and so breaking more windows costs nothing”
(1982, p. 3).
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It is important to emphasize that the Broken Windows theory is

mostly founded on an experiment conducted by Stanford psychologist
Philip Zimbardo in 1969. He ran a fascinating experiment involving
leaving two cars in two separate locations. One car is parked in a zero-
rate crime neighbourhood in Palo Alto, California; the other in a mostly
poor and crime-prone area of New York City, Bronx. Both vehicles had
their hoods up and no license plates. Within no more than ten minutes of
abandonment in the Bronx, people started stealing precious belongings
from the car, quickly followed by stripping it for parts and arbitrary acts
of destruction like breaking windows. On the other hand, the vehicle in
Palo Alto remained untouched nearly for a week until Zimbardo himself
wrecked it with a sledgehammer. Once the car was vandalized, it
immediately became a target for more theft and damage. (Wilson and
Kelling, 1982).

Thus, Wilson and Kelling expand on this experiment proposing
that untreated broken window motivates people to break the others
irrespective of the location of this broken window. “this is as true in nice
neighborhoods as in run-down ones. Window-breaking does not
necessarily occur on a large scale because some areas are inhabited by
determined window-breakers whereas others are populated by window-
lovers” (1982, p. 3). When the car in Palo Alto sledgehammered, the car
is vandalized within minutes despite being a rare crime-committing
neighborhood.  Therefore, maintaining the sequence is important
because “one broken window becomes many” (1982, p. 5) when officials
ignore this shattered window. In other words, “if a window in a building
is broken and is left unrepaired, all the rest of the windows will soon be
broken” (1982, p. 3). For this reason, it is essential to deal with singes of

disorder right away so as not to aggravate more crimes or incivilities.
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It is the duty of police officers to “keep serious crime at bay by

maintaining control over disorderly conditions” rather than leaving
things chaotically. (Jacinta and Travis, 2010, p. 759)

The theory therefore largely depends on police actions and
community reaction as a potent weapon to maintain the order and combat
antisocial behavior or violence. Then, police officers' efforts are not of
great value if they are not connected with the assistance of the
community “No matter how effective the police are in tackling these
problems on their own, the results are unlikely to be successful or lasting
unless they work in close partnership with the other public service
agencies” (Bratton et al, 1998, p. 49). This implies that tackling these
issues efficiently calls for a coordinated strategy since only law
enforcement activities would suffice. Comprehensive intervention and
enhancement of the neighborhood's state depend on therefore
cooperation between law enforcement and community. (Bratton et al,
1998). Michael J. Jenkins implies that the community has to cooperate
with the police to establish particular behavioral standards and that the
police should support the community in maintaining these standards. He
adds “when you set that standard of behavior, you are preventing more
serious crimes from occurring because again you are showing that
someone cares about this area and that more serious levels of offending
will not be tolerated” (The University of Scranton, 2015, 00:57-00:1.17).

Still, the theory has a major influence on police tactics in the
1990s and later. Police Commissioner William Bratton of New York
City utilizes it notably. He thinks that lowering crimes relies on his
ability to maintain order. Wilson and Kelling argues that “disorder and
crime are usually inextricably linked, in a kind of developmental
sequence” (1982, p. 2). Bratton puts the theory into practice during his
tenure in charge of the city's transit police, using this idea to combat

smaller infractions such fare evasion, public drinking and street
YYty



prostitution to stop larger ones. Subway crimes fall noticeably as a

result. He then elaborates on the Broken Windows concept using his
"quality of life initiative," which focuses on behaviors including street
prostitution, public drinking, and panhandling. Addressing these
problems caused notable drops in crime rates, including rape, robbery,
and homicides, in New York City during this period. (Bratton et al,
2004).

Though widely lauded for its contribution to lower crime rates in
various locations, the theory failed to withstand the criticism of several
academics. Critics claim the theory is unimportant in maintaining the
order leading to the direct targeting of communities of colors by police
officers under the pretext of enforcing the law. For example, Professor
Bernard E. Harcourt contends that there is no strong evidence that
policing's crackdown on disorder really lowers crime or that mending
broken windows produces the intended impact. These strategies,
therefore, obviously have disproportionately negative effects on people
of color more than others. (Harcourt, 2015). Gary Stewart likewise says
that the main drawback of the plans suggested by Wilson, Kelling, and
Kennedy is their failure to see the possible damage done to people of
color by granting police wide discretion. (Stewart, 1998)

