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Abstract 
 

This dissertation avails itself of feminist philosophy and dramatic literature to pose 

enquiries into the formation of identity in the context of limitations that themselves open 

up possibilities for transgression. To this end, I set out to place into dialogue Judith 

Butler’s conception of performative and ethical subjectivity with selected plays by 

Edward Albee, Howard Barker and August Strindberg to demonstrate how the interaction 

of desire with a transgression of dominant ideologies opens up a space for interrogating 

the ambivalent character of subjectivity as a social production and a locus of social 

change. 

I thus begin with a conception of performativity that accounts for subjectivity in 

the context of politics – that is, how the subject is formed through a performative process 

involving the reiteration of the normative structures by which the subject is inaugurated. 

Moving on to incorporating an ethical dimension into my discussions of subjectivity, I 

address the intersubjective relation with others as that which brings to the fore the 

inherently relational and perpetually unknowable self as an inevitable constituent of 

subject formation in relations of dependency.  

In analysing the plays, I thus explore the ways through which the subject comes 

to be and relates subversively to the constitutive forces that bring about its emergence. 

With a focus on the tension between performativity and subversive resistance to those 

constitutive forces, I read Barker’s The Castle and Strindberg’s The Father and Creditors 

as accounting for the performative construction of subjectivity coming to light in the 

context of transgressive acts that carry within themselves a potentiality for subjective 

agency, enabling the subject to undermine the stability of socio-political, moral and 

cultural structures that condition its existence.  

Within this Butlerian framework, however, normative structures are not the only 

external forces at stake in the formation of subjectivity. As social beings, we are also 

formed in a fundamental dependency with human others. Drawing on Barker’s The Fence 

in Its Thousandth Year and Albee’s The Goat, or Who is Sylvia?, I expand on my earlier 

discussions around the interplay of agency and constitutive conditions of subjectivity 

through a further engagement with an ethics of alterity (otherness) that locates 

subjectivity in relation to vulnerability as an inherent condition of being human.  

My reflections on the limits and possibilities of the human in the aesthetic and 

philosophical context provided by drama interrogate the possibilities of the human subject 

beyond normative horizons of power and sociality. It is here that subjectivity – by way of 
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its construction through power structures and social relations – is marked by an 

ontological corporeal vulnerability to what is beyond the self, but nevertheless it 

paradoxically also remains a site of social and political resistance. Through the nexus of 

a politics of performativity and an ethics of relationality, as evinced through my analysis 

of the selected plays, this dissertation foregrounds the formation of the human subject in 

relation to hegemonic power structures and human others. By virtue of this fundamental 

dependency on relations and conditions that bring us into existence, we emerge as 

political and ethical agents capable of resisting formative forces of power and responding 

– ethically – to the call of others.   
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Chapter One      

General Introduction 

 
 

Feminist philosophy, as Judith Butler has pertinently remarked, breaks down the dualistic 

dichotomy constructed between the mind and body by bringing philosophical thinking 

closer together with passion, sexuality, emotions, desire and relations of dependency 

(Senses of the Subject 15). In calling such dualisms into question, Butler contends, 

feminist philosophy asks “whether in sensing, something called thinking is already at 

work, whether in acting, we are also acted upon, and whether in coming into the zone of 

the thinking and speaking I, we are at once radically formed and also bringing something 

about” (15). This dissertation is not an attempt to address the alleged dualism between 

thinking and sensing as modes of relating to the world. It does, however, bring the two 

together in striving to explore philosophical speculations through the aesthetic medium 

of theatre. Enquiring into the formation of identity in the context of limits that open up 

possibilities for transgression, I set out to bring a feminist ethical perspective onto some 

selected dramatic explorations of the construction of human subjectivity.  

I would contend that a kind of intersection can arise between the art of drama and 

feminist philosophy in that, if nothing else, drama engages bodies in an aesthetic, 

corporeal experience that raises intellectual speculation about the staged “life” – that 

human experience which Butler has so aptly defined as a “complex, passionate, 

antagonistic, and necessary set of relations to others” (Frames of War 44). The pairing of 

feminist philosophy with dramatic literature – that is, the juxtaposition of a philosophy 

bridging the gap between mind and body with an art form that interweaves the intellectual 

with the corporeal – illuminates a lived experience of subjectivity with all of its 

constraints and potentials.  

 Butler’s critique of feminist identity politics emerged in the context of the 1980s 

and early 1990s feminist debates on the categories of sex, gender, identity and on 

“women” as the subject of feminism. In her seminal work Gender Trouble (1990), Butler 

proposed a performative account of subjectivity – a theory of subject formation that takes 

account of how the subject is formed through a performative process involving the 

reiteration – through linguistic and bodily acts – of the hegemonic norms by which the 

subject is constituted. In the 2000s, Butler complemented this political dimension of her 

theory of subjectivity by bringing to the fore an ethics of relationality guided by how the 

subject is formed in dependency and how it gains an understanding of the self in relation 
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to the other.1 In Butler’s account of subjectivity, identity is constituted not only by norms 

that come prior to the formation of the subject but also through a fundamental 

susceptibility to the other. In this dissertation, I place this account of performative and 

ethical subjectivity – which addresses the subject’s relation to the other as taking place 

within a context of norms and relations that are beyond its control – in connection with 

selected plays by Edward Albee, Howard Barker and August Strindberg. 

The texts I have selected for analysis pose a challenge to the status quo through 

staging a transgression of boundaries associated with the moral, social, cultural and 

political orders. In these plays, the interaction of sexuality/gender with the 

transgression/subversion of dominant ideologies opens up a space for interrogating the 

ambivalent character of subjectivity as a social production and a locus of social change.2 

Despite being produced within the span of a hundred years and across different parts of 

the globe, the works of Albee, Barker and Strindberg stage characters laden with the 

burden of historical traditions – who strive in various ways to transgress those restrictive 

environments. In selecting this disparate cohort of playwrights, I aim to dissect the 

“human” and the workings of its formation through the medium of dramatic literature – 

an undertaking to which such a bold juxtaposition, I hope, may do justice. The plays 

selected for this project give desire the power to disrupt the established orders, setting the 

stage for an enquiry into the performative and relational construction of subjectivity with 

                                                            
1 As Butler has argued – and I will fully expand on it in Chapter Six – the knowledge of the self 
is inevitably and essentially incomplete, from which arises a ground for ethical responsiveness to 
the other.  
2 Unless otherwise stated, in this dissertation I use transgression and subversion as 
interchangeable terms to convey that which undermines established norms and disrupts 
hegemonic assumptions. Within a Butlerian framework, subversion could imply a slightly 
different notion from transgression in that subversion occurs from within the discursive structures 
– rather than connoting an external challenge – as one can never get outside the matrix of power 
by which one is constituted. Subversive agency, then, is not an escape from the matrix of 
normative structures but undermines and contests the terms of power from within and through 
performative acts that reiterate the existing terms in a new direction. In “Competing 
Universalities”, however, Butler makes it clear that it is not “necessary to occupy the dominant 
norm in order to produce an internal subversion of its terms”. Refusing the terms of the dominant 
norm, letting “the term itself wither” and starving “it of its strength”, she continues, comprise “a 
performativity proper to refusal” – understood as a reiteration of norm beyond its dominant terms 
(177). Samuel A. Chambers and Terrell Carver’s chapter on Butler’s theory of subversion, in their 
jointly authored monograph Judith Butler and Political Theory: Troubling Politics, offers 
valuable further reading. 
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a focus on transgression and the ecstatic (ek-static) nature of the subject embedded in a 

wider context of social relations and power structures.3  

This dissertation is comprised of eight chapters organized into four parts – Part I 

(Introductory Remarks), Part II (Performative Subjectivity), Part III (Ethical Subjectivity) 

and Part IV (Concluding Remarks). The first part consists of two chapters – the present 

general introduction to this project followed by a comprehensive contextualization of 

Butler’s theory of subjectivity in relation to issues of desire and transgression, which 

forms the theoretical backbone of my literary analyses. Part II includes three chapters, 

each locating the idea of subjectivity as a performative process and in relation to selected 

plays by Barker and Strindberg. The two chapters in Part III explore the ethics of 

subjectivity in terms of relationality and in the context of selected plays by Barker and 

Albee. The final part comprises one chapter that concludes the dissertation and suggests 

future research directions.    

This dissertation has been prepared in a non-traditional format as a collection of 

papers. While I have here reformatted the published chapters for the sake of stylistic 

coherence, the contents remain strictly as they were prepared for publication. Inevitably, 

limited repetitions – such as definitions provided for certain terms and some full or 

paraphrased quotations – can be discerned through the manuscript. The chapters included 

in Part II and Part III – chapters Three through to Seven – develop a concise discussion 

of performative and ethical subjectivity in the context of the studied dramatic texts. As 

journal articles, however, they do not allow much room for a comprehensive examination 

of the development of Butler’s theory of subjectivity in the context of a broader 

framework of feminist philosophy and the debates arising out of her ground-breaking 

insights. To address this limitation then, Chapter Two locates the concept of subjectivity 

in relation to Butler’s theoretical trajectory – from gender performativity since 1990 

towards her turn to a more explicit engagement with ethics in 2000 as well as her most 

recent work on precarity and vulnerability. The chapter’s discussions around the politics 

and ethics of subjectivity joined with the notions of desire and boundary crossing bring 

an insight into the limits of agency imaginable for a subject constructed in fundamental 

                                                            
3 The notion of ecstasy (from the Greek ek-stasis) with relation to subjectivity is an axis of focus 
in this project and will be closely addressed in Part III. As Butler would have it, ecstasy – an 
ontological concept that continues to be prompted by passion, rage and grief – captures the 
experience of being dispossessed and driven outside oneself in relation to the other. Moments of 
ecstasy expose our fundamental vulnerability to the other. It is also worth noting that Butler’s 
appropriation of ecstasy has Hegelian roots. 
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relationality to what comes prior to its existence – that is, normative structures as well as 

the human other.  

Chapters Three, Four and Five, grouped under Part II, explore the performative 

construction of subjectivity through a focus on transgressive acts that dramatize a 

potentiality for undermining the stability of normative social, moral and political 

structures. Chapter Three employs Butler’s performativity theory in an analysis of 

Barker’s The Castle (1985) to address the link between unhinged sexuality and a reversion 

of order. While Barker’s characters address themselves to questions of feminism 

(informed by aspects of 1980s’ British feminism), a comprehensive engagement with 

Butler’s feminist theory is absent from the existing critical scholarship on Barker’s drama. 

Juxtaposing Butler’s insights into the workings of identity and agency with Barker’s 

explorations of transgressive sexuality unravels the interplay of performativity and 

agency in the individual’s struggle to reinscribe social reality. Where Barker shows erotic 

desire as the enabling force through which the protagonists transgress dominant 

ideologies, I bring in Butler’s reflections on performativity and resistance to show how 

sexuality (and gender) can ambivalently be both a cultural construction and a domain of 

agency.  

The interplay between the performative construction of gender and subversive 

resistance to its constitutive force is further examined in chapters Four and Five. In these 

chapters I focus on two plays by Strindberg – The Father (1887) and Creditors (1888) – 

which are widely critically regarded as paradigmatic misogynist and gender-essentialist 

texts. The production of these plays coincided with the rise of the women’s movement in 

Sweden and contributed to the debate on the Woman Question and masculinity crisis. 

Both plays feature transgressive female protagonists and end in the destruction and death 

of their male counterparts. The larger body of scholarly literature on Strindberg assumes 

that Strindberg’s staging of non-normative gender practices and his breaking down of 

gender binaries serve to rehabilitate, rather than criticise, gender stereotypes and male 

authority, rehashing familiar sexist notions of women’s inferiority, male authority, 

motherhood, marriage, family and the like. However, rather than seeking to force an 

alignment between the dramatic text and the author’s non-fictional commentaries on 

women and a perceived masculinity crisis, I shift the focus away from a tired discussion 

of authorial intentions to the gender-subversive potential of the plays coming to light in 

the context of Butler’s account of gender performativity. That being the case, my analyses 

of The Father and Creditors counteract the widely held assumption that Strindberg’s non-

traditional portrayals of gender are intended to contribute to a misogynistic tradition and 



 

Page | 7  
 

an essentialist understanding of gender identity – which, in itself, endorses the patriarchal, 

binary gender culture. As I analyse the plays in the context of performativity theory, I 

demonstrate how they capture a destabilisation of the binary gender structure, enhancing 

an understanding of gender identity as a performative and fluid construct. Placing 

Strindberg’s plays in connection with Butler’s feminist work on gender makes a two-fold 

contribution. On the one hand, it brings a unique insight into Strindberg’s gender politics 

(as pronounced in his drama rather than his non-fictional writings) by challenging the 

allegation of misogyny and gender-essentialism levelled against The Father and 

Creditors. On the other hand, this critical scrutiny into gender relations through the 

medium of literature and its palpable examples provides a better understanding of Butler’s 

theoretical trajectory, ultimately contributing to a more nuanced perception of the human 

subject as formed through interactions of discourse and power.4 Addressing the staged 

transgression/subversion of hegemonic structures would also enhance an understanding 

of cultural construction as the precondition (rather than negation) of subjective agency. 

Subversive performativity, in this light, occupies a liminal space between free will and 

determinism, where the self – constructed in discourse – contests the discursive 

conditions of its emergence.  

Within a Butlerian framework, normative structures, however, are not the only 

external forces at stake in the formation of subjectivity. As social beings, we are also 

formed in a fundamental dependency with the human other.5 The chapters in Part III 

expand on the previous part’s discussions around the interplay of agency and subjectivity 

through a further engagement with an ethics of alterity (otherness) that grounds 

subjectivity in vulnerability.6 In Chapter Six I look at Butler’s reframing of ethics as put 

forth in her 2005 monograph Giving an Account of Oneself – which takes account of self-

opacity and subjective incoherence as constitutive of subjectivity and a precondition of 

ethical responsibility. Locating this ethical mapping of subjectivity within Barker’s 

enigmatic play, The Fence (2005), provides an attempt to offer original observations 

around subject formation in relation to Barker’s particular way of constructing characters 

                                                            
4 I use the term discourse in a Foucauldian sense as a normative and regulative medium through 
which power is exercised and the subject is produced. Sara Salih writes that for Foucault, 
discourse refers to “‘large groups of statements’ governing the way we speak about and perceive 
a specific historical moment or moments” (Judith Butler 47). Discourse, Butler maintains, “is not 
restricted to writing or speaking, but is also social action” (Gender Trouble 212). 
5 Normative structures also condition the scene of recognition and how we relate to the other. 
6 Alterity refers to the ethical encounter with and the relation to the other, and for Emanuel 
Levinas, it is prior to any possible definition of the human.  
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outside the bounds of normative morality. As I juxtapose Barker’s work with Butler’s 

account of subjectivity in the context of ethics, I contend that the play reveals how identity 

is formed in ecstatic relationality. Ironically, an ethical capacity is demonstrated to be 

embedded in the protagonists’ transgressive sexuality as their sexual encounters turn out 

to be an acknowledgment of their constitutive relationality, which is arguably and in a 

Butlerian fashion, the precondition of becoming human. On this account, the play would 

be a quest for narrative identity and a struggle for recognition,7 revealing unknowingness 

about oneself as a fundamental vulnerability in the condition of being a human. 

In an analysis of Edward Albee’s The Goat, Or Who’s Sylvia? Chapter Seven 

seeks to extend the previous discussions around ethical relationality in the context of 

kinship. Here, I look at Albee’s presentation of boundary crossing and inter-subjectivity 

through an innovative human-animal-human crisis taking centre stage to bring kinship 

bonds into play with the ethics of alterity, loss and vulnerability. Exploring Butler’s 

reflections on Levinas’s ethics of the “face” in relation to the notions of subjectivity and 

vulnerability, I seek to demonstrate how, as human subjects, we are fundamentally 

formed by our ties to others and constantly undone by these relations. The play, I argue, 

gives us a way of thinking, along Butler’s lines, about how we are formed in ecstatic 

relationality, being vulnerable in that we are exposed to what is beyond us and bound to 

others by passion, grief and rage. The arguments put forward in these final two chapters 

proclaim fundamental relationality and vulnerability as that which is concomitant to our 

social existence and constitutes our responsibility for the other. 

Dramatic literature has a transgressive potential, driving the human beyond its 

conceived boundaries. My interrogations into the limits and possibilities of the human 

through this aesthetic medium locate subjectivity as a constituent of sociality. In Chapter 

Eight, I bring this study’s conclusions together, reiterating that my attempt to align 

transgression and subjectivity in the light of a politics of performativity and an ethics of 

relationality enhances an understanding of the human subject as dependent on relations 

and conditions that exceed its existence. Drama staging the human’s continual struggle to 

cross the formative boundaries of hegemonic structures brings into light the performative 

and relational nature of subjectivity, revealing how we, the human subjects, are formed 

in susceptibility and fundamental relationality to the human and non-human other. In an 

                                                            
7 It is worth emphasizing that, as I will return to it in the corresponding chapter, this narrative 
identity, or the account of the self, is not only essentially incoherent and interrupted but also 
inevitably “narrative” because it is always addressed to another; it is a discursive presentation of 
the self to the other. 
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effort to gain recognition of and by the other, the subject gains insight into its unknowable, 

dependent self but nevertheless asserts agency by subverting the terms of its formation 

and assumes ethical responsibility by acknowledging its boundedness to the other.  

