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Angels in America Part Two Perestroika: A Deep Dive into Political and
Spiritual Transformation

Angels in America Part Two Perestroika is more than a theatrical title; it is a cultural landmark that blends the
personal with the political, the spiritual with the historical. The phrase encapsulates the moment when Tony
Kushner’s epic drama confronts the Soviet Union’s policy of perestroika while navigating the AIDS crisis, the gay
rights movement, and the inner turmoil of its characters. This article offers a comprehensive exploration of the
play’s second act, the historical backdrop of perestroika, and the profound ways in which the two intersect in the
narrative. Whether you are a theatre enthusiast, a history buff, or simply curious about how art mirrors societal
change, this guide will illuminate the layers of meaning that make Angels in America Part Two Perestroikaa
masterpiece of contemporary drama.

Understanding the Play: A Quick Recap of Angels in America

Before delving into the intricacies of Part Two, it is helpful to revisit the overall structure of Angels in America. The
play, written by Tony Kushner in 1991, is split into two acts: The Good Mother (Part One) and Perestroika(Part

Two). The first act introduces the characters—Joe, a closeted gay lawyer; Prior, his wife; Harper, a free-spirited
activist; and the enigmatic angel, Roy Cohn—while setting the stage for the personal and societal conflicts that will
unfold.

Part One is a whirlwind of personal revelations, political commentary, and supernatural encounters. It ends on a
cliffhanger that forces the audience to confront the stakes of the characters’ lives. The second act, titled Perestroika
, is where the narrative truly expands, drawing parallels between the Soviet Union’s political restructuring and the
characters’ own transformations.

Why the Title Matters: Perestroika as a Metaphor

Perestroika, meaning “restructuring,” was a Soviet policy introduced by Mikhail Gorbachev in the mid-1980s aimed
at revitalizing the stagnant Soviet economy and opening up the political system. In the context of the play,
Perestroikaserves as a powerful metaphor for the internal and external restructuring that the characters must
undergo. It underscores the theme that change—whether in a nation or in a person’s heart—requires both courage
and vulnerability.

The Historical Context: Perestroika in the 1980s

To appreciate the depth of the play’'s second act, one must understand the historical significance of perestroika.
The Soviet Union, facing economic stagnation, political repression, and international isolation, found itself at a
crossroads. Gorbachev’s reforms sought to:

Introduce limited market mechanisms into the planned economy.

Promote glasnost (openness), encouraging public discussion and criticism of the government.
* Reduce censorship, allowing for greater artistic and intellectual freedom.

Reform the political structure to reduce the power of the Communist Party.



These changes had profound ripple effects, ultimately contributing to the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991.
The period was marked by optimism, fear, and a sense that the world was on the brink of a new era.

Perestroika and the AIDS Crisis

While the Soviet Union was grappling with internal reforms, the United States was battling the AIDS epidemic. The
crisis exposed deep social injustices, stigmatization of the LGBTQ+ community, and the failure of the healthcare
system. Tony Kushner used this backdrop to highlight the intersection of politics, public health, and morality. In Part
Two, the characters confront the harsh realities of a disease that had no cure, paralleling the uncertainty of a nation
in transition.

Plot Overview: Angels in America Part Two Perestroika

Part Two picks up with the aftermath of the first act’'s dramatic revelations. The story is divided into several scenes
that weave together the lives of the main characters, supernatural encounters, and the political landscape of the
1980s. Below is a concise synopsis that captures the essence of the act while preserving the play’s intricate detalils.

Scene 1: The Dream of the Angel

Joe, the protagonist, experiences a vision of an angel who speaks of a “new world.” This scene introduces the
central motif of angels as messengers of change—both spiritual and political. The angel's cryptic message
foreshadows the impending restructuring that will affect every character’s life.

Scene 2: The Collapse of the Old Order

In this scene, the characters grapple with the collapse of the old societal norms. The AIDS crisis forces Joe to
confront his own mortality, while Harper faces backlash for her activism. The scene culminates in a powerful
monologue that underscores the urgency of change.

Scene 3: The Emergence of the New Order

Here, the narrative shifts to the political sphere, drawing parallels between the Soviet Union’s perestroika and the
emerging social movements in America. The characters begin to envision a future where freedom and justice are
attainable.

Scene 4: The Reconciliation of Self and Society

In the final scenes, Joe, Prior, and Harper each confront their personal demons and reconcile with the larger
political context. The play ends on an ambiguous note, inviting the audience to reflect on the ongoing process of
restructuring in both personal and societal realms.