Discussion

Mr. Giles Traverse in Timberlake Wertenbaker's The Grace of
Mary Traverse exercises great paternal authority over his daughter,
creating a world where she is emotionally, intellectually, and morally
trapped. Though it works as a deeper kind of psychological disorder, his
fixation with order, refinement, and appearances may seem protective on
the surface. Seen through the prism of Broken Windows Theory, his
desire for perfection reflects a system that overlooks internal cracks,
emotional neglect, repressed individuality, and subtle acts of control,

until they escalate into total collapse.
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Mary's final collapse is not brought on by sudden revolt but

rather by a lifetime of neglected emotional illness. Wertenbaker's play
then turns into a strong dramatization of how control and silence might
be the Broken Windows indicating more profound social and

psychological collapse.

The Broken Windows theory is considered to be an effective way
to understand the full implications of this dynamic since it is a
sociological framework. Originally suggested by James Q. Wilson and
George L. Kelling, this theory holds that small, unattended signs of
disorder, like a broken window, invite greater dysfunction if ignored
(Wilson and Kelling). Mary's tiny emotional fissures produced by her
father's dominance are regarded broken windows that eventually pile up
and cause a total social and personal disorder.

Mr. Giles Traverse, Mary’s father, represents the first sign of
disorder through his psychological control over his daughter. Mr. Giles
and his psychological manipulation create a perfectly polished world for
Mary, one built on wealth, refinement, and silence. Though he builds an
emotionally sterile jail in doing so, he means to protect her from society's
corrupting influences. He tells Mary, “You are here not to express your
desires but to make conversation” (Timberlake, 1984, P. 60). Although,
this seems good for Mary. Yet, it turns into a decorative presence and
steals her self-expression. Her interest is even stifled. Mary’s curiosity is
also suppressed when Giles asks her, “Why gape out of the window when
I’ve given you so much to see in the house?” (Timberlake, 1984, P. 64).
This moment encapsulates Giles’s need to curate every part of Mary’s
reality. This moment captures Giles's desire to organize every aspect of
Mary's reality. The window is a metaphor for outside experience,

something forbidden under the cover of protection.
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Broken Windows Theory calls this compulsive drive for

control the effort to “maintain order by addressing small disorders before
they escalate” (Wilson and Kelling, 1982, P. 2). Giles, however, uses the
theory backward in this situation; he removes any evidence of
disturbance to preserve a flawless picture, unaware to the fact that his
rejection of human complexity causes internal fractures. Mary, echoing
his voice, says, “Papa says farmers stop progress,” (Timberlake, 1984,
P. 67) This demonstrates how she has unguestioningly taken in his

perspective. But under her polished exterior, the harm is increasing.

The line “What harm could once do? It’ll only improve my
conversation and Papa will admire me. Yes, Mrs. Tempwell, you’ll take
me.” (Timberlake, 1984, P. 65) marks a turning point where Mary starts
to act on her want for experience, thinking she can play with societal
limits without penalty. But her faith in the notion that one act of rebellion
is safe shows her ignorance of how, particularly patriarchal society, treats
women who step out of line. She has not yet understood that a woman's
"disgrace"” often determines her judgment more than the depth of her
character. (Timberlake, 1984, p. 98) From the standpoint of Broken
Windows Theory, Mary is about to turn into a "broken window™" herself.
The theory holds that, if ignored, little indicators of disorder cause more
societal decline. Mary believes that, in this situation, a small "once"
transgression will have little effect. But in her world, even one visible
step outside the limits of sexual propriety makes her a symbol of chaos.
Wertenbaker reflects the reasoning of Broken Windows Theory, one
crack is sufficient to condemn the whole structure, and criticizes a
society that transforms curiosity and expression into shame by means of

Mary's misplaced confidence.
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When Mary eventually departs her father's universe, she is totally