 

Limitations of this dissertation and areas for future research 

 

The broad research question of this dissertation – how identity is formed in relation to 

limits that open up possibilities for transgression – can well be identified in numerous 

other plays (by the same and different playwrights) that place human subjectivity and 

boundary crossing under scrutiny. For the purposes of this study, I had to work with a 

finite number of plays and playwrights. I thus selected my primary sources for their 

transgressive potential and on the basis of how well they would interact with the questions 

of identity, alterity, power and agency to help develop the central argument that a feminist 

literary study of transgression can shed new philosophical light on certain dimensions of 

subjectivity as formed in fundamental relationality to human and non-human others. Each 

chapter, then, is mainly focused on a single play, but I have, nonetheless, tried to 

incorporate into each chapter brief references to a number of other plays – by the studied 

playwright – in order to provide further evidence in support of the presented arguments. 

There would certainly be numerous other examples from the literary, dramatic and 

cinematic arts that could potentially give nuances to the arguments made in this study and 

extend its findings further.  

It is also crucial to note that this dissertation is a study of drama as literary text – 

rather than its performance in theatre – and explores the subtexts of subjectivity and 

transgression through stage directions and voices of characters, working with dialogues 

that create character, narrative and conflict. That being the case, I have incorporated into 

my analyses of the playtexts only a few examples of how the plays in performance and 

production might further enhance our apprehension of the presented arguments. I do, 

nevertheless, recognize that studying the plays in relation to their many actual and 

potential performances would provide practical performative support to the arguments 

and findings of this project. A study of these plays in performance and as a performative 

genre, which I will address in the concluding chapter, would be most suitable as the 

subject of future research.  

Butler is an influential thinker who has worked within and across a multiplicity of 

disciplines – feminism, ethics, philosophy, politics and literary studies, among others – 

and has engaged, in her writings, with a plethora of diverse thinkers ranging from 
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Sigmund Freud, Jacques Lacan, G. W. F Hegel, Simone de Beauvoir, J. L. Austin and 

Michel Foucault to Louis Althusser, Friedrich Nietzsche, Jacques Derrida, Gayle Rubin, 

Julia Kristeva and Monique Wittig – to name only a few. Given the breadth, profundity 

and diversity of her work as well as the copious mass of scholarly literature challenging, 

explicating and working with her theories, the particular scope and focus of this 

dissertation could not have allowed engagement with the entirety of secondary sources 

on Butler’s work and its enormous import and impact. For this reason, I had to focus my 

references (to the work of Butler and her critics) on that which would closely relate to 

those performative and ethical facets of subjectivity and agency which I engage with in 

analysing my selected plays. Where appropriate, then, and for a better contextualization 

of Butler’s conception of the subject, I have, however briefly, traced her Hegelian, 

Levinasian and Derridean influences.  

The next and final section of this introduction locates theatre and performance 

studies within the 1980s feminist critiques of identity, which will take us to a 

comprehensive examination of Butler’s theory of subjectivity in the next chapter, and 

from thence to Parts II and II, where this theory of subjectivity is fleshed out in critical 

case studies from drama.  

 

On feminist critical theory and theatre: A historical background 

 

Drawing from French poststructuralism, constructivism, psychoanalysis and feminist 

theory, Butler’s work on gender and identity in the late 1980s put forward a critique of 

essentialist theories that would assume a universal category of women as the foundation 

of feminism. Her work took an oppositional relation to feminist views that “restricted the 

meaning of gender to received notions of masculinity and femininity” (Gender Trouble 

vii), and instead, proposed a groundbreaking theory of subjectivity accounting for how 

performative acts destabilise identity categories. Before moving on to Chapter Two – 

where I situate Butler’s theoretical trajectory within a wider framework of feminist 

debates on subjectivity – I will frame feminist critical theory in the historical context of 

the 1980s and in relation to feminist theatre studies. This brief historical accounting will 

situate feminist theatre criticism within the debates that instigated Butler’s 

groundbreaking contribution to feminist theory, hoping to bring an insight into the ways 

in which feminist theories of identity – in general – have contributed to the study of 

subjectivity in theatre and how Butler’s theoretical intervention into feminist 

understandings of identity – in particular – finds a place in relation to theatre studies. 
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The leading feminist theatre scholars of the 1980s and 1990s have provided 

comprehensive narratives of the history of feminist theatre criticism and of how feminist 

debates surrounding the representation of identity found their way into theatre and 

performance studies. As one of these narratives, Elaine Aston’s An Introduction to 

Feminism and Theatre (1995) gives us an eloquent account of early feminist theatre 

history and the importance of feminism and theoretical conceptions of gender in thinking 

about the history, theory, practice and criticism of theatre. According to Aston, in the 

1980s several spheres and contexts of critical theory – such as semiotics, anthropology, 

sociology, psychoanalysis, poststructuralism, postmodernism and deconstruction – 

provided frameworks and methodologies for the study and re-examination of theatre (4–

5). Feminist critical theory in theatre, she continues, borrowed from feminist projects in 

related disciplines of literature and English studies, drawing on “the deconstructive 

approaches to male-authored images of women in the canon of ‘classics’” to develop “a 

framework for critiquing how women are ‘imaged’ in dramatic texts” and the 

performance context (5). Feminist critical theory thus began to be used in the context of 

theatre to critique “those realist traditions of performance which work in tandem with 

dominant and oppressive representations of gender, and ‘glorify the phallus’ centre stage” 

(6). In seeking to engage theatrical practice in a feminist politics and aesthetics, Aston 

argues, feminism found an ally in Brechtian theatre and its desire for political change (6).  

In the late 1980s in “Brechtian Theory/Feminist Theory” (1988), Elin Diamond 

had suggested that “feminist theory and Brechtian theory need to be read intertextually, 

for among the effects of such a reading are a recovery of the radical potential of the 

Brechtian critique and a discovery, for feminist theory, of the specificity of theatre” (82). 

Diamond tells us that  

 

Understanding gender as ideology – as a system of beliefs and behavior 

mapped across the bodies of women and men, which reinforces a social 

status quo – is to appreciate the continued timeliness of 

Verfremdungseffect [Brecht’s alienation technique], the purpose of which 

is to denaturalize, and defamiliarize what ideology – and performativity – 

makes seem normal, acceptable, inescapable (Unmaking Mimesis 47).8 

 

                                                            
8 Alienation effect (or the A-effect) is integral to the dramatic theory of Brecht. As Brecht makes 
it clear, “a representation that alienates is one which allows us to recognize its subject, but at the 
same time makes it seem unfamiliar” (Brecht 192). 
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Just like Brechtian theory, she holds, feminist theory is open to multiple readings, but all 

feminist theories share the goal of engaging in a “passionate analysis of gender in material 

social relations and in discursive and representational structures, especially theatre and 

film, which involve scopic pleasures and the body” (“Brechtian Theory/Feminist Theory” 

82–83). For Diamond, thus, theatre and film offer possibilities for feminist interventions 

on gender. Gender, Diamond clarifies, “refers to the words, gestures, appearances, ideas, 

and behaviour that dominant culture understands as indices of feminine or masculine 

identity” (84).  Theatre and film, she continues, expose spectators to the gender ideology 

of a culture, wherein the appearance of gender is seen as a natural, fixed and unchangeable 

extension of biological sex. As feminist practice exposes or mocks “the strictures of 

gender”, it “usually uses some version of Brechtian A-effect” – foregrounding the 

expectation of resemblance to alienate iconicity – which works to throw back the ideology 

of gender to the spectator (84).9  

Jill Dolan aptly summarises the status of feminist theatre and performance 

criticism at the end of the 1980s decade as one that has been 

  

shaped roughly by three different analytical methods based in divergent 

ideologies: (1) a liberal feminist insistence on traditional criticism that 

supports the play as the basis of the dramatic experience; (2) a radical 

(sometimes called “cultural”) feminist reification of theatre as a mimesis 

that can validate women's identities; and (3) a materialist feminist 

approach to theatre and performance as ideologically marked 

representation, an approach which borrows variously from 

psychoanalysis, poststructuralism, and Marxist criticism. (“In Defense of 

the Discourse” 59) 

 

Her 1988 groundbreaking materialist-feminist informed book Feminist Spectator as 

Critic presents an illuminating account of feminist theatre criticism in the American 

context. The 1980s, Dolan tells us, marks the beginning of an important line of feminist 

thought in theatre studies – a time when feminist critics began to address women’s status 

onstage by analysing performance through the prism of ethnic, racial, sexual and 

                                                            
9 Diamond’s account reminds us of how Butler explains performativity of gender through the 
metaphor of theatrical performance to show that parodic performances of femininity and 
masculinity serve to destabilise entrenched norms of gender. The parodic or hyperbolic expression 
of gender, in this sense, exposes the artificiality of gender and thus unmasks all identity as parodic, 
being imitative rather than innate and original.   
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gendered identity. Between the mid and late 1980s feminist critics were influenced by the 

poststructuralist theories of Althusser, Derrida and Foucault as well as by such French 

feminists as Irigaray, Kristeva, Wittig and Hélène Cixous. They thus shifted focus from 

an analysis of the roles and images of women in theatre to “a more theoretical 

interrogation of theatre’s representational apparatus and ideological work”, raising 

“questions about how theatre’s contents, forms, and structures both reflect and shape 

women’s lives ideologically and politically” (xiv). 

The materialist-feminist position of which Dolan is an advocate is aligned with 

Marxist materialism and social constructionist theories of, among others, Foucault and 

Butler. This 1980s strain of feminism recognized gender as a social construct and viewed 

“women as a class oppressed by material conditions and social relations (Feminist 

Spectator as Critic 10). Feminist theatre practice at the time, Dolan writes, tended to be 

deconstructive and began to follow “a neo-Brechtian separation of actor from character” 

– a poststructuralist-influenced practice to replace “realist or ritual narratives or 

structures” (xvi). In her 2012 introduction to the second edition of Feminist Spectator as 

Critic, Dolan writes about how the publication of Butler’s Gender Trouble in 1990 and 

her argument that gender is a social construct “rocked feminism both in the academy and 

in the social movement” (xxi), bringing down cultural feminist notions of gender 

essentialism. Her theories, Dolan continues, “are still widely cited in theatre and 

performance studies’ investigations of gender as ‘performative’” (xxi). Butler’s work, 

according to Dolan, “inspired variant gender performances onstage and in everyday life, 

in which the mutability and fluidity of ‘masculinity’ and ‘femininity’ opened multiple 

avenues for new subjectivities performed outside this tired binary system” (xxii).  

Later, in “Advocacy and Activism” (1997), Dolan emphasises the significance of 

the study of identity in theatre, arguing for “the value of theatre history, theory, criticism, 

and practice […] as part of identity practices inflected with postmodern understandings 

of the productive instability of subjects and communities” (4). She comments on how 

poststructuralist critics of subjectivity have changed our understanding of identity: 

  

How identity is produced—and how we understand race and ethnicity, 

sexuality and gender, and all their intersections—has been profoundly 

changed by poststructuralist and postcolonial critiques of subject 

formation and essentialism. (2) 

 



 

Page | 14  
 

Butler’s work in Gender Trouble was one of these groundbreaking contributions to 

critiques of identity and subjectivity. Aston, along similar lines, also views Butler’s 

notion of ‘gender trouble’ and her rejection of the category of women (as a stable subject 

of feminism)  as an evolution of feminist enquiry which was part of “a shift in focus from 

feminist studies to gender studies” in the 1980s (Feminism and Theatre 92).  

Kim Solga’s Theatre & Feminism (2015) identifies Butler’s work in the context 

of feminist performance criticism and outlines the impact of her work on the institutional 

development of feminist performance theory. Butler’s contribution to performance 

criticism, Solga writes, was introduced in her early essay “Performative Acts and Gender 

Constitution”, which appeared first in Theatre Journal and was later reprinted in Sue-

Ellen Case’s Performing Feminism. This essay, as Solga maintains, “signalled a key 

theoretical alignment between her work on gender performativity and feminist theories 

about gender on stage; it also made a very strong case for a specific kind of performance 

practice as ‘good’ for non-normative bodies, and thus as good for feminism” (36). Solga 

reminds us of the distinction Butler makes, in “Performative Acts and Gender 

Constitution”, between performances of gender at the theatre and in public spaces in terms 

of how an observer’s perception of what is ‘normal’ and ‘real’ changes in theatrical and 

non-theatrical contexts (37). In theatre, Butler holds, one can draw strict lines between 

performance and life by making a distinction between what is an ‘act’ and what is ‘real’. 

For Butler, even in theatrical practices that contest the “conventions that demarcate the 

imaginary from the real […] the act is not contrasted with the real, but constitutes a reality 

that is in some sense new, a modality of gender that cannot readily be assimilated into the 

pre-existing categories that regulate gender reality” (“Performative Acts and Gender 

Constitution” 527). Here, as Solga tells us, Butler is expressing 

  

an implicit doubt that theatre can ever be an effective place to subvert 

‘normal’ gender practices or categories, given that so much scripted drama 

relies on the projection of a familiar set of codes onto an acting body that 

is marked as ‘normal’ and ‘natural’ – or clearly not normal or natural – 

based on its role in the dramatic narrative. (37) 

 

Writing on Butler’s performativity theory in relation to theatre, Diamond admits, along 

Butler’s lines, that in performance the performer “implies one who ontologically precedes 

and then fabricates gender effects” and that “even the most antihumanist performance 

exists in a bounded time/space […] where what is seen is taken as evidence of what is 
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being” (Unmaking Mimesis 46–47). She, however, urges that the study of acts in 

performance would extend, rather than deter, discussions of performativity. Diamond 

maintains that performance “is the site in which performativity materializes in 

concentrated form”, and thus, theatrical acts as mere repetitions of “concealed or 

dissimulated conventions” need to be investigated and reimagined (47). As such, 

Diamond’s arguments favour the relevance of performativity to performance and demand 

for a study of performance that would unmask the performativity of gender and identity.  

In Solga’s reading of Butler, a subject’s performance of normative gendered 

behaviour works in the same fashion that gender identity is normalised through narrative 

theatre, and this is where Butler’s theory of gender performativity, in Solga’s words, 

“collides with Brecht’s complaints about culinary theatre and the ‘epic’ strategies he 

proposed for counterbalancing it” (37–38).10 The feminist scholars of the late 1980s and 

early 1990s, Solga continues, realized that reading Brecht and Butler together “could offer 

feminist performance a model for an engaged and ethical theatre practice in which sex 

and gender codes could be actively and openly contested (and even reimagined) on stage” 

(38). Feminist performance critics thus shifted their focus away from the stage realism of 

dramatic, narrative theatre to “non-realist theatrical practices” that staged gender as a 

cultural construct. This alignment with “self-reflexive ‘acting’ rather than apparent 

‘being’ on stage” shaped the direction of feminist performance theory until the early 

2000s (38–39).  

 Butler’s theory of performative subjectivity then, as this brief historical sketch 

indicates, bore significantly on feminist theatre studies in the 1980s and the legacy of her 

work continues today. Influenced by French feminist theory and poststructuralism, the 

1980s intellectual debates on identity – in which Butler rose as a leading voice – found 

their way into the criticism of theatre, giving rise to a new theoretical framework to study 

the representations of identity and the notion of subjectivity in theatre and performance. 

Butler’s poststructuralist critique of feminism/gender thus developed into her landmark 

theory of gender performativity, to be followed later, in the 2000s, by an ethical 

intervention into the issue of subjectivity. The next chapter sets out to build a theoretical 

background for the question of subjectivity and subject formation in relation to politics 

and ethics and in interaction with desire, recognition and transgression. This will 

                                                            
10 Brecht places his theory of epic theatre in opposition to dramatic theatre which he criticises as 
a culinary experience providing entertainment and satisfaction without provoking thought. Epic 
theatre reminds the spectator that the action on stage is not an illusion of the real but an invitation 
to question reality, to generate new meanings and to take a critical attitude to what is staged. 
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contextualize subjectivity with performativity and relationality, paving the way for my 

critical scrutiny – through the selected dramatic texts – into the interplay of constitutive 

limits and their transgression.  
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Chapter Two      

Subjectivity: From the Politics of Performativity to the Ethics of Relationality 

 
 

The subsequent main chapters of this dissertation contextualize Butler’s reflections on 

gender performativity as well as the ethics of subjectivity in relation to texts selected from 

the works of contemporary drama. Being presented/published in the format of journal 

articles, however, they do not allow much room for a comprehensive investigation into 

the development of Butler’s theory of subjectivity, its context, effects and the counter 

arguments that it has generated within academia. The present chapter, therefore, seeks to 

locate Butler’s conception of subjectivity within a broader framework of feminist 

philosophy. I start with a brief chronological account of the development of Butler’s 

theoretical trajectory from gender performativity since 1990 towards her turn to an 

explicit engagement with ethics in 2000 and her later work on precarity and vulnerability. 

In unravelling the ambiguities around the notions of subjectivity, identity and agency, I 

will provide a review of the critiques levelled against Butler’s interrogations and the 

debates raised in affirmation or negation of these criticisms.  

This initial eclectic historical survey of the controversies around Butler’s 

theoretical framing of identity will be followed by a discussion of subjectivity and the 

desire for recognition as the underlying themes that weld the selected plays together in a 

more expansive context of transgressive resistance in the face of hegemonic limits. This 

would be an attempt to explain how subjectivity is understood in the context of politics 

and ethics once examined in terms of performativity and relationality. Finally, I will 

outline discussions around the interplay of transgressive desire and boundary crossing in 

the formation of subjectivity. With an insight into how Butler has constructed her ideas 

around subjectivity and agency, we would also arrive at an understanding of how the 

plays I have selected for this study give sexuality and desire the power to contest the 

status quo. 

 

Feminist philosophy and the controversial Judith Butler  

 

Just as philosophy founders time and again on the question of the body, it 
tends to separate what is called thinking from what is called sensing, from 
desire, passion, sexuality, and relations of dependency. It is one of the 
great contributions of feminist philosophy to call those dichotomies into 
question and so to ask as well whether in sensing, something called 
thinking is already at work, whether in acting, we are also acted upon, and 
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whether in coming into the zone of the thinking and speaking I, we are at 
once radically formed and also bringing something about.  

(Butler, Senses of the Subject 15) 

 

Published in 1990, Butler’s most influential and groundbreaking book, Gender Trouble: 

Feminism and the Subversion of Identity, became a landmark text in feminist philosophy, 

gender studies and queer theory.11 Gender Trouble explores the relation between identity 

and power, contests the “category of woman as a coherent and stable subject”, presents a 

theory of gender performativity and locates the possibility for change in the subversion 

of the terms of power. In the preface to the 1999 edition of the book, Butler explains that 

when she wrote Gender Trouble, she found herself in opposition with certain forms of 

feminism although she understood her text to be part of feminism itself (vii). She further 

notes that she “was writing in the tradition of immanent critique that seeks to provoke 

critical examination of the basic vocabulary of the movement of thought to which it 

belongs” (vii). She brings French poststructuralism together with “U.S. theories of gender 

and the political predicaments of feminism”, subjecting poststructuralist theories to “a 

specifically feminist reformulation” (ix). 

It was in Gender Trouble that Butler introduced her famous theory of gender 

performativity – the idea that gender is constructed through one’s repetitive performance 

of corporeal acts compelled by discourse and that the performative construction of gender 

brings about the possibility for transformation through subversive acts.12 In the 1999 

preface to Gender Trouble, Butler admits that she finds it difficult to define 

“performativity” in precise terms, partly because her views on what performativity might 

mean have changed not only in response to criticisms but also because “so many others 

have taken it up and given it their own formulations” (xiv). The performativity of gender, 

she explains, is a “metalepsis” in which “the anticipation of a gendered essence produces 

that which it posits as outside itself” (xiv-xv).  The theory of gender performativity, Butler 

writes, “sought to show that what we take to be an internal essence of gender is 

manufactured through a sustained set of acts, posited through the gendered stylization of 

the body” (xv). The account of performativity developed in Gender Trouble was 

insufficient to address the relation between norms and acts as well as between constitution 

                                                            
11 All the subsequent references to Gender Trouble are from the 1999 edition of the book unless 
otherwise stated.  
12 Butler presented an earlier formulation of performativity in analogy with theatrical context in 
her 1988 essay “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and 
Feminist Theory”.  
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and agency, which invoked a lot of criticism in paradoxical terms of voluntarism and 

determinism.13 Such criticisms led Butler to a revisitation and complementation of her 

theory of performativity in her writings after Gender Trouble, where she would further 

elaborate on her conception of agency and the relation between norms and acts. In her 

later works, such as Bodies that Matter: On the Discursive Limits of Sex (1993), Butler 

tries to address these criticisms as she appropriates the idea of performativity from J. L. 

Austin via Jacques Derrida, and reformulates her theory of performativity by borrowing 

the concept of iterability from Derrida (Lloyd, Judith Butler 61).14 I will return to the 

critical debates raised by Butler’s work on identity and agency, but first I will provide a 

succinct overview of the core arguments she has put forth in her seminal text.  

Butler opens Gender Trouble by addressing the problem of “representation” 

within feminism. She presents a critique of a universal category of “women” as a ground 

for feminist theory, arguing that this normative15 and exclusionary practice fails to fulfil 

the feminist promise to pursue a political representation of women. She thus strongly 

rebukes the universalistic approach to identity and repression as the grounds for feminist 

politics, believing it to be a “colonizing epistemological strategy” (46). “Universality of 

female identity and masculinist oppression”, she writes, is a globalizing assumption that 

makes the category of women normative and exclusionary, and refuses “the multiplicity 

of cultural, social, and political intersections” that construct women (19–20).  One of the 

key criticisms against Butler ensued from this dismissal of universalism. In the preface to 

the 1999 edition, Butler herself admits that in writing Gender Trouble, she had perceived 

the claim of universality “in exclusive negative and exclusionary terms”, but that she then 

“came to see the term has important strategic use precisely as a non-substantial and open-

ended category” (xvii). She thus arrived at a second view of universality as a concept 

                                                            
13 Butler’s account of performative subjectivity was paradoxically received as both deterministic 
(where the subject as produced by power has no grounds for autonomous action) and voluntarist 
(adhering to an understanding of the subject as fully autonomous and self-reflexive, existing apart 
from regulatory norms). Seyla Benhabib, for instance, read Butler’s gender performativity as 
“self-constitution”, and hence, criticised it as a voluntarist account (Lloyd, Judith Butler 58). 
Major criticism of Butler’s account of agency as determinist was made by Seyla Benhabib in 
Feminist Contentions (see especially “Subjectivity, Historiography, and Politics” 107–126), Lois 
McNay in Gender and Agency 31–73 and Martha Nussbaum in “Professor of Parody”.  
14 In his essay “Signature, Event, Context”, Derrida defines iterability as: “iter […] probably 
comes from itara, other in Sanskrit, and everything that follows can be read as the working out of 
the logic that ties repetition to alterity” (7). 
15 Butler explains that she usually uses “‘normative’ in a way that is synonymous with ‘pertaining 
to the norms that govern gender.’ But the term ‘normative’ also pertains to ethical justification, 
how it is established, and what concrete consequences proceed therefrom” (Gender Trouble xx). 
In a sense, of course, not only the discourses of gender but all hegemonic discourses also can 
function as normative frames.  
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open to contest that allows room for particularity, and furthermore realized that “the 

assertion of universality can be proleptic and performative, conjuring a reality that does 

not yet exist, and holding out the possibility for a convergence of cultural horizons that 

have not yet met” (xviii). Implying that all foundations are contingent, she argues for a 

conception of universality that is “to be left permanently open, permanently contested, 

permanently contingent, in order not to foreclose in advance future claims for inclusion” 

(Butler, “Contingent Foundations” 41).16 As Moya Lloyd comments on Butler’s position, 

the universalist tendency to uphold a single category of women is a limit to feminist 

politics on the grounds that the subject is generated through its representations rather than 

existing prior to them (Judith Butler 45). Butler critiques representation on the grounds 

that while it serves “as the operative term within a political process that seeks to extend 

visibility and legitimacy to women as political subjects”, it can distort – as a normative 

function of language – “what is assumed to be true about the category of women” (Gender 

Trouble 3). For Butler, “the domains of political and linguistic ‘representation’ set out in 

advance the criterion by which subjects themselves are formed”; therefore, representation 

can become an exclusionary practice as it “is extended only to what can be acknowledged 

as a subject”. That is to say, representation cannot be extended to a subject that does not 

meet “the qualifications for being a subject” (4).17 She further argues that bringing women 

together as stable and coherent subjects under an all-inclusive category serves to regulate 

and reify gender relations, which is contrary to feminist aims. She thus denounces the 

foundationalist reasoning of identity politics that, she writes, “tends to assume that an 

identity must first be in place in order for political interests to be elaborated and, 

subsequently, political action to be taken” (181). 

In rebutting such an essentialist understanding of identity, then, Butler goes on to 

argue that there is no “‘doer behind the deed’ but that the ‘doer’ is variably constructed 

in and through the deed” (181). She offers “a feminist genealogy of the category of 

women” to argue that power structures and political operations produce the subjects that 

they claim to represent (9). Turning her focus on the regulatory effect of power, she argues 

that the subject is produced within a paradoxical interplay of constraint and agency, where 

the power by which the subject is constituted is also that through which it is enabled to 

                                                            
16 Butler later exhaustively expands on her views on universality in Contingency, Hegemony and 
Universality: Contemporary Dialogues on the Left (2000) – a book she co-authored with Ernesto 
Laclau and Slavoj Žižek. 
17 Examples of those who do not meet the qualifications for being a subject could be minorities, 
women and any precarious populations who are rendered as unintelligible by the matrix of 
normativity.  
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enact agency. Butler’s understanding of the subject as constituted – not existing prior to 

culture and discourse – brought forth criticisms of determinism. However, as Butler 

clearly states in Gender Trouble, being constituted by discourse is not identical to being 

determined by it, and thus the possibility of subjective agency is not foreclosed by the 

fact that the subject is constituted (181). Her conception of identity as constructed and 

effected by power, then, is not deterministic since she extends to the subject the capacities 

for agency within a context of enabling conditions which are provided by a “structure of 

signification” rather than through recourse  “to an ‘I’ that preexists signification” (183). 

Hence for Butler, the subject is not determined by power; rather, it is capable of exercising 

agency within the context of constitutive power structures that paradoxically also prove 

to be enabling. I will return to the concepts of agency and subversion in the subsequent 

sections. 

To recapitulate, Butler rejects the essentialist notions of identity in favour of a 

conception of identity that is of a performative and constructed nature. Arguing that there 

is no pre-political identity, Butler assumes identity (as well as gender, sex and the body) 

to be the effect of power and social structures. She perceives gender as an act (requiring 

a repeated performance of socially established meanings) rather than an expression of 

“essence” (Gender Trouble 178). The understanding of gender as binary, then, is a 

normative practice that establishes the domain of intelligibility. That is, bodies not 

conforming to the norms of binary gender will be rendered unintelligible (and thus 

exposed to violence) by being regarded as false, unreal and illegitimate.18 Within the 

terms of these regulative norms, however, lies the possibility for change and subversion. 

Butler notes that the multiplication of gender possibilities (though happening through a 

performative reiteration of the already existing gender norms) is a subversive enactment 

that disrupts the binary reifications of gender (Gender Trouble 160). The norms of 

cultural intelligibility, Butler insists, produce “an injunction to be a given gender” and it 

follows that the injunction is exceeded and defied by failing to be that given gender or its 

incoherent configuration (Gender Trouble 185; original emphasis). In a paradoxical and 

simultaneous vein, the norms that restrict gender possibilities create new possibilities as 

the subject varies the terms of the invocation of these norms. While the subject is 

generated through norms, it is not determined by them but paradoxically enabled to assert 

“alternative domains of cultural intelligibility” (Gender Trouble 185). Practices of 

                                                            
18 A broader definition of intelligibility, which is also apt here, would be “that which is produced 
as a consequence of recognition according to prevailing social norms” (Butler, Undoing Gender 
3).  
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repetition both constitute identity and “present the immanent possibility of contesting 

them”. Thus, Butler holds that the political lies in “the very signifying practices that 

establish, regulate, and deregulate identity” (Gender Trouble 188).19 The norms that 

regulate identity and establish the domain of intelligibility are “generative political 

structures rather than naturalized foundations” (Gender Trouble 187). The understanding 

of identity as an effect, produced and generated by power, “opens up possibilities of 

‘agency’ that are insidiously foreclosed by positions that take identity categories as 

foundational and fixed” (Gender Trouble 187). Ontology, Butler concludes, is a 

normative injunction that “insidiously” installs itself into the political field as a necessary 

ground. Identity, in other words, needs not to be the foundation to politics; rather, the 

political emerges out of the terms through which identity is articulated (189). In her later 

works such as Precarious Life (2004) and Giving an Account of Oneself (2005), Butler 

undertook to supplement her account of performative subjectivity with an ethical 

dimension that would bring relationality – and the other – into conversation with her 

politics. Before expanding on Butler’s explicit focus on ethics in her post-2000 writings, 

which has been widely referred to as an “ethical turn”, I address some of the criticisms 

invoked by the critique of identity politics and the theory of subjectivity that she set out 

to explore in Gender Trouble and elaborated in her subsequent works on gender theory 

such as in Bodies That Matter (1993) and Undoing Gender (2004). 

 

Butler’s critics 

 

In 1999, the philosopher Martha Nussbaum took aim at Judith Butler in an essay called 

“The Professor of Parody” which still probably stands as the most notorious critique 

against Butler.20 Nussbaum, a proponent of feminist liberalism, was critical of Butler for 

what she calls her “obscure” prose and “hip quietism”. Apart from criticizing Butler’s 

prose for a lack of clarity that is, she argues, meant to “fill the void left by an absence of 

a real complexity of thought and argument” (202), Nussbaum takes issue with Butler’s 

feminism for adhering to a “new symbolic type” that turns “away from the material side 

                                                            
19 Butler’s account of the possibility for subversion within (and not beyond/outside) the structures 
of power was criticized as defeatist. The critique of defeatism (made by Martha Nussbaum) will 
be explored in more detail in what is to follow in this chapter.    
20 This essay was first published in The New Republic in 1999. Hereafter, references to 
Nussbaum’s essay and the responses by Benhabib, Fraser, Nicholson, Spivak and Scott are to the 
reprint of the original essay and the response letters in Nussbaum’s Philosophical Interventions: 
Reviews 1986–2011 (2011). The response letters were originally also published in The New 
Republic. 
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of life, toward a type of verbal and symbolic politics that makes only the flimsiest of 

connections with the real situation of real women” (199). To put it briefly, she claims that 

Butler’s main idea that gender is a social artifice rather than a natural given has been 

around since Plato, and social-constructionists before Butler had already contributed to 

the denaturalizing of gender.21 She takes issue with Butler’s notion of subversive 

performance, claiming that Butler’s account of power and subversion offers little space 

for resistance (a linguistic and symbolic type only, if any), and by offering a narrow vision 

of the possibilities for change, engenders a dangerous quietism that discourages action 

against injustice. She criticizes Butler’s treatment of Austin’s theory of performativity in 

that Austin’s performativity theory, she holds, is restricted to language while Butler 

extends it to “gesture, dress, movement, and action” (206) when arguing that gender is 

performative. She accuses Butler of avoiding a real and actual politics by adhering to a 

“naively empty” (210) and “amoral anarchist” politics (213) that is restricted to using 

words in a subversive way. Nussbaum also criticizes Butler for her rebuttal of “universal 

normative notions” and sees the “absence of a normative dimension” as a severe problem 

(209).22  

Nussbaum’s attack on Butler confounded many within and beyond academia and 

engendered many responses in defence of Butler. Seyla Benhabib, Nancy Fraser and 

Linda Nicholson jointly wrote that they were “disturbed” by Nussbaum’s attack on 

Butler. They particularly objected against Nussbaum’s dismissal of Butler as a 

philosopher, holding that her move is an attempt to “keep feminist concerns out of 

philosophy on grounds that ‘this is just not philosophy’” (217). They criticized her 

“rhetoric of overkill” and her unquestioning appreciation of the authoritarian politics of 

Catharine MacKinnon and Andrea Dworkin to which, they argued, “Butler’s strong 

antiauthoritarianism is a useful antidote” (217–218).  

Gayatri Spivak denounced Nussbaum’s “vicious review”, finding fault with her 

reasoning on two grounds. First, Nussbaum equates social-construction theories proposed 

before Butler with the analysis of gender as performative, and second, she forbids the 

                                                            
21 In her critique of Butler’s contribution to feminist theory, Nussbaum argues that before Butler 
several thinkers, theorists, psychologists and biologists have – in a sense – already associated the 
notions of social construction with gender: Plato, John Stuart Mill, Andrea Dworkin, Catharine 
MacKinnon, Nancy Chodorow, Anne Fausto Sterling, Susan Moller Okin and Gayle Rubin. None 
of these attempts, however, led to a theory of gender performativity.  
22 Julie MacKenzie’s “Refiguring Universalism” (2009) offers an illuminating examination of 
Nussbaum’s and Butler’s approaches to the notion of universality, exploring their points of 
alliance and divergence as she compares and contrasts the positions of this seemingly incongruous 
pair.  
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extension of Austin’s performativity into “a more than verbal category” (216). Butler’s 

performative theory, “that we make gender come into being by doing it”, is not, for 

Spivak, the same as social-construction theories that have been around since Plato (216). 

Further, Spivak finds Butler’s approach a useful means of addressing “conventions in use, 

social-contract effects, collective ‘institutions’ of elusive materiality, [and] the ground of 

the political” (216). In response to Nussbaum’s remark that “Butler’s hip quietism … 

collaborates with evil”, Spivak contends that an engagement with counter-globalization 

would show that Nussbaum’s “unexamined, and equally hip, U.S. benevolence toward 

‘other women’ collaborates with exploitation” (217). Her argument is based on the 

grounds that Nussbaum’s concern for “women who are hungry, illiterate, disenfranchised, 

beaten, raped” and their material need for “food, schools, votes, and the integrity of their 

bodies” comes from a “powerful tenured academic in a liberal university”, who is just 

expressing her idea of what those women should want without noticing that “the gender 

practice of the rural poor is quite often in the performative mode, carving out power 

within a more general scene of pleasure in subjection” (217).23  

Joan W. Scott also addressed the divide Nussbaum assumes between her self-

defended politics and Butler’s theory, which perceives the former as real, material and 

practical, and the latter as symbolic abstraction offering support to an amoral, anarchist, 

symbolic and merely verbal politics. Scott argues that Nussbaum’s reasoning presents a 

“good versus evil scheme” that “substitutes moralist fundamentalism for genuine 

philosophical and political debate among feminists” (218). Questions concerning whether 

“women” are the same, how they can be represented, who can speak for their needs, and 

how political action can address the hegemonic norms of gender, Scott argues, are among 

those with which Butler has engaged with “honesty and skill”. Nussbaum’s attitude, 

however, serves the closure of the gap between politics and theory in the name of virtue, 

where imposing a certain vision of the good on the rest of the society leads feminism and 

all other emancipatory movements to lose public voice. She concludes, accordingly, that 

                                                            
23 This debate is emblematic of a broad anxiety about postmodernism by feminists from an earlier 
feminist discourse, who emphasized the necessity of a recourse to practical political action – 
rather than abstract philosophical frameworks (such as the poststructuralist and postmodernist 
dismantling of universalism and the constructivist and anti-essentialist approach to identity) – to 
address “real” problems of women in a manner that would serve the purpose of women’s 
liberation. The debate around alliances or conflicts between feminism and postmodernism thus 
signals a pivotal turning point in feminist theoretical ideas, and is apparent in a number of 1990s 
feminist texts such as in Somer Brodribb’s Nothing Mat(t)ers (1992) and Catharine Mackinnon’s 
“Points against Postmodernism” (2000). Also see Feminist Contentions: A Philosophical 
Exchange (1995), especially Benhabib’s essay “Feminism and Postmodernism: An Uneasy 
Alliance” and Butler’s “Contingent Foundations: Feminism and the Question of 
‘Postmodernsim’”. 
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she prefers the “provocative, open theories of Butler to the closed moralizing of Martha 

Nussbaum” (218).  

Yet in 2010 – more than a decade on from Nussbaum’s attack – Ori J. Herstein’s 

“Justifying Subversion: Why Nussbaum Got (the Better Interpretation of) Butler Wrong” 

targeted Nussbaum’s claim to the amorality of Butler’s politics (and poststructuralism, 

more generally) and the charge of “collaboration with evil”. Pointing out how Nussbaum 

and her proponents would regard deconstructionist and poststructuralist theories as 

amoral in arguing that such theories reject “the validity of the very idea of norms and 

moral principles as grounds for justifying or criticizing political actions and social 

structures” (44), Herstein defends Butler by arguing that her theory “does not necessarily 

undermine the ideas of moral and normative justification of specific acts of political 

deconstruction and subversion” (45). Deconstructive theory, in general, and Butler’s 

work, in particular, do not reject but allow for a background of norms, practices, values 

and structures of meaning to function as a “necessary enabling condition” for 

deconstructive and parodic actions (Herstein, 45; original emphasis). In other words, 

while Butler’s approach to politics does not necessarily require a background comprised 

of moral principles, her theory does not rule out principles of political morality, and 

instead, allows for political subversion to be enabled in relation to a background of moral 

norms.  

Butler responded to accusations of bad writing and difficult language in “A bad 

Writer Bites Back”, published in New York Times on 20 March 1999. There she argues 

that complicated language, which is sometimes necessary to articulate nuanced 

arguments, challenges the social status quo and leads a way toward the politically new. 

She poses a question to highlight the relation between language and politics: “Why are 

some of the most trenchant social criticisms often expressed through difficult and 

demanding language?”. Butler’s response emphasizes the necessity for intellectuals to 

question common sense and present “new ways of looking at a familiar world” in addition 

to clarifying how their work informs everyday life.  Butler argues that common sense at 

times contributes to the preservation of the social status quo that “treats unjust social 

hierarchies as natural” and commonsensical. This is where language ought to come forth 

to challenge the common sense and lead the way to “a more socially just world”. 

Language, she suggest, shapes and alters the “common” perceptions of social and political 

realities. She also draws on the German-American philosopher of the Frankfurt School, 

Herbert Marcuse, to show how the philosophers advocating common sense scold those 

“who propagate a more radical perspective” by accusing them of talking a language that 
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sounds foreign and suspect, but the critical intellectual would respond that if what he 

wanted to say “could be said in terms of ordinary language he would probably have done 

so in the first place”.24 Along similar lines, in her 1999 preface to Gender Trouble, Butler 

brings up the criticism of difficulty of style and writes, “It would be a mistake to think 

that received grammar is the best vehicle for expressing radical views, given the 

constraints that grammar imposes upon thought, indeed, upon the thinkable itself. But 

formulations that twist grammar or that implicitly call into question the subject-verb 

requirements of propositional sense are clearly irritating for some” (xviii-xix). Drawing 

upon Monique Witting, she continues that “if gender itself is naturalized through 

grammatical norms, […] then the alteration of gender at the most fundamental epistemic 

level will be conducted, in part, through contesting the grammar in which gender is given” 

(xix).  

In “Judith Butler and the Ethics of ‘difficulty’”, Sara Salih also defends Butler 

against the accusation of difficult prose style by pointing out that difficulty is “an 

important ethical component of the radical democratic project within which Butler 

continues to situate her work” (42). Suggesting that Butler has never rejected the charge 

of difficulty, Salih emphasizes how Butler deliberately uses labour-intensive language to 

effect “the making of politically dissident readers (to invoke David Trotter) who are 

prompted to question the limitations of their ‘linguistic horizon[s]’ along with the 

exclusionary schemes of intelligibility which currently pass for the ontological norm” 

(43). Salih sets out to argue that Butler deploys performative language to do something 

with her prose (45) and to engage her readers in a political struggle wherein they “reflect 

on the power of language to shape the world” (43). On this account, Salih views Butler’s 

deliberate refusal to conform to the standards of “ordinary language” as having serious 

ethical and political implications. Salih, in invoking Butler’s argument that ordinary 

language and received grammar shape and limit the way we perceive “subjectivity, 

gender, sex, sexuality, ‘race’, and politics”, highlights Butler’s view that language can 

restrict how we struggle against social constraints and that “a different idiom” is required 

to challenge the “existing frameworks of power and knowledge in order to place what 

currently passes for ‘reality’ in perpetual and productive crisis” (45). Since Butler 

                                                            
24 Here Butler quotes Marcuse’s notes in One-Dimensional Man: 

The intellectual is called on the carpet. What do you mean when you say . . . ? 
Don’t you conceal something? You talk a language which is suspect. You don’t 
talk like the rest of us, like the man in the street, but rather like a foreigner who 
does not belong here. We have to cut you down to size, expose your tricks, purge 
you. (196) 
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theorises the subject as incoherent, obscure and unknown to itself, a lucid and clear prose 

(which is considered the norm by some of her critics like Nussbaum) would fail to capture 

“the frames of reference within which people speak, think and live subject categories” 

(46). Salih regards Butler’s writing as “an ethical encounter with otherness at a textual 

level through challenges to grammar and style”, which invites the readers to engage in 

the work of critique by relinquishing their normative assumptions about “style and 

‘being’” so as to “challenge, suspend and, ultimately, expand those norms” (46). This is, 

Salih continues, “an ethical mode of self-making which interrogates the limits of 

epistemology and ontology without recourse to answers or definitions” (46). The attitude 

that Butler’s incomplete, open-ended text invokes in us, the readers, is the same as the 

one she expects us “to take up in relation to the subject/other” (47). For Butler, and Salih 

aptly points it out, the work of a critical intellectual is meant to produce a sense of 

alienation in the reader that encourages them to adopt a questioning attitude towards the 

familiar world, which “seeks to extend the norms by which ‘humans’ are permitted to 

conduct liveable lives in socially recognised public spheres” (47).  

Notwithstanding Nussbaum’s critique of Butler as a “hip defeatist” whose work 

offers, if any, only an “empty”, “amoral” and “symbolic” politics, Butler has actively 

taken position in regards to contemporary political debates. Not only did she produce a 

political work, Precarious Life, in direct response to the aftermath of 9/11 but she also 

continues to address the questions of war, violence and the precariousness of life in the 

context of politics – which carries on through till the present. Pertinently, in an article 

published online in International Socialism, “In Perspective: Judith Butler”, Rachel 

Aldred commends Butler for using her academic privilege to “debate political issues that 

the rich and powerful would like hushed up”. She lists Butler’s political commentaries up 

until 2004, writing that she is a Jewish philosopher who advocates Palestinian rights,25 

who has spoken against the invasion of Iraq, “speaks out for peace and against racism in 

public lectures”, and “pressed Amnesty to report on the terrible situation of gays and 

lesbians in Jamaica”.  

The trajectory of Butler’s project from Gender Trouble to the present (2018) has 

undergone revision and revisitation. While during the 1990s she was engaged with the 

idea of performativity and the politics of subject formation in relation to differentials of 

power, her writings post 2000 engaged with the ethical stakes of subjectivity. This, as I 

noted before, invoked critical debates around what still continues to be referred to as 

                                                            
25 Butler continues to address the Israeli-Palestinian conflict in her 2013 monograph Parting 
Ways: Jewishness and the Critique of Zionism. 
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Butler’s turn to ethics. It may well be that Butler turned to writing on the ethics of subject 

formation partly in response to the criticisms against poststructuralist ethics. Writing on 

the political philosophy of Butler, Birgit Schippers argues that Butler turns to writing on 

ethics “specifically in her ambition to challenge those who equate post-structuralism with 

moral nihilism” (31). As Butler surmises in a conversation with Stuart Murray, the most 

obvious of the criticisms against the juxtaposition of ethics and poststructuralism is “that 

poststructuralism destroys the idea of foundations, a position that holds that without 

certain foundations, we cannot have an ethic” (“Ethics at the Scene of Address” 419). In 

her writings since 2000, therefore, Butler has shown that the poststructuralist postulation 

of a decentred relational subject26 does not negate the possibility for ethics and for 

responsibility.27 That the subject is “part of a network of relations” and “bound up with 

the world of others”, she insists, does not undermine the idea of responsibility; rather, it 

takes account of the social, linguistic and historical dimensions of the self and relocates 

responsibility as a problem of relationality (419–420). Butler interrogated these ideas in 

Antigone’s Claim (2000), Precarious Life (2004), Undoing Gender (2004), and Giving 

an Account of Oneself (2005).  Her occupation with the ontological conditions of the 

subject at the scene of address28 resulted in further exploration of vulnerability, 

                                                            
26 In the same conversation with Murray, Butler defines the concept of decentred subject: 
 

Part of poststructuralism suggested that the subject is not at the center, or is not 
the ground, of its own ethic. […] the subject needs to be reconceived as part of a 
network of relations, produced through differentials of power, which is to say, its 
boundaries are defined through exclusion but also through contact and proximity. 
Its own ontology is implicated in the ontology of others, and so a certain kind of 
displacement or a decentering of the subject occurs. (419) 
 

Also, in Giving an Account of Oneself, Butler reads Laplanche’s lines – “Man is not at home with 
himself in himself” – as a decentring that follows from a fundamental relationality that makes the 
self and the other indistinguishable (75). 
27 Ethical responsibility, as intended here and I will return to it later on, is not only understood in 
terms of “responsibility for” but also “responsiveness to” the other as a constituent of our 
fundamental sociality. The question of ethics, as Butler argues in Giving an Account of Oneself, 
emerges when we ask ourselves “what it might mean to continue in a dialogue where no common 
ground can be assumed, where one is at the limits of what one knows, yet still under the demand 
to offer and receive acknowledgement: to someone else who is there to be addressed and whose 
address is there to be received” (21–22). 
28 Butler defines “the scene of address” as “the rhetorical condition for responsibility”, where in 
giving an account of itself, the self elaborates “a relation to an other in language”. We thus 
establish a relationship to the other to whom we address the account of our self (Giving an Account 
50). 



 

Page | 29  
 

precariousness and precarity in her 2009 work Frames of War: When is Life Grievable?29 

In one of her latest books, Senses of the Subject (2015), she returns to her shifting 

conceptualizations of the subject as she sets forth discussions around the ethics of 

embodiment and brings the workings of sensory experience into play with subjectivity. 

She also examines precarity in relation to performative bodily acts in Notes toward a 

Performative Theory of Assembly (2015) where she extends her performativity theory to 

bodies in assembly, emphasizing her previous propositions on vulnerability and 

interdependency as constitutive of the subject. Remarking on her own “intellectual 

itinerary” from gender performativity to precariousness of life and bodies in the public 

sphere, Butler tells us, in an interview with Stephanie Berbec, about “a notion of political 

expression” at stake in the enactments of gender and assembly, both conceived as two 

“forms of embodied performativity” (“We are Worldless without One Another” 66). 

In and of itself then, Butler has remained, all the while, dedicated to a politics that 

brings the human and its corporeal vulnerability to the fore. In a recent keynote address 

in Amsterdam (2017),30 she addressed the politics of human rights and the refugee crisis, 

criticizing the US for bombing civilians in the Middle East, the EU countries for refusing 

responsibility for rescue missions (in the Mediterranean) for fear of promoting migration, 

and Israel for systematic violations of human rights against Palestinians. Linking the 

problem of inequality to questions of vulnerability and grievable life,31 Butler defined 

vulnerability “as an embodied set of social relations that help us understand how and why 

forms of resistance emerge as they do”, rather than regarding it as an incapacity to act. 

She then spoke against a politics of paternalistic care that would deprive the vulnerable 

populations of power and the capacity to act.  

                                                            
29 Note the subtle distinction between the existential concept of precariousness – as an ontological 
condition of bodily vulnerability shared by all subjects – and precarity which Butler defines as a 
“politically induced condition in which certain populations suffer from failing social and 
economic networks of support more than others, and become differentially exposed to injury, 
violence, and death” (Notes toward a Performative Theory of Assembly 33). 
30 This lecture was given as part of the conference “Critical Theory in the Humanities: Resonances 
of the Work of Judith Butler” on 5–7 April 2017 in Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam.  
31 The notion of grievability – most notably presented in Precarious Life and Frames of War – 
captures the limits of human intelligibility, or that which makes a life recognizable and 
“intelligible as a life” (Frames of War 7; original emphasis). Grievability is, Butler adds, “a 
presupposition for the life that matters” and “a condition of a life’s emergence and sustenance” 
(14, 15). To apprehend a life as grievable, Butler writes, “makes possible the apprehension of 
precarious life” – “the apprehension of the living being as living, exposed to non-life from the 
start” (15). A life that does not qualify as a life is regarded as unworthy of living, defending and 
grieving. In Chapter Six I will make a brief return to the concept of recognizability and the frames 
of recognition.  
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Of course, Butler’s politically and ethically charged theories and assumptions are 

rooted in her theory of performativity and the formation of identity in relation to power 

structures, which she set forth in her seminal Gender Trouble and has continuously 

revisited since then. She is, as Sara Rushing pertinently notes in “Preparing for Politics: 

Judith Butler's Ethical Dispositions”, more typically known for her gender performativity 

theory and its influence on the study of gender and sexuality than her contributions to 

ethical and political theory (284). Her more nuanced ethical engagement with alterity and 

vulnerability post 2000, however, became the subject of critical debates over whether 

Butler moved away from a theory of gender performativity or from politics altogether. 

Rushing contends that the question of whether Butler has a political theory, and what the 

normative foundations of such a theory could be, has remained unresolved and suggests 

that “grasping the ethical thread in her work is crucial to the project of drawing out the 

political implications of her thought” (284–285). 

 Since this dissertation relies on Butler’s ethical as well as political perceptions of 

the subject-human, I dedicate the next section to outlining the relation between the ethical 

and political dimensions of subjectivity. First, and before expanding on Butler’s 

conception of the subject in the context of politics and ethics, I will present a critical 

review of the debates around her so-called turn to ethics and how it has been situated 

within and/or against an ultra-subjective context that informs her politics. Rushing’s 

reflection on how Butler’s ethics relate to her politics and to a theory of subjectivity could 

provide an informative transition to my forthcoming discussions on the ethics and politics 

of subjectivity: 

 

Because subjectivity, normativity, ethics and politics are fundamentally 

related, the question of who complies with normative standards of the 

human, and thus can be regarded as an ethical subject, is clearly a political 

question; and how we should live together and act in a shared world 

saturated by power relations is clearly an ethical question as well. These 

two dimensions of Butler’s thought are in a distinctly ongoing and 

mutually constitutive relation. (286)  

 

The ethics and politics of subjectivity 

 

In a 2000 interview with the political philosopher William E. Connolly, Butler confesses 

“to worrying about the turn to ethics” and voices her “ambivalence about this sphere” and 
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her concern “that ethics displaces from politics”. For her, she importantly insists, “the use 

of power as a point of departure for a critical analysis is substantially different from an 

ethical framework”.32 This confession to “worrying about the turn to ethics”, however, 

has been discussed in contrast with her post-2000 work focusing on an ethics of 

subjectivity, which has widely been referred to as a turn to ethics as opposed to either her 

previous commitments to politics or her self-acclaimed ambivalent orientation to ethics.  

Yet in the same interview, notwithstanding her ambivalence towards ethical 

frameworks, Butler discloses to Connolly a commitment to a particular sense of ethics in 

relation to the fundamental failure to know the self, which directly foregrounds her later 

conceptions of ethical subjectivity, and specifically, the discussions she puts forward in 

her ethically charged writings such as Precarious Life and Giving an Account of Oneself. 

She admits to understanding ethics in terms of thinking about “our bearing towards others 

and ourselves, and how that can take place in a way that fosters generosity, especially 

within a differentiated field of power”. Thence, immediately after worrying about a turn 

to ethics, she talks about how she perceives a new sense of ethics to emerge from an 

inevitable ethical failure (in the condition of being a subject), which is the subject’s 

ontological inability to fully know and present itself. Acknowledging the limits of 

acknowledgement then contributes to a new sense of ethics where we understand failure 

to know ourselves as essential to who we are, and expect nothing different from others 

whom we realize are as opaque to themselves as we are to ourselves:     

 

I do believe that a certain ability to affirm what is contingent and 

incoherent in identity allows one to affirm others who may or may not 

‘mirror’ one’s own constitution, or that the recognition that one is, at every 

turn, not quite the same as what one thinks that one is, implies in turn a 

certain patience for others which does not demand that they be who they 

claim to be at every moment. Suspending the demand for self-identity or, 

more particularly, for complete coherence, seems to me to counter a 

certain ethical violence which demands that we manifest self-identity and 

require that others do the same. For subjects who live in time this will be 

a hard norm to satisfy. And for subjects who are multiply constituted, and 

                                                            
32 The interview is available online via Project Muse and is titled “Politics, Power and Ethics: A 
Discussion between Judith Butler and William Connolly”.  
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sometimes constituted in ways that are not quite known or knowable, this 

will be an ethical norm before which one can only fail.  

 

In Giving an Account of Oneself, Butler fully develops this theory of subjectivity in the 

context of ethics. As Catherine Mills puts it forth in “Undoing Ethics: Butler on Precarity, 

Opacity and Responsibility”, subjectivity is grounded in a corporeal interdependency – a 

fundamental relationality to the other – that is bound with vulnerability identified as either 

precariousness or opacity (41). I will return to this account of ethical subjectivity later in 

this chapter and also dedicate Chapter Six to an in-depth elaboration and contextualization 

of this theory in relation to Howard Barker’s play The Fence. In Chapter Seven I will 

further explore the relational and ecstatic dimension of ethical subjectivity as I engage 

with a critical analysis of Edward Albee’s play The Goat. To highlight the relation 

between the ethical and political dimensions of subjectivity, I will first present a review 

of the controversies around Butler’s shift of focus away from the politics of performativity 

towards ethics, and I will then set out to explore her account of subjectivity in more 

detail.33 

As I mentioned above, Butler’s writings on ethics published after 2000 were 

received with mixed critical responses. She had, as Birgit Schippers notes, earlier 

construed a dualism between ethics and politics when responding to William Connolly 

that “ethics displaces from politics”, and some critics struggled to reconcile her “turn to 

ethics with her championing of radical politics” (31). This assumed opposition between 

ethics and politics originates in an understanding of ethics as, in Butler’s words, 

“exclusively” a “disposition or action grounded in a ready-made subject” (Parting Ways 

9); thus, when understood as an internal individualistic practice, ethics would be 

incapable of bringing about social transformation, and as such implies a shift away from 

political action. Butler, as she proceeds to admit in Parting Ways, tried to overcome this 

divide between ethics and politics by offering a new understanding of ethics “as a 

relational practice that responds to an obligation that originates outside the subject” and 

“contests sovereign notions of the subject and ontological claims of self-identity” (9). 

Thus, Butler brings “social ontology” together with ethics and offers a relational and ek-

static conception of the subject that leads, in her own words, to a “reconceptualization of 

                                                            
33 In his 2008 interview with Butler, Thomas Dumm notes that Butler’s work after 2000 does not 
focus on gender although it explores “the constitution of subjectivity out of loss and trauma”, and 
Butler, in response, explains she does not think that her “work on gender is precisely over”, but 
that she is not theorizing gender anew (“Giving away, Giving over” 96–97). 
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both social bonds and political obligations” (9). That being the case, Butler’s particular 

reframing of ethics seems to overlap with politics rather than turning away from it. If 

Carver and Chambers are right – and I would argue they are – Butler’s writings of the 

early 2000s certainly do count as a work of ethics but are nevertheless in no way in 

conflict or contrast with her earlier writings. Carver and Chambers aptly insist that 

“Butler’s political ontology carries an ethics lodged within it” (95) and put forth a 

compelling argument against the presence of a “turn”, as such, in Butler’s work on the 

grounds that ontological questions and their ethical implications have, since the 

beginning, been at the core of Butler’s thought. While they emphasize that politics could 

not be said to derive from ethics, they end up with the conclusion that “to stake out an 

ontological position is also to take up a certain ethico-political orientation” (118) and reify 

the suggestion that Butler’s “so-called turn to ethics is itself, or somehow produces, a turn 

to politics” (93). Some of Butler’s critics, however, have argued otherwise.   

Moya Lloyd, in “The Ethics and Politics of Vulnerable Bodies”, finds it “ironic” 

that several critics such as Jodi Dean (2008), Bonnie Honig (2010, 2013) and George 

Shulman (2011) have interpreted Butler’s engagement with ethics as a turn “that heralds 

either a turn away from politics or its displacement” (167; original emphasis). As Lloyd 

here argues, among others, these critics have identified in Butler’s work such concepts as 

“corporeal humanism”, “mortal vulnerability”, “mortalist humanism” and “an ethics of 

finitude” that binds the subject to the suffering of others.34 Given that such readings 

would, in one way or the other, render Butler’s work void of politics, they neglect, as 

Lloyd insists, Butler’s expansive apprehension of vulnerability and its dualistic nature “as 

the condition for suffering and deprivation but also for politics (and ethics)” (187; original 

emphasis). In her doctoral dissertation, Sanna Karhu summarizes how Bonnie Honig 

reads Butler’s conception of grievability and precariousness as an account of “mortalism” 

                                                            
34 The arguments recently put forth around Butler’s new “humanism” call into question her 
poststructuralist, antifoundationalist take on human identity as irreducible to a universal category, 
which she had eloquently expressed in Gender Trouble as a critique of identity politics. In a 2009 
conversation with Antonello and Farnetti (titled “Antigone’s Claim”) when asked if her concept 
of “precarious life” would be a new form of humanism, Butler replied along the lines that she 
does not want a new humanism but a “non-anthropocentric conception of the human” wherein the 
human is perceived as “always outside of itself in the non-human”; that is, finding “instead the 
relations of exposure and responsibility that constitute the ‘being’ of the human in a sociality 
outside itself”. In another interview with Arne De Boever, “Demonstrating Precarity: 
Vulnerability, Embodiment, and Resistance” (2015), Butler notes that it might be difficult to do 
without the category of the human as a powerful norm affecting public debate, policy and 
theoretical reflection – hence discussions around “Butler’s New Humanism” – but in spite of her 
willingness to talk about the human as a category, she still thinks there is no way to talk about the 
human outside of a field of power and that there is no ontological version of the human which can 
be true for all humans. For a critical analysis of Butler’s humanism see Sina Kramer (2015). 
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and finitude: Honig “claims that by turning to the topics of precariousness and mourning 

in Butler’s so called “post-9/11” texts her conception of politics becomes reduced to a 

universalist ethics of mortalism and sentimentalism, representing what Honig sees as a 

turn away from questions of political action and resistance” (22). Karhu challenges 

Honig’s criticism of Butler by arguing, in rebuttal, that “Butler’s account of grievability”, 

rather than representing a turn away from politics, should “be understood as a theorization 

that seeks to make radical political contestation possible” (133). Along the same lines, 

Lloyd’s “Ethic and Politics of Vulnerable Bodies” shows that vulnerability in a Butlerian 

framework is not equated “primarily, even exclusively, with susceptibility to harm or 

injury”; rather, it should be understood as that which “makes possible ecstatic 

relationality, and thence ethics and politics” (171). That being the case, Butler’s 

engagement with ethics, Lloyd suggests, does not lead her to abandon politics; rather, she 

has continuously emphasized the regulative operation of power in conditioning the scene 

of recognition and determining who counts as human (167). Butler’s awareness of the 

ethical and political interactions, Lloyd argues, is testified by her discussions of 

grievability, vulnerability and recognizability, where she takes account of how ethical 

encounters arise in specific contexts structured by biopolitical regimes or normative 

frames (167).  

Schippers looks at Butler’s turn to ethics in the light of the role normative 

frameworks play in her post 9/11 writings, and identifies a shift in the direction of her 

thought in terms of an emphasis on norms. She writes that Butler, after 9/11, starts 

expanding upon normative conditions of political life, arguing that her work comes to 

show a strong normative orientation (10) and an endorsement of normative political 

theorizing (29). She takes Butler’s interest in ethics and ontology as evidence to a turn to 

a normative framework. While Butler’s earlier work, she maintains, prioritized critical 

practice over normative approaches and was referred to by some critics as void of a 

normative dimension,35 her recent work reconciles normative approaches with critical 

methodologies and engages with normative framing of political analysis (32). Schippers 

contends that Butler has made a conscious move towards acknowledging the significance 

and limitations of norms, quoting Butler that “[t]he point … is not to dispense with 

                                                            
35 For example, Butler was accused by Nussbaum – as discussed earlier in the chapter – of having 
a politics void of ethics because she dismissed normative notions in the manner of poststructuralist 
thinkers. 
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normativity, but to insist that normative inquiry take on a critical and comparative form” 

(qtd. in Schippers 32).36  

Nonetheless, Seyla Benhabib proposes a different perspective and views Butler’s 

ethics as an ethics without normativity. In her review of Butler’s Parting Ways: 

Jewishness and the Critique of Zionism Benhabib writes that Butler’s work continues the 

ethical turn that started with works such as Antigone’s Claim and Precarious Life. 

Comparing the evolution in the work of Butler to Derrida’s move away from a nihilistic 

relationship to ethical subjectivity towards “a more open embrace of the ethical”, 

Benhabib observes that Butler “distances herself from her earlier conceptions of 

subjectivity and her skepticism toward the project of democracy” (150). Her ethics, 

however, “still remain without normativity and her politics without historicity” (150). To 

make it more clear, Kathy Dow Magnus points out that Benhabib had previously 

criticized Butler in 1995 on the grounds that her account of the subject as constructed by 

power relations – which dismisses self-reflexivity and autonomy – defeats “the feminist 

goal of empowering women to determine their own lives” and that without certain 

“regulative” ideas (which Butler would take as “permanently contested” and 

“contingent”) the project of “female emancipation” could not be conceived (81).37 

Magnus further argues that Butler’s work has undergone development with respect to her 

account of agency through developing a more general notion of subjectivity that takes 

account of intersubjective recognition and ethical responsibility. Butler, she contends, has 

made clear that “agency does not need to be understood in terms of self-reflexivity, 

autonomy, intentionality or choice” since these notions “presuppose political and social 

support systems” and thus cannot serve as foundations of subjectivity (82).38 Magnus is 

right in indicating that Butler understands subjectivity “as the product of social discourse” 

(82), and to quote Butler, as “a site of permanent openness and resignifiability” (qtd. in 

Magnus 83; Butler, “Contingent Foundations” 50). The subject, therefore, is not 

                                                            
36 Schippers is quoting from Frames of War 162. 
37 Here Magnus references Benhabib, “Feminism and Postmodernism” 20–21 and Butler, 
“Contingent Foundations” 41.  
38 Such conception of agency would rebut the critique of voluntarism made against Butler 
following the publication of Gender Trouble. 
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determined by discourse; rather, as Magnus continues, it gains agency – understood in 

terms of resignification – by virtue of being constituted (83).39 

Butler appears to admit to a shift of focus from her earlier theorization of 

performativity as “active self-constitution” to a consideration of “what it is to be ‘acted 

on’ at the same time that one is acting” (Butler, “Giving away, Giving over” 97). In an 

attempt to stay away from the “polarity between passive constitution and active self-

constitution”, Butler insists, she has “tried to find a language to describe that situation of 

being impinged upon by norms, but also by the ethical claims of others, at the same time 

that one accounts for responsiveness” (97). Ethics as a relational practice, she maintains, 

“comes to signify the act by which place is established for those who are ‘not-me,’ 

comporting me beyond a sovereign claim in the direction of a challenge to selfhood that 

I receive from elsewhere” (Parting Ways 9). Of pertinence to understanding such a view 

of ethics is Carolyn Culbertson’s “The Ethics of Relationality: Judith Butler and Social 

Critique”, where she praises Butler’s account of ethics as one that reconciles the 

dichotomy between two common and problematic visions of ethics: “the skeptical 

position that ethical norms are so constitutive of who we are that they are ultimately 

impossible to assess and, on the other hand, the notion that we are justified in our 

commitment to any ethical norm that appears foundational to our identity” (449). For 

Culbertson, Butler contributes to an “ethics that emerges in the tension between, on the 

one hand, recognizing the depth of our relational being and, on the other hand, knowing 

that this depth is not immune to critical interrogation” (451).  Butler, she argues, has 

shown that one has to “occupy socially situated subject positions” at the same time that 

they “interrogate the conditions of these positions” to contest their foundations (451). 

This is what Butler has proposed so as to address the problem of recognition without 

reducing it to “subjugating or acknowledging”: “ethics and social theory are necessarily 

joined through the practice of critique”, as she has also demonstrated in Giving an 

Account of Oneself (Butler, “Giving away, Giving over” 98).40 

Even if one accepts that Butler construes a dualism between ethics and politics (as 

Schippers noted) or advocates an ethics without normativity (as Benhabib argued), her 

                                                            
39 Magnus’s own criticism directed at Butler is that her account of agency fails to take account of 
“the power of subjects to work together to determine their lives and the social conditions that 
structure their existence”, and thus, discourages radical exertions of agency (83). As I see it, 
Butler’s most recent reflections on political resistance enacted by assembled bodies through 
concerted action – such as in Notes toward a Performative Theory of Assembly – could negate the 
applicability of such criticism.  
40 This is also quoted in Culbertson 462. 
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work seems to have interwoven ethics into the political sphere, and as Lloyd words it, 

“Butler’s exploration of ethics is thus embedded in an account of the politics – or power 

relations – involved in producing the human” (Judith Butler 155). Therefore, Lloyd 

suggests, the fact that we happen to fail to respond ethically to others is because our 

encounters with others are structured by power relations that condition our recognition of 

the other as human. It is not only that politics cannot be eliminated from ethics but also 

“political struggles against the norm are a way of securing the possibility of ethical 

relations” (Lloyd, Judith Butler 155). That being said, Butler’s theorizations make it clear 

that although we are conditioned by norms, the norms do not act in deterministic ways, 

and thus, the constituted subject that can deliberate actions in relation to the norms and 

the other ought to be accounted for ethical responsiveness.  

To return to the problematic of subjectivity in relation to the interplay between 

Butler’s ethics and her politics: Subjectivity can be theorized in the context of ethics and 

politics as relational and performative. That is to say, the subject is both affected by norms 

– it comes into existence through a performative process which involves a stylized 

repetition of the norms by which the subject is constituted – and comes into existence by 

virtue of its relation to others, which is where the ethical emerges. For this reason, Butler’s 

delineation of ethics is political in that it addresses the subject’s relation to the other as 

taking place within a context of norms that are beyond the subject’s control. The ethical 

aspect of Butler’s theory of subject formation resides in the ek-static and relational nature 

of this process, and its political dimension resides in its performative nature – in the fact 

that the subject is constituted by the operations of power and the norms that exceed itself. 

I will now move on to expand on, in more detail, an account of subjectivity 

emanating from Butler’s conception of an ethics intertwined with politics and power, that 

is, the relational ek-static subject – which would be best understood in the context of 

Butler’s engagement with Levinas’s ethics of alterity. This is, as Schippers aptly notes, 

where Butler pursues the idea that we bear ethical obligations towards others who make 

ethical demands upon us, that “we are ethically required to respond to those demands” 

and that “we emerge and persist because others have taken seriously their ethical 

obligations towards us” (31). 

 

Subjectivity 

 

As I have hoped to demonstrate, Butler’s theoretical trajectory started with the politics of 

the performative and shifted towards a focus on an ethics of alterity and a more general 
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concern with precarity. In her earlier work on a theory of performativity, Butler was 

concerned with how identity, gender, sex and the body would be perceived as acts (of 

reiteration within a framework of power relations and pre-established norms) rather than 

essence. Subjectivity, in this sense, would be understood as performative in that the 

subject is formed through the act of reiterating the norms by which it is constituted. Butler 

then supplemented the political dimension of her theory of subjectivity with a focus on 

ethics that would take account of relationality and how the subject is acted upon. 

Subjectivity in the context of ethics, then, would be perceived as ek-static, decentred and 

dependent on the other. In Chapter Six I will present a detailed account of ethical 

subjectivity – the understanding of the subject as formed in ek-stasis in relation to the 

other – in application to Howard Barker’s The Fence, and the chapter on Albee’s The 

Goat (Chapter Seven) will further explore subjectivity in the context of an ethics of 

vulnerability. 

The question that I engage with here is how subjectivity, desire and recognition 

interact in Butler’s work and whether the dynamics of this interaction can give us a way 

of thinking about the possibility of a transgression of social and moral orders and a 

performative subversion of the regulatory norms of gender. In order to arrive at an 

understanding of how subjectivity can become a locus of transgression and subversion, I 

will proceed the discussion of subjectivity with the role of desire in recognition (which 

Butler owes to Hegel), and then move on to an examination of the idea of transgression 

in the final section. This will lead me to arriving at a conclusion about how the interplay 

of subjectivity and desire contributes to the emanation of transgressive impulses (as in 

The Goat and The Fence) and subversive practices (as in The Father, The Castle and 

Creditors). The dramatic texts that I have selected will further interrogate the interplay of 

subjectivity and desire as a site of transgression. Since I aim to provide a political and 

ethical account of Butler’s theory of the subject as it relates to the arguments I put forth 

in the subsequent chapters, I will not expand on the psychoanalytic aspects of subjectivity 

(which informed some of Butler’s earlier work before 2000 and in particular The Psychic 

Life of Power), in particular, her Lacanian and Freudian discussions around passionate 

attachment, foreclosure and melancholia.41  

For Butler, the subject is constructed through power relations (implicating 

performativity) and in relation to the other (ethical relationality). In her 1999 preface to 

Gender Trouble, Butler writes that her theorization of the performative subject was 

                                                            
41 For a relevant discussion, see Kirsten Campbell’s “The Plague of the Subject: Psychoanalysis 
and Judith Butler’s Psychic Life of Power”.  
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influenced by her engagement with Derrida’s reading of Kafka’s Before The Law (xiv).  

In formulating her theory of performativity, Butler worked with Derrida’s conception of 

the “force and promise of law” as “an effect of its anticipation” (Dispossession 129); that 

is, if put very simply, the anticipation of a phenomenon ends up producing the expected 

phenomenon, or in Butler’s words, “the anticipation conjures its object” (Gender Trouble 

xiv). In like manner, as I noted earlier in this chapter, Butler extends this Derridean 

understanding to the realm of gender to argue that “the anticipation of a gendered essence 

produces that which it posits as outside itself” and that the effect of gender is achieved 

through a reiterative practice and its naturalization in the context of the body (xv). In 

formulating this account of performativity, Butler was also influenced by Derrida’s 

engagement with Austin’s theory of performative language. Jeffery T. Nealon, in an 

analysis of Butler’s engagement with Foucault’s conception of power and her 

reinscription of Derrida’s notion of iterability, provides noteworthy insights into Butler’s 

formulation of performativity. The performative subject, Nealon writes, neither founds 

“its own conditions or its own identity” nor is it determined by the conditions of its 

emergence (23). Identity for Butler is a signifying practice, and signification, as Butler 

puts it and Nealon quotes, “is not a founding act, but rather a regulated process of 

repetition” (23; original emphasis).42 I will expand on this Butlerian account of 

performativity in relation to Barker’s The Castle and Strindberg’s plays The Father and 

Creditors in subsequent chapters, aiming to demonstrate that the characters’ performed 

gender identity attests to the performative construction of subjectivity and subverts moral 

and socio-political orders. In employing an exploration of Butler’s theories of 

performativity and subversive agency,43 I will show how the texts under scrutiny evince 

the constituted nature of subjectivity and unravel the context within which a subversion 

of those constitutive forces takes place.  

Having summarized the workings of the performative formation of subjectivity, I 

once again return to the question of how to consider ethics in relation to subjectivity. As 

I mentioned before, for Butler, the ethical dimension of subjectivity is understood in terms 

of the self’s fundamental relationality to the other (the concept of alterity), finding its 

ground in the idea of responsibility (responsiveness) and susceptibility to others. In 

Butler’s words: 

                                                            
42 Nealon is quoting from Gender Trouble 185. 
43 Butler theorizes agency in terms of resignification and performative reiteration, but it is not, as 
I noted earlier, a deterministic account stripping the subject of the ability to make change. As I 
will further expand it in Chapter Three, Butler understands performativity as a reiterative practice 
that comes with a subversive potential, allowing for a transgression of hegemonic norms.  
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The ethical does not primarily describe conduct or disposition, but 

characterizes a way of understanding the relational framework within 

which sense, action, and speech become possible. The ethical describes a 

structure of address in which we are called upon to act or to respond in a 

specific way. (Senses of the Subject 12)  

 

We might here note that the ethical emerges as we confront a world we never chose and 

affirm our relationality and involuntary exposure to the other. A key text in helping to 

understand the ethical implications of Butler’s conceptualization of subjectivity – which 

I will discuss in detail in the forthcoming chapters on the ethics of subjectivity – is her 

2005 monograph Giving an Account of Oneself.44 Here Butler tries to rebut a common 

critique of poststructuralism that can be discerned from the following question: “Does the 

postulation of a subject who is not self-grounding, that is, whose conditions of emergence 

can never fully be accounted for, undermine the possibility of responsibility and, in 

particular, of giving an account of oneself?” (19).45 Butler argues that the postulation of 

the subject as decentred, dispossessed, dependent and opaque does not undermine the 

possibility for ethics and ethical responsibility. Butler’s engagement with ethics shows 

that the subject formed in relationality can serve as the ground for moral agency once it 

comes to acknowledge the limits of self-knowledge and extends it to the other. She argues 

that the subject is formed in dependency and fundamental sociality. And as a result of this 

primary relationality, the subject is constituted by an inability to give a coherent account 

of itself.  Ethical responsibility, Butler argues, resides in the recognition of intersubjective 

dependency and the mutual inability to give a complete account of the self. What grounds 

our responsibility, then, is an insight into our own vulnerability – an understanding that, 

in Butler’s words,   “we are in our skins, given over, in each other’s hands, at each other’s 

mercy” (Giving an Account 101).  It would be apt here to quote Jodi Dean’s eloquent 

encapsulation of Butler’s ethics: “Butler argues for an ethics that stems from an 

irresolvable unknowability, a trauma that limits and makes possible our need and capacity 

for response. Attunement to this unknowingness, this limit within each of us, calls up the 

ways we are each given over to another” (125). This is an ethics “grounded in the very 

unknowability of the self” (Gutterman and Rushing 131). 

                                                            
44 An earlier version of this text was published as an article with the same title in 2001. 
45 The poststructuralist subject is affected and dispossessed by discourse rather than being 
autonomous, self-grounding and transparent (as valued by liberal humanists).  
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Butler’s engagement with the question of ethics was accompanied by her critical 

reflections on the philosophy of Levinas and his ethics of alterity, in the context of which 

she theorized her account of the subject as ek-static and dispossessed. In the ethical 

philosophy of Levinas, alterity – the encounter with the other – is a basic concept. The 

subject, as Butler maintains, comes into being by virtue of its susceptibility to the other. 

It is impinged upon by the other via a primary address “that makes itself known in the 

‘face’ of the Other” (Giving an Account 90).46 The face, Levinas holds, is a means of 

recognition: It is an encounter with “the extreme precariousness of the other” (Basic 

Philosophical Writings 167), the ethical demand which is made by the other, and a 

revelation that calls forth responsibility for the other.  In Precarious Life, one of Butler’s 

earliest writings with an explicit focus on ethics, Butler works with the Levinasian 

conception of the face to expand upon her account of vulnerability and the relationship 

between ethics and violence. In the chapter on Albee’s The Goat, I further explore 

Butler’s reflections on Levinas’s ethics of the face and the role this concept plays in 

Butler’s theorization of subjectivity and vulnerability. I will focus on The Goat as a play 

that takes account of ecstatic subjectivity, formative vulnerability and violence, revealing 

vulnerability to the other as inherent to our social existence and constituting our 

responsibility for the other. 

For Butler, the subject is performatively constructed through power relations and 

in ethical relation to the other (human or non-human). The ek-static self, manifested in 

the self’s displacement from itself in encounter with the other, is at the centre of Butler’s 

theory of the subject. It is not only that passion, grief and rage undo the subject, bind it to 

others, and put the subject in an ecstatic position in its encounter with the other. In a more 

general sense, ek-stasis refers to being beyond the self by what comes prior to its 

formation. It does not mean only that the “I” – the subject – is implicated in the life of the 

other, being external to self as it is addressed by the other, but also that the subject is 

affected before it can even say “I”: “I have to be affected to say ‘I’ at all” (Butler, Senses 

of the Subject 2). The subject is thus affected by the human other as well as by the 

normative frameworks that precede the formation of the subject and bring about its 

constitution.  

I will now conclude this section with Butler’s account of subjectivity in her Senses 

of the Subject, where she discloses a comprehensive conception of the subject by 

                                                            
46 In Giving an Account of Oneself (2005), Butler clarifies that she uses “the notion of the ‘other’ 
to denote the human other in its specificity”, and when she capitalizes the term, “it not only refers 
to the human other but acts as a placeholder for an infinite ethical relation” (x).  
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providing an account of subjectivity that implements “susceptibility or impressionability” 

or what precedes the formation of the conscious “I”. That is to say, the subject is affected 

and informed by something prior to and outside of itself (1). In her earlier work on 

performativity, Butler focused on how the subject performs a gender/identity as it acts in 

a reiterative fashion involving the repetition and appropriation of constitutive norms. In 

Senses of the Subject, however, she elaborates her views on how norms act on the subject. 

Norms, she argues, “impress themselves upon us”, “form us”, and “act on us from all 

sides, that is, in multiple and sometimes contradictory ways” (5). Although we understand 

ourselves as agentic subjects that can act, norms continue to act upon us infinitely. For 

this reason, being acted on and acting should be thought of as simultaneous and “a 

repeated predicament: to be given over to a world in which one is formed even as one 

acts or seeks to bring something new into being” (6).  Butler elaborates on the possibility 

of being acted upon by what is beyond oneself without being determined by it: I am being 

formed continuously and repeatedly “as I form myself in the here and now” (6). Hence 

the subject is neither simply formed nor fully self-forming; rather, it lives “in historical 

time” or “as the historicity of whatever form we take as human creatures” (6). Subject 

formation in this sense, Butler maintains, is an ongoing paradox from which emerges an 

ethical relationship wherein the subject is affected not only by a set of others but also by 

the world in which humans, institutions, discourses, environments and life processes 

impress themselves upon the subject. I am thus, she continues, involuntarily susceptible, 

dependent and given over to the world in order to act and survive (6–7). In this way, 

Butler writes, “prior to sensing anything at all, I am already in relation not only to one 

particular other, but to many, to a field of alterity that is not restrictively human” (8). No 

subject can transcend “the matrix of relations” within which it is formed (8).  

But that being the case, Butler asks, would it still be possible to overcome one’s 

formation and break with the matrix that gives rise to the subject? While her response is 

affirmative, she nevertheless notes that the breaking with certain norms can “happen only 

by the intervention of countervailing norms” (9), which I would suggest, proffers the idea 

of subversion within the context of constitutive normative constraints. If there is, Butler 

further insists, a possibility to break with the norm, then “the ‘matrix of relations’ that 

forms the subject is not an integrated and harmonious network, but a field of potential 

disharmony, antagonism, and contest”. These relations, therefore, constitute and break us 

at the same time (9). Ethical relationality thus follows from the fact that we are formed 

and “undone from the start” by “what we come to sense and know”; ethical relationality, 
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in other words, arises as we affirm to have been impinged upon by the other, and as we 

are formed into one who can respond to the call made by the other (11).47 

 

Desire and recognition 

 

The Hegelian subject expands in the course of its adventure through 
alterity; it internalises the world it desires and expands to encompass, to 
be, what it initially confronts as other to itself.  

(Butler, Subjects of Desire 8–9)48 
 

A discussion of subjectivity cannot be complete without taking desire and recognition 

into account.49 Hannah Stark reminds us of the significance of the critique of recognition 

in relation to subjectivity by citing Kelly Oliver’s contention that “theories of identity and 

subjectivity based on recognition are implicit if not explicit in almost all types of 

contemporary theory” (qtd. in Stark 96).50 Nancy Fraser and Axel Honneth also maintain 

that any conceptualization of “today’s struggles over identity and difference” are indebted 

to the concept of recognition which is a “venerable category of Hegelian philosophy” (1). 

The quotation that begins this section once again attests to the significance of the Hegelian 

tradition in the context of contemporary understandings of subjectivity, and in particular, 

that of Butler’s. Commenting on how Butler’s conception of the subject is informed by 

Hegel’s formulation of desire and its reception by French philosophers,51 Anita Brady 

and Tony Schirato point out that  desire, for Hegel and as Butler reads it through him, is 

the vehicle through which the “reflexive subject” is produced; it is the medium producing 

consciousness and the subject (14). Tracing further the Hegelian roots of desire in Butler’s 

                                                            
47 Further, Butler here argues that another kind of relationality also follows from the primary 
impressionability that constitutes the formation of the subject: “aesthetic relationality” – 
“something impresses itself upon me, and I develop impressions that cannot be fully separated 
from what acts on me. I am only moved or unmoved by something outside that impinges upon 
me in a more or less involuntary way” (11–12). 
48 Hegel expands on the notion of desire in his Phenomenology of Mind, with which Butler closely 
engages in her Subjects of Desire. 
49 For a comprehensive genealogy of desire see Judith Butler’s “Desire” (1995). 
50 Stark’s “Judith Butler’s Post-Hegelian Ethics and the Problem with Recognition” locates 
Butler’s ethical concerns in relation to Hegelian recognition and comments on the implications of 
the recognition-paradigm for ethics and feminist theory. Here, Stark quotes Oliver in Witnessing: 
Beyond Recognition, where Oliver provides a critique of the formulation of subjectivity – as 
proffered by Butler, Kristeva, Axel Honneth and others – which she understands to be based on 
such notions as hostile conflict, subordination, foreclosure, oppression and exclusion. Oliver 
arrives at an alternative model of subjectivity based on an “ethics of witnessing”.  
51 In Subjects of Desire, Butler also works on the reception and appropriation of Hegel’s account 
of desire by Alexandre Kojève, Jean Hyppolite, Jean-Paul Sartre, Derrida, Lacan, Gilles Deleuze 
and Foucault. 
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work, they contend that Hegel understands desire as “reflexive consciousness”, “whereby 

consciousness seeks to know and comprehend itself through mediation of otherness” (14). 

That would account for, as they move on to suggest, how desire becomes the vehicle 

through which the subject forms a relation with the world: It provides the subject with an 

insight both into its limits – its boundedness to the other so as to know itself – and its 

conditions of existence. That is to say, to continue to exist and know itself the subject is 

bound up with its relation to the other (14). Put simply then, desire is that which brings 

the self into a relation with the world outside itself, leading it, eventually, to knowledge. 

Brady and Schirato argue for the productive role desire plays in the constitution of the 

subject on the account that it transforms into the human the purely biological animal 

identity of the subject and provides it with the means to connect with the world (15). 

Importantly, they conclude that Butler’s Subjects of Desire, her first published 

monograph on Hegelian accounts of desire, “ends on a very Nietzschean note: desire is 

posited as an element at play in the workings of power, specifically in terms of its role in 

the production of, and its relation to, the notions of subjectivity and identity” (20). 

In a Hegelian model of ethics, the relation of the subject to the other is theorized 

as a kind of recognition. Butler’s work is foundationally bound to Hegel, and as she 

admits in Subjects of Desire, all of her “work remains within the orbit of a certain set of 

Hegelian questions: What is the relation between desire and recognition, and how is it 

that the constitution of the subject entails a radical and constitutive relation to alterity?” 

(xx). Nevertheless, she departs from Hegel by introducing the social workings of 

normativity into Hegel’s dyadic scene of recognition. For Butler, recognition is not only 

an exchange between the self and the other. Rather, she situates the scene of recognition 

within a social context of norms that condition the terms of recognizability. There is, as 

she contends, more to the fact that the subjects “ask for recognition in the law or in 

political life”; the terms of recognition (including gender and sexual norms) condition in 

advance whether or not one counts as a subject. In other words, “to be a subject at all 

requires first complying with certain norms that govern recognition – that make a person 

recognizable. And so, non-compliance calls into question the viability of one’s life, the 

ontological conditions of one’s persistence” (Butler, “Performativity, Precarity and 

Sexual Politics” iv). Recognition is not confined to self-knowledge or recognizing the self 

as a subject. It also involves, as Stark makes clear, conferring recognition on others and 

recognition from the state (91). Stark further clarifies Butler’s standpoint by commenting 

that Hegel’s desiring subject is “simultaneously discovering its identity and finding its 

metaphysical place in the world, which, by reflecting the subject back to itself, implies 
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the existence of an ‘ontological relatedness’”(91). In Butler’s appropriation of Hegelian 

recognition, then, recognition for oneself is better understood in terms of constitutive 

relationality and self-opacity than of self-knowledge. This I will explore in detail in the 

chapter on The Fence, where I start with a Hegelian conception of recognition and work 

through Butler’s reframing of ethics that contextualizes intersubjectivity and the 

decentred, incoherent self within the workings of subject formation.  

Desire and recognition, as I previously noted, are bound up with becoming a 

subject. Elaborating on Butler’s conception of the subject, Birgit Schippers argues that 

desire can only “occur under conditions of sociality and plurality, producing a 

‘deconstitution of singularity’ that comports the ‘I’ beyond itself” (20). This, Schippers 

insists, leads us to the notion of ek-stasis, which Butler borrows from Hegel, to capture 

the concept of a dispossessed and relational subject − one whose body becomes the 

medium through which it engages with the world. Desire, as Schippers continues, 

culminates “in a struggle for recognition that, potentially, provides us with a sense of self” 

(22). For Butler, the struggle for recognition takes place in the context of a reciprocal 

exchange that “dislocates us from our positions, our subject positions, and allows us to 

see that community itself requires the recognition that we are all, in different ways, 

striving for recognition” (Precarious Life 44). Recognition, as a result, is a process of ek-

stasis in which self-knowledge becomes possible as the subject is compelled outside itself 

in encounter with the other. The subject is formed in relation to alterity and comes to an 

understanding of its own self and a sense of identity in relation to the other. Crucially, 

Butler’s reflections expand the Hegelian model of reciprocal recognition into a 

conception of an encounter with alterity “that is irreducible to sameness” (Butler, Giving 

an Account 27), one that builds upon the recognition of oneself and the other as opaque, 

partially blind and constitutively limited. Within this Butlerian framework, the subject 

exists by virtue of its relation to the other as well as to the sphere of social normativity 

within which recognition takes place. As Lynne Segal puts it, Butler navigates a Hegelian-

Levinasian ethical root, “asserting the place of the Other in the formation of subjectivity” 

(389). My analysis on The Fence and The Goat will take account of Butler’s Hegelian 

roots and the progression into Levinasian ethics.  

In focusing on the implications of Hegelian recognition for feminist ethical theory, 

Stark argues that “interrogating Butler’s use of recognition is imperative to feminist 

theory, not only because of the centrality of identity, difference and subjectivity to 

feminist concerns but also because of her position within feminist and other intellectual 

debate” (90). She writes that, for Butler, Hegelian recognition – that is “the regulatory 
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matrix that structures the relation of the subject to its surroundings” – is “the very 

condition for the subject’s existence” (91). The desire for recognition, therefore, is what 

makes a subject capable of persistence, and the subject who fails to meet the normative 

requirements for recognition “is to be negated in a literal sense” (98).  

Then again, the desire for recognition is crucial to an understanding of the 

impossibility of fully knowing the other and the always partial self – a perpetual, yet 

productive dissatisfaction, which goes hand in hand with the urge to cross the boundaries 

that condition the scene of recognition and set the frames of intelligibility. And it is in 

such transgression that we take a critical relation to the norms that come prior to our 

existence and constitute our being. In her essay “Desire”, Butler aptly relates desire to an 

unfulfillable need that entails a condition of perennial “misrecognition”. In presenting a 

comprehensive genealogy of desire from Plato through to structuralist psychoanalysis and 

modern poststructuralism, Butler outlines the relation between desire and language, 

contending that “desire will be that which guarantees a certain opacity in language, an 

opacity that language can enact and display, but without which it cannot operate” (369). 

She insists that “desire emerges in language, of language, precisely to the extent that the 

subject is foreclosed from a more original pleasure” (380). Desire emerges in relation to 

need and “is the site in which demand and need are never reconciled” (381). The uneasy 

relation of language and desire brings about a “structuring misrecognition” – it makes us 

irrecoverable to ourselves, “undermines the possibility of finding ourselves in what we 

read”, and suggests that “to desire is to err, but to err necessarily and, perhaps, never fully 

with intention or guilt” (385). 

Desire then, might well be that which brings the subject into being or that which, 

as Lacan puts forth and Butler reports, subverts the subject and reveals “its 

decenteredness” (Butler, “Desire” 385). Desire, itself being conditioned by cultural norms 

and practices, is also that which paradoxically empowers the subject to transgress the 

terms of social normativity.  

 

The idea of boundary crossing: transgression and subversion  

 

As I earlier noted, Butler’s account of the subject as performatively produced and affected 

by discursive relations raised numerous debates around the possibility of subjective 

agency. While Butler’s critics interpreted her account of subjectivity as deterministic and 

her subject as void of agentic capabilities, Butler sought to emphasize that constitution 

(the idea that the subject is constituted by norms) is not equal to determinism (the subject 
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being void of any capacity for action, resistance and transformation). By contrast, being 

constituted is the pre-condition of agency since the power structures that condition and 

regulate the subject are at the same time enabling and productive. In her discussions 

around the subversion of identity, Butler makes clear that reiteration of the terms of power 

– which is made possible due to the inherent instability and temporality of norms and 

their openness to contestation and resignification – enables the subject to subvert the very 

terms that are constitutive of its being. Subversion, on this account, is a performative 

practice that, as Lloyd puts it, involves “recontextualizing and reciting of the elements 

constitutive of sex and gender so as to alter their meaning and significance” (Judith Butler 

66). Butler’s account of agency, as Lloyd further writes, rejects both voluntarism and 

determinism by offering a conception of norms as both restrictive and enabling (65). That 

being said, Butler restructures the relation between norms and actions by conceptualizing 

a subject that is at the same time both constituted and able to act. Such a subject would 

be capable of crossing the social, cultural and political boundaries that condition its 

existence.   

The texts discussed in the second part of this dissertation (The Castle, The Father 

and Creditors) work through a transgression of boundaries that is realized in a subversion 

of identity and gender categories. Crossing the borders of culturally-defined masculinity, 

femininity, parenthood and intimacy, the characters subvert the terms of hegemonic 

perceptions of gender, desire and identity by destabilizing these naturalized categories 

through performative practices that undermine the normative conceptions of corporeality 

and identity. Moving on to Part III and the chapters on The Fence and The Goat, 

transgressive sexuality and the transgression of boundaries of desire shed light on the 

complicated workings of intersubjectivity and the implications of the self in relation to 

the other. In attempting to highlight the ethical and performative implications of 

subjectivity and its relation to subjective agency, I read all these plays in the context of a 

transgression by their protagonists of normative orders brought about by erotic desire, 

maternal instinct, sexuality, passion, rage and grief – to name a few.  

Therefore, the plays that I place in conversation with Butler’s reflections on 

subjectivity seek to contest culturally-defined orders by portraying the transgressive 

power of desire and sexuality. Among other thinkers, Butler’s work has been influenced 

by Foucault’s contributions to poststructuralism in general and, in particular, his 

theorization of power as a regulative framework that affects subject positions and the 

body. Pertinent to my discussion of subjectivity in the context of transgression is what 

Foucault puts forth, in The History of Sexuality Volume I, about the 
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subversive/transgressive power of sexuality and its potential to contest pre-established 

orders: 

 

If sex is repressed, that is, condemned to prohibition, nonexistence, and 

silence, then the mere fact that one is speaking about it has the appearance 

of a deliberate transgression. A person who holds forth in such language 

places himself to a certain extent outside the reach of power; he upsets 

established law; he somehow anticipates the coming freedom. (6) 

 

In “A Preface to Transgression”,52 Foucault further breaks down the tension between 

sexuality and the transgression of limit. He describes sexuality as “involved with the 

limit” and a “movement that nothing can ever limit”, and argues for transgression as “a 

singular experience” that is shaped “at the root of sexuality” (33). For Foucault, then, 

transgression is entwined with limit: “a limit could not exist if it were absolutely 

uncrossable and, reciprocally, transgression would be pointless if it merely crossed a limit 

composed of illusions and shadows” (34). The relationship between the two, then, “takes 

the form of a spiral”: They are neither related “as black to white” nor as “the prohibited 

to the lawful” and “the outside to the inside” (35). As I see it, Foucault’s further 

contention that “transgression is neither violence in a divided world […] nor a victory 

over limits” (35) is reminiscent, if nothing else, of Butler’s account of subversion and 

resistance occurring within the terms of power rather than being an act of moving beyond 

and outside the terms that constitute the subject. Wherever there is a limit, there lies a 

possibility for transgression of that limit, which reveals the instability of the limit that is 

there to be transgressed. 

Interrogating Foucault’s writings on ethics, Carlos A. Ball notes that transgression 

provides the means “for resistance of societal forces that seek to oppress through 

normalizing pressures”. Concerning sexuality, Ball further argues that transgressing 

against the norms of gender works to undermine the force of normalization – “the claim 

that everyone should abide by those norms” (460). Normalization, or the expectation that 

everyone should abide by prescribed norms to be recognized and maintain intelligibility, 

                                                            
52 References to “Preface to Transgression” are to its reprinted version in Language, Counter-
Memory, Practice. Foucault first published this essay as “Hommage à Georges Bataille” in 
Critique (1963) to mark Georges Bataille’s death. Transgression (as well as transgressive 
eroticism) is a central concept in the work of Bataille. In her study of Bataille’s theory of art and 
transgression, Suzanne Guerlac (1996) writes that “if there is a single term poststructuralism could 
not live without […] it is ‘transgression,’ inherited from Bataille” (6). 
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facilitates the exercise of power and exposes the subject to violence. “The value of 

transgression”, on this account, is that it gives the subject the grounds for resisting the 

violence exerted by “normalizing pressures”. Further, Ball aptly notes that an emphasis 

on transgression or subversion without relying on normative arguments to specify what 

should be transgressed and what comprises good or bad transgression made Butler’s 

earlier work subject to criticism in terms of morality (460), which I expanded upon earlier 

in this chapter.53   

The plays that I analyse, though, explore the boundaries of the subject and show 

transgressive actions without praising or blaming characters for those transgressions. The 

question of whether or not the transgression of a particular norm is desirable and ethical 

is usually not the task pursued by the playwright, or at least none of these selected texts, 

I believe, allows for a decisive judgement in regard to any such claim. Transgressions 

reveal the openness of the norms of our world to contestation and our own vulnerability 

to anything worldly, human and non-human. The staging of transgression unfolds a 

paradox inherent in our being; that as affected, regulated and vulnerable beings, we can 

resist the terms of our subjugation and bring about change by contesting the norms that 

constitute our being. It brings an insight into our own vulnerability as well as the 

instability of everything normative that inaugurates our being and shapes our existence. 

As vulnerable and affected subjects, we are undone by our relations through desire and 

emotions of passion, rage and grief, but at the same time, we nonetheless assert agency 

through transgression of all the boundaries that define our being.  

Transgression, thus, opens new possibilities, enabling us to contest normative 

orders. In transgression and ek-stasis, we assert agency to refuse or subvert normative 

structures. The transgression of moral, social and cultural boundaries would cast light on 

the constructed and partial nature of subjectivity and its ecstatic relation to the other. In 

staging the human’s relentless struggle with limits and the transgression of those limits, 

drama can eventually bring an insight into the performative and relational nature of 

subjectivity, revealing how we are formed in susceptibility and in relation to alterity in 

our striving to survive. Being undone in a constant effort to gain recognition of and by 

the other, we may find ourselves abandoned, dependent and even violated. However, we 

can assert agency by subverting the terms of our formation, and assume responsibility by 

acknowledging our boundedness to the other.  

                                                            
53 Here, Ball appears to be directing an implicit criticism at Butler on the grounds that resistance 
to power through performative acts could entail political limitations.  
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In what follows, I will put Butler’s conception of the subject into dialogue with 

theatrical dramatizations of transgression to address the possibilities opened up – by the 

ambivalent interplay of hegemonic structures and subjective agency – for a contestation 

of the very structures that constitute and constrain the subject.    
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PART II      

PERFORMATIVE SUBJECTIVITY 
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Introduction to Part II 

 
 

The three chapters compiled under Part II interrogate subjectivity within a performative 

framework that focuses on how discourses of gender (as well as of sexuality, marriage, 

family, parenthood and religion) are enacted in the context of Barker’s The Castle and 

Strindberg’s The Father and Creditors. I look into the possibility of a subversive re-

enactment of these discourses opened up by paradoxical virtue of their constitutive force. 

In analysing dramatic explorations of transgression, I unfold the problematic of 

subjectivity as a performative process of reiteration that can destabilize normative power 

structures and resist dominant ideologies of gender.  

In Chapter Three (published in Journal of Language, Literature and Culture) I 

explore the role played by unhinged sexuality, in The Castle, in opening up a space for 

the subversion of established orders. I take as my point of departure the absence of 

adequate engagement with Butler’s theory of the subject in the critical reception of 

Barker’s drama. Working through Butler’s account of subversive performativity then, I 

enquire into the play’s particular presentation of transgressive sexuality as a means of 

agency and a mode of social and cultural subversion. Barker’s innovative theatrical 

approach to identity, sexuality and freedom, I would argue, brings transgressive identities 

and performative acts into tension with reigning conventions and hegemonic institutions. 

Chapters Four (published in Feminist Theory) and Five bring the focus on 

Strindberg’s The Father and Creditors – two plays stereotypically regarded as gender-

essentialist texts. In these analyses, I further expand on the interaction of a performative 

re-enactment of gender with a subversive resistance to its constitutive structures. In so 

doing, I counteract the widely-held critical assumption that the playwright’s non-

traditional portrayals – of transgressive female protagonists who overcome their male 

counterparts – are intended to rehabilitate patriarchal hegemony and essentialist notions 

of gender. Through a close reading of the playtexts, I argue that the characters’ 

transgressive acts – discerned from their performative gender identities and subversive 

resignification of gender norms – work to destabilize the culture of binary gender 

identities.  

Chapter Four, in particular, contemplates the fierce encounter between “diabolic” 

Laura and “tyrannical” Adolph over civil and family rights, and locates it in relation to 

Butler’s account of gender performativity and Žižek’s conception of the “femme fatale” 

to offer an alternative reading of the play that delves into the dynamics of gender and the 
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subversion of normatively established orders. On this account, the characters, I argue, 

performatively subvert the hegemonic norms by which they are constituted. 

Chapter Five extends to Creditors the previous chapter’s arguments around the 

subversive potential underlying Strindberg’s particular way of portraying gender 

conflicts. In Creditors, Tekla and Adolf – a subversive egalitarian couple – get trapped in 

a patriarchal conflict sparked by Gustav, Tekla’s revenge-seeking former husband. 

Gustav manipulates Adolf against the independent free-thinker Tekla, leading Adolf to 

his tragic death and leaving Tekla heartbroken.  As was the case with The Father, a body 

of the existing scholarly literature focuses on perceived authorial intentions (with 

reference to Strindberg’s life, letters and commentaries) to read the tragic closing of the 

play as a justifiable retaliation for the protagonists’ aberration from the culturally-

established norms of patriarchy – an expression of Strindberg’s patriarchal fear of the 

New Woman in the late nineteenth century. Rather than seeking to identify authorial 

intentions, I situate the playtext with the performative function of language and gender. 

Thence, I argue that the protagonists’ destruction is not caused by their deviation from 

the heteronormative matrix but rather they are losers to Gustav’s patriarchal influence, 

which is cleverly exercised through a performative rhetorical approach. I argue for 

Creditors as a play that – counter to the common assumptions triggered by Strindberg’s 

reputation as a misogynist – subverts normative ideologies about gender and undermines 

gender binaries.  
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Chapter Three      

Transgression Unbound: Subjectivity and Subversion in Howard Barker’s The 

Castle54 

 
 

The existing critical literature on Barker’s drama seems to be insufficient to illuminate 

different aspects of the work of a controversial dramatist whose art of theatre has provoked 

nearly as much negative criticism as positive appraisal. The prominent critical work on 

Barker’s theatre has so far situated his plays with reference to various post-structuralist 

thinkers including Theodor Adorno, Julia Kristeva and Jean Baudrillard among others. 

Charles Lamb, David Ian Rabey and Karoline Gritzner, as recognised authorities on 

Barker’s works, have published several books and articles on Barker’s theory of theatre 

and his dramatic career,55 but while their books and critical reviews have contributed to 

a more profound understanding of Barker’s theatre, a critical approach based on Judith 

Butler’s theories in terms of identity and subjectivity – the process through which one is 

formed as a subject – is still missing. Through an analysis of Barker’s drama in relation to 

Butler’s theories, this study is intended to address the gap in the current critical scholarship 

on Barker and his art of theatre. 

This introductory section will attempt to make the connection between Butler and 

Barker and suggests that a Butlerian analysis can extend that aspect of Barker’s drama 

which the existing scholarship has explored in terms of sexuality, transgression and 

reversion of order with reference to Adorno, Kristeva and Baudrillard. The Castle, then, 

will be briefly introduced to be followed by ‘Fluid Identity and Transgressive 

Subjectivity’ – an analysis of the character Ann through a Butlerian lens with a focus on 

sexual identity and its performative nature in relation to the normative conditions of 

its emergence; that is, how identity is created through repetition and recitation of social 

and cultural conventions. The discussion in the third section addresses the issues of 

                                                            
54 Published as: Shams, Parisa. “Transgression Unbound: Subjectivity and Subversion in Howard 
Barker’s The Castle.” Journal of Language, Literature and Culture 64.2 (2017): 124–135. I have 
edited the published article for stylistic consistency with the rest of the dissertation. 
55 These publications include: Karoline Gritzner and David Ian Rabey’s Theatre of Catastrophe: 
New Essays on Howard Barker (2006), David Ian Rabey and Sarah Goldingay’s Howard Barker’s 
Art of Theatre: Essays on His Plays, Poetry and Production Work (Manchester: 2013), David Ian 
Rabey’s Howard Baker: Ecstasy and Death: An Expository Study of His Drama, Theory and 
Production Work, 1988–2008 (2009), Charles Lamb’s The Theatre of Howard Barker (2005) and 
Karoline Gritzner’s “(Post)Modern Subjectivity and the New Expressionism: Howard Barker, 
Sarah Kane, and Forced Entertainment” (2008). 
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transgression and subversion of social and political order as it revolves around the play’s 

presentation of subversive resignifications of hegemonic constructs – or how repetition and 

reiteration of the reigning social, political and cultural norms can work as a subversive 

strategy. 

Barker’s presentation of transgressive subjectivity is consistent with Butler’s anti-

humanist view of subjectivity partly in that neither considers the subject as by nature 

autonomous. For Butler, agency is possible where a subject exerts variation on the way it 

reiterates and reinterprets social and political conventions. As Butler herself notes in 

Gender Trouble, identity is a “signifying practice” and where “all signification takes place 

within the orbit of the compulsion to repeat; ‘agency,’ then, is to be located within the 

possibility of a variation on that repetition” (185). In this sense, Butler rejects an idea of 

autonomous identity in favour of a conception of identity that is performatively constituted 

and holds that a subject’s agency resides in its ability to vary the repetition of discursive 

social norms. In other words, Butler introduces identity and subject formation as a 

performative and reiterative practice which enables the subject to exercise agency within 

the terms of reiteration. 

This relation between subjectivity, agency and performativity as argued by Butler 

can be compared to the way erotic desire – as a means to exercise agency – and transgression 

of moral and social order interact in Barker’s drama. In “Catastrophic Sexualities in 

Howard Barker’s Theatre of Transgression” Gritzner observes that Barker’s characters 

gain agency through erotic desire and transgression of the boundaries of morality. 

Drawing on Baudrillard, Bataille and Adorno, she argues that “erotic desire subverts 

social meaning, and the individual who finds herself in an ecstatic state of erotic desire 

can be considered as autonomous and sovereign in relation to her social and political 

environment” (97). That is to say, unhinged desire confers on Barker’s characters the 

power to subvert the social and political order. 

In “Raising Hell” Rabey offers insightful explorations of the theoretical positions of 

Baudrillard, Kristeva and Stephen Greenblatt in connection with Barker’s Theatre of 

Catastrophe. Following Charles Lamb,56 he argues that Baudrillard’s conception of the 

dynamics of seduction might describe “the duels at the centre of Barker’s dramas, their 

struggles for terms of power and sexuality” (17). He argues that Barker’s plays are 

concerned with “global political tensions” which are “centred upon what the French 

                                                            
56 Charles Lamb first pointed out Jean Baudrillard’s account of the principles of seduction with 
reference to Barker’s drama. See Charles Lamb’s “Irrational Theatre: The Challenge Posed by the 
Plays of Howard Barker for Contemporary Performance Theory and Practice” (1992). 
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philosopher Julia Kristeva calls ‘that fragile spot of our subjectivity’, a vulnerable part of 

the self ‘where our collapsed defenses reveal, beneath the appearance of a fortified castle, 

a flayed skin’” (18). The Castle, as he proposes, is one in a line of Barker’s plays that 

anticipate “the paradoxical reflexes of the so-called ‘war on terror’” in a post-9/11 global 

political context (19). Butler’s reflections on performativity and subversive agency will be 

seen as integral to this analysis of The Castle’s association with politics and power as well 

as transgressive sexuality. 

The Castle (1985), set in England in the Middle Ages and the time of the Crusades, 

relies on a forward-looking point of view as it takes the audience back to a long-past 

historical moment to suffer with a group of warring men and women whose contemporary 

concerns transcend the boundaries of clearly-defined time and place. As Stucley, a pious 

knight and the local Lord, returns home from the Crusades, he finds his land has become 

a matriarchal society and his wife, Ann, is in love with Skinner, a female witch. All he 

does afterwards is a constant but futile striving to restore patriarchy through the erection 

of a huge castle and establishing a new sect of Christianity. In an effort to contest the 

male power, Skinner murders the castle’s builder. She is punished and sentenced to carry 

the body of her victim tied against hers for the rest of her life. Ann falls in love with Krak, 

her husband’s captive Arab engineer, and asks him to flee with her out of the castle, but 

he reveals the horrifying truth that the castle is inescapable. Pregnant with Krak’s child, 

Ann stabs a knife into her belly in Stucley’s presence at his refusal to bring down the 

castle, her act of suicide being imitated by every pregnant woman throwing themselves 

off the walls of the castle, leaving their men thoroughly outraged and powerless. Stucley, 

now completely powerless, is led to his death bed by Batter, his retainer, and his bishop, 

Nailer, who plan to establish a new system of government into which they will incorporate 

feminism. They offer Skinner the power to govern the state and a new church named The 

Holy Congregation of the Wise Womb, acknowledging “the uniquely female relationship 

with the origin of life” and “the special sensitivity of woman to the heart-beat of the earth” 
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(The Castle 42). Skinner says no to power, and as a passing jet roars, she recollects the 

old times: “There was no government … does anyone remember …” (43).57 

The play appeared in the context of the Cold War, the Arms Race and Greenham 

Common Movement beginning in 1981 when a group of women in Britain started a series 

of protests against the siting of cruise missiles and nuclear weapons in Berkshire, 

England. The Castle, as David Ian Rabey explains, is a criticism of “the psychic 

entanglements of gender, sexuality, war and power” (“Raising Hell” 15) and an example of 

Barker’s revisioning of history that challenges “conventional obedience to the moralities 

of documentary and theatrical realism” (“Raising Hell” 14). The Castle seems to be 

depicting the vanity of the battle of arms and the sexes by employing the image of a castle 

that automatically generates the construction of bigger and taller castles in neighbouring 

areas. The castle’s owners, who are put through a vicious cycle of constructing more 

towers and walls and redoubling their height, end up being entrapped, powerless and 

defeated. 

 

Fluid identity and transgressive subjectivity 

 

On his return home, Stucley realizes that the women of the state have conspired to create a 

feminist cult disdainful of male authority, religion and marriage in favour of a new 

egalitarian culture. Stucley’s wife, Ann, has become the lover of Skinner, a witch and a 

radical feminist. Ann’s transgression of patriarchal sexual norms proves to be more 

complicated as she transgresses not only heteronormativity but also the new 

homonormative order established by Skinner. While men have been at war, she has been 

                                                            
57 That a passing jet exists in the play’s medieval setting is an example of Barker’s intentional use 
of anachronism in his historical plays. As Rabey notes, The Castle, moreover, characterises a 
period in Barker’s career when he becomes engaged with what he calls “anti-history”: 
 

an unofficial […] account of formative and recurrent historical events, in the 
tragic odysseys of marginalised and obscured figures, who demonstrate the 
promptings of passion (the pain of wanting), melancholy (the sensed inevitability 
of irrevocable loss) and the illogical persistence of the human spirit. (“Raising 
Hell” 1 4 – 15) 
 

The anachronistic image of the jet is a recurrence, in the sense of the ever present arms race which 
is a theme in the play. The sound of that jet, therefore, disrupts a sense of historical accuracy, and 
places the event as a symbol or metaphor which connects the present to the past. Examples of 
anachronism can be found in other Barker’s plays as in The Bite of the Night, Gertrude – The Cry, 
and Scenes from an Execution. For more information on the use of anachronism in The Castle, 
see Jay M Gibson-King’s “The Politics of Time in Recent English History Plays” 60–72. 
 



 

Page | 58  
 

a woman’s lover, but she has also been involved in sexual relationships with the 

remaining men, being serially pregnant. Upon Stucley’s return, she still finds him 

“beautiful” – a comment which invokes Skinner’s jealousy. Nonetheless, she falls 

passionately in love with Krak, Stucley’s captive engineer.  

By appearing as polyamorous and bisexual, Ann makes a show of how desires are 

complex and broader than the heteronormative culture. She is in a same-sex love 

relationship with Skinner; however, she has not entirely shifted her desire from 

heterosexuality to homosexuality. It is revealed to the audience that she has 

simultaneously managed to maintain sexual relationships with men, and as the play comes 

to an end, Ann has already fallen in love with Krak. Her sexual identity and gendered 

subjectivity, thus, fail to fit within the fixed categories of normative sexuality, and she 

appears to be going through a constant transformation of sexual desire. 

Not only Ann’s homosexuality in a patriarchal social context is transgressive but 

her heterosexuality also challenges normative identity politics. In her envisioning of drag 

performances as subversive bodily acts, Butler argues that cross-gender dressing should 

not be underestimated as a replica of “heterosexual exchange”; rather, non-normative 

identities are “internally dissonant and complex in their resignification of the hegemonic 

categories by which they are enabled” (Butler, Gender Trouble 157). In like manner, I 

argue that by having sexual relationships with men, Ann is not merely recalling a 

heterosexual normative order but she also displaces it as she puts into question “the very 

notion of an original or natural identity” – as Butler puts it (Gender Trouble 157). Since 

Ann’s simultaneous relationship with several men and women makes her a polyamorist, 

her performance of identity ought to be interpreted as a subversive redeployment of 

normative constructs, which establishes her sexual identity as performatively constituted. 

If, as Butler postulates, the norms of the heterosexual matrix can regulate the 

corporeal activity which is “structured and performed in accordance with normative ideas 

concerning its meaning, purpose, and proper direction” (Stone, “Towards a Genealogical 

Feminism” 10), then in The Castle, the absence of male power as a normative agent allows 

Ann to practise an identity other than heterosexual femininity. Ann’s sexual identity is 

fluid and undergoes radical changes since identity is produced as it is enacted, rather than 

being intrinsic. Social and political institutions and discourses are responsible for 

affecting the production of identity categories. Before the play’s men departed for war 

and under a patriarchal normative order, Ann would fit within the category of heterosexual 

female. However, in the absence of a masculine normative order, she becomes involved in 

homosexual and polyamorous relationships, and upon the restoration of patriarchy, her 
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sexual identity continues to undergo alteration and transformation. Butler also justifies 

such complexity in sexual desire from a psychological perspective: “there are structures 

of psychic homosexuality within heterosexual relations, and structures of psychic 

heterosexuality within gay and lesbian sexuality and relationships” (Gender Trouble 

155). 

As discussed earlier, an individual’s capacity for agency resides in their ability to 

show variations in the way they enact and interpret the pre-established social and political 

conventions and the way they reinterpret and resignify these norms so as to make them 

appropriate for their desired purposes. Ann’s sexuality goes through alteration and 

transformation as she alternates re-enacting the norms of a patriarchal and matriarchal 

normative order. Her sexual identity is neither pre-existent nor fixed. Ann demonstrates 

the possibility of a multiplication of sexual identities that rejects the reification of binary 

understandings of sexuality. 

Ann, therefore, has transcended the binary gender norms by showing fluidity in 

sexual identity. Her sexuality, thus, is one of unstable nature and she shows change and 

diversity in sexual desire and corporeality. Her identity is performatively constituted, and 

her multiple sexual identities, that is, her heterosexual femininity and her lesbianism, 

indicate the constructed nature of her sexual identity. Ann is not tied to an intrinsic and 

stable type of sexual identity. Her sexual identity, failing to fit within binary categories, 

proves consistent with Butler’s postmodern feminist view that body, sexuality and desire, 

as well as gender, are discursive productions.58  

 

Subversive performativity 

 

In her attempt to explain Barker’s Theatre of Catastrophe with reference to Baudrillard’s 

theory of seduction, Gritzner postulates that in seduction the body functions “as a signifier 

that is involved in a game, a play of gestures, a strategy” and that “the principle of 

reversibility” is “crucial to the seductive nature of erotic sexuality” (“Catastrophic 

Sexualities” 101). She draws on Baudrillard to explain the principle of reversibility: 

                                                            
58 It is worth noting that the Butlerian view of identity as unstable and performatively constituted 
through a repeated citation of norms and discourses expands on Gritzner’s reference, in 
“Catastrophic Sexualities”, to Kristeva’s notion of subject-in-process. She observes that Barker’s 
protagonists are subjects in process, “involved in processes of mental and physical disintegration 
triggered by erotic and sexual passion”, establishing links with “Kristeva’s notion of the speaking 
subject who is not an autonomous, unified self but a subject-in-process who negotiates different, 
often conflicting levels of signification” (98). 
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“woman’s power lies in her ability to seduce, and seduction is perceived as an inversion 

and reversion of order” (101). Gritzner, in fact, cites Baudrillard’s theory of seduction to 

unravel the link between sexuality and reversion of norms in Barker’s drama. She, in other 

words, observes that erotic desire gives Barker’s characters the power to transgress order. 

Gritzner also borrows from Adorno’s theory of aesthetics, which describes art as an 

autonomous discourse with the power to subvert the socio-political realms (“Catastrophic 

Sexualities” 96). She argues that “the aesthetic and the sexual”, in Barker’s theatre, “are 

characterised by a dynamic of resistance to the dominant cultural and social constructions 

of meaning, identity, and truth” (“Catastrophic Sexualities” 97). The subversive power of 

the sexual in Barker’s theatre in connection to the social and political context in which the 

subject emerges establishes links with what Butler describes in terms of subjectivity and 

subversive performativity. In what follows, I focus on Butler’s conception of subversive 

performativity to explore and uncover the dynamics of the possibility of reversion of norms 

in The Castle. 

The concepts of resistance to power and the subversion of pre-established norms, 

as put forward by Butler, find articulation in Barker’s theatricalisation of sexuality, desire 

and religious belief. In “Articulate Explorers in an Age of Populism”, an interview with 

Charles Lamb, Barker notes that his “characters sense the warping, shaping and distorting 

effects of society upon themselves and then they struggle against it” (43). Characters in 

The Castle resist these “shaping and distorting effects of society” – or the constitutive 

power of norms, to put it in Butlerian terms. Power, that is “partially understood in terms 

of heterosexual and phallic cultural conventions” (Butler, Gender Trouble 40), is a crucial 

discourse operating upon the characters in The Castle, and its analysis provides the link 

to the concept of subversive performativity. According to Butler, “the power imposed 

upon one is the power that animates one’s emergence, and there appears to be no escaping 

this ambivalence” (The Psychic Life of Power 198). Power, then, has an ambivalent nature 

in that the subject “depends on power for its existence, and yet it also wields power in 

unexpected, potentially subversive ways” (Salih, Judith Butler 121). This ambivalent 

nature of power can be discerned in an entirely paradoxical description of the castle, 

which stands in the play as a symbol of politics and power: 

 

KRAK. […] The heights are actually depths.  

STUCLEY. Yup. 

KRAK. The weak points are actually strong points.  

STUCLEY. Yup. 
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KRAK. The entrances are exits.  

STUCLEY. Yes! 

KRAK. The doors lead into pits.  

STUCLEY. Go on! 

KRAK. It resembles a defence but is really an attack. (The Castle 14) 

 

In what follows, I will analyse the establishment of a gynocentric state by Ann and Skinner 

as an instance of taking a critical position against power. The position they occupy against 

the state power affirms the ambivalent nature of power, which denotes, in a sense, 

practising agency and freedom within a context of constraint and a framework of pre-

established regulatory norms. This will direct us towards a discussion of subversive 

practices of performativity later in this chapter. 

 The Castle, as Mary Karen Dahl has proposed in “The Body in Extremis”, portrays 

“the struggle between authoritarian state power and citizen-subject”, where state power 

is represented as male and patriarchal while the state is female and matriarchal (98). The 

males in the play are the representatives of patriarchal social order and identify with the 

political and structural power. In the absence of these male representatives, the females 

overthrow the masculine state power by abolishing hierarchy, patriarchy, the church and 

whatever has long existed as a symbol of the state: 

 

SKINNER. First there was the bailiff, and we broke the bailiff. And then 

there was God and we broke God. And lastly there was cock, and we broke 

that, too. Freed the ground, freed religion, freed the body. And went up 

this hill, standing together naked like the old female pack, growing to eat 

and not to market, friends to cattle who we milked but never slaughtered, 

joining the strips and dancing in the commons, the three days’ labour that 

we gave to priests gave instead to the hungry […] . (6) 

 

Skinner and Ann’s overthrowing of the state power corresponds to Butler’s conception of 

taking a critical position against power, which provides the subject with an opportunity for 

practising agency. In her 2009 interview with Fina Birulés, Butler notes if we accept that 

“the state or some other regulated form of power” imposes itself on us, then we will be 

obedient subjects; however, once we question the legitimacy of this power, we become 

critical, and thus, “adopt a point of view that is not completely shaped by the state”. Once 
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Ann and Skinner question the legitimacy of the state and the masculine power regime, 

they start to become disobedient subjects, taking a critical position against the state and 

forming themselves outside their position of inferiority within the patriarchal state. 

Drawing on what Butler goes on to point out in this interview with Birulés, this saying 

no to power – which is actually “saying ‘no’ to a particular way of being formed by power” 

– is a practice of critical thought that through resistance and questioning enables the 

female characters of the play to form themselves as subjects. This is to say that their 

identity is performatively constituted, or in other words, the process through which they 

are formed as subjects (subjectivity) is linked with performativity and with how they enact 

and resignify pre-established conventions. As Butler clarifies, the idea that identity is 

performatively constituted can be compared to a theatrical performance, where “actors 

are always already on the stage, within the terms of the performance”, but they enact the 

script in various ways. Thus, like actors on the stage, we act our part “in a culturally 

restricted corporeal space” where we enact “interpretations within the confines of already 

existing directives” (“Performative Acts and Gender Constitution” 526). 

Ann and Skinner’s criticism of the masculine normative order is an act of 

withdrawal from the norms by which they are constituted, but this freedom cannot be 

understood as an absolute liberation from power. Butler observes that a subject cannot 

stand outside the norms by which it is constituted, but it does not mean that it is “passively 

scripted with cultural codes” (Butler, Performative Acts 526). The subject is free only to 

the extent that it exerts variation on the way it cites and reiterates the norms. The 

discursive resignification and reiteration of norms, or “the reiterative and citational 

practice by which discourse produces the