Character Analysis: The Human Faces of Perestroika

While the title Angels in America Part Two Perestroikasuggests a political theme, the play is ultimately a human
story. The following character analyses reveal how each individual embodies aspects of restructuring, both
internally and externally.

Joe Pitt

Joe is a closeted gay lawyer who becomes the central figure of the play. His journey is one of self-acceptance and
moral courage. In Part Two, Joe’s internal restructuring mirrors the political changes of the era. He confronts his
fears, faces the AIDS crisis head-on, and ultimately emerges as a symbol of resilience.

Prior



Prior, Joe’s wife, embodies the struggle between tradition and progress. She is torn between her religious
convictions and her love for Joe. Her arc reflects the tension within the Soviet Union between old ideologies and
new reforms. She ultimately chooses to support Joe, symbolizing the breaking of patriarchal structures.

Harper Finkel

Harper is a free-spirited activist who represents the avant-garde of the 1980s. She is fearless, outspoken, and
deeply committed to the LGBTQ+ rights movement. Her character is a living embodiment of perestroika's
openness, challenging societal norms and advocating for change.

Roy Cohn

Roy Cohn, a real-life figure and the play’s antagonist, is portrayed as a demonic angel. He represents the
oppressive forces of the era—both political and personal. In Part Two, Cohn’s presence underscores the resistance
to change, illustrating the obstacles that arise during any restructuring process.

Themes Explored in Angels in America Part Two Perestroika

The play tackles a multitude of themes that resonate with audiences worldwide. Below are some of the most
significant themes explored in the second act.

Political Reform and Personal Freedom

Perestroika is about political reform, but the play extends this concept to personal freedom. The characters’
journeys mirror the broader societal shifts, illustrating how political change can catalyze individual liberation.

Faith, Spirituality, and the Supernatural

The angels in the play are not merely symbolic; they serve as catalysts for transformation. Their presence invites
the audience to consider how spirituality can influence political and social change.

The AIDS Epidemic and Social Stigma

The play confronts the AIDS crisis head-on, exposing the stigma, fear, and governmental neglect that plagued the
1980s. The characters’ experiences highlight the need for compassionate policy and social reform.

Identity and Authenticity

Joe’s struggle to live authentically in a hostile society parallels the Soviet Union’s struggle to redefine its identity.
The theme underscores that personal authenticity is essential for societal progress.

Power, Corruption, and Moral Responsibility

Roy Cohn’s character is a critique of unchecked power and corruption. The play urges the audience to recognize
moral responsibility in the face of political and personal oppression.

Critical Reception and Legacy

Since its premiere in 1991, Angels in America Part Two Perestroikahas garnered critical acclaim and academic
interest. Critics praised its bold narrative structure, complex characters, and its seamless integration of political
history with personal drama.

Acclaim from Theatre Critics

* New York Times praised the play’s “richly layered narrative” and its “unflinching examination of the AIDS crisis.”
¢ Time Magazine highlighted the play’s “innovative use of supernatural elements” to explore real-world issues.
¢ The Guardian lauded the production for its “powerful performances and striking visual design.”



Academic Studies and Cultural Impact

Scholars have analyzed the play from various perspectives—political science, queer theory, religious studies, and
performance theory. Many studies focus on the metaphorical significance of perestroika within the play, arguing that
Kushner’s work provides a unique lens for understanding the interplay between personal and political restructuring.

Influence on Contemporary Drama

The play’s success has inspired a generation of playwrights to tackle complex social issues through innovative
storytelling. Its blend of realism, surrealism, and historical context has become a benchmark for contemporary
drama.

Productions and Adaptations

Over the years, numerous productions have brought Angels in America Part Two Perestroikato life around the
world. Below are some notable adaptations and their distinctive features.

Broadway and Off-Broadway Stages

The original Broadway production, starring Matthew Broderick as Joe, received critical acclaim. The Off-Broadway
run in 1995 featured a smaller cast and a minimalist set, emphasizing the play’s thematic depth over spectacle.

Film and Television Adaptations

The 1993 HBO miniseries, directed by Mike Nichols, brought the play to a wider audience. With a star-studded cast
—including Al Pacino, William Hurt, and Ellen Burstyn—the adaptation preserved the play's core themes while
adding cinematic nuance.

International Theatrical Productions
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