unready for the emotional and moral difficulties of the outside. Her first
hours of freedom are confusing. “What’s happened to me? I was happy
in my rooms,” (Timberlake, 1984, P. 71) this reflects Mary’s confusion
at a world that does not follow her father’s order. This moment represents
a key idea in Broken Windows Theory when disorder is ignored, it
escalates. Mary’s emotional neglect is one such disorder. Because it was
never addressed, it mutates into confusion, trauma, and eventual
nihilism.
Mary’s realization increases to be sharper when she declares,
“I’ve spent my life looking through window panes. I want to face them”
(Timberlake, 1984, P. 71). This is in facts reflects her trial to escape her
father’s metaphorical house of order, to face the reality. But, like a
neighborhood left in decay following cosmetic repairs, her mind falls
apart under reality. Giles teaches her how to speak, but not how to think
or live. She states, “It’s my father who taught me to talk... He didn’t
suspect he’d also be teaching me to think” (Timberlake, 1984, P. 97)
Mary's collapse is mirrored by her last violent, conclusive
encounter with her father. She shows her emotional misery and moral
decay. “You have no power over me, Papa. Your daughter’s dead. Now
for the second thing. I want money,” (Timberlake, 1984, P. 99). This line
shows a symbolic death of Mary who is always under control of her and
what is left is a shattered, callous woman. Like an abandoned city full
of shattered windows, her inner world has gone into chaos. Driven not
by ideals but by survival and manipulation, she turns angry, indifferent,

and morally compromised.
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Mary’s actions outside her father’s house, like gambling,

violence, exploitation, are signs of a collapse based on her early
emotional harm. Long ago, the internal "windows" of care, compassion,
and identity were shattered; no one tried to fix them. Her heartbreaking
last speech verifies this decline. “I would like to pour poison down the
throat of this world, burn out its hideous memories” (Timberlake, 1984,
P. 125) Mary’s anger is endless, her grief transformed into destruction.
Her lack of compassion and emotional growth as a child does not
produce strength; rather, it causes a complete loss of hope and

significance.

This! | did everything to keep you from this! | didn't
live in a beautiful house like you as a child. | had to
work hard. Very hard. Not just with my hands. |
didn't mind that. But with people. I had to work at
not being despised. | was able. I made money,
started the potteries, bought land, made more money.
Everything | make sells now. And I'm listened to. |
wanted you to have the ease, the delights | never
knew. | wanted to protect you from what | had
experienced, the slights, the filth, protect you even
from the knowledge 1 had experienced it.
(Timberlake, 1984, P. 98)

Giles's speech in the play vividly shows the psychological
interpretation of Broken Windows Theory by revealing how his
compulsive needs to protect Mary from suffering turns into a control
mechanism that finally causes her collapse. As Wilson and Kelling hold
that visible signs of disorder, like a broken window, invite more serious

breakdowns in social order, so implying that preserving surface-level
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cleanliness can stop deeper chaos. Giles uses this reasoning to his

daughter's life, thinking that by concealing all signs of pain, dirt, or
emotional discomfort, he can save her from moral and social decline. His
comments expose how he links exposure to chaos with unavoidable
destruction. But Giles, like those who oppose Broken Windows Theory
and claim that policing appearances overlooks fundamental causes, does
not recognize how his suppression produces more profound
psychological fractures. Denied truth, autonomy, and emotional
experience, Mary becomes the metaphorical "broken window"; her
revolt, uncertainty, and suffering surface exactly. Giles shows that
suppression of disorder is not the same as resolution by enforcing a false
order that leaves her unready for reality, therefore attempting to preserve
her innocence. Wertenbaker therefore employs Giles to criticize both
patriarchal control and the risks of preserving appearances at the expense
of authenticity and growth.

In other words, Mary revolution against her father control and her
society as well can be seen as a result for the unfixed windows in her life.
These small signs of disorder that left untreated be Mary's father led to
more serious disorder in Mary's life. For this reason, fixing small broken
window from the very beginning avoids more windows to get smashed.
Conclusion

Examined via Broken Windows Theory, Timberlake
Wertenbaker's The Grace of Mary Traverse shows a strong criticism of
how surface-level order and control can hide profound emotional and
moral decay. The study concludes that Mr. Giles Traverse's relentless
attempts to keep a perfect world for Mary are not acts of love but rather
forms of control. he thinks, like the faulty conclusions of Broken
Windows Theory, that eliminating indicators of rebellion, emotional
expression, curiosity, and sexuality, will stop collapse. But this denial

of complexity and suppression of truth creates more harm.
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The study also concludes that Mary's tragedy stems not from

sudden rebellion but from a lifetime of suppressed identity, unmet
emotional needs, and conditional love. Her evolution from protected
daughter to disillusioned outsider reflects the precise collapse the theory
cautions about, not because she fought back but rather because her
humanity was seen as a danger. Wertenbaker reveals how control,
silence, and moral rigidity may be the actual causes of chaos by means
of Mary's voice, her breakdown, and her last battle with her father.
Moreover, the play serves as an alarming warning that real order cannot
be constructed on repression and that neglected emotional "cracks" can
destroy the whole system.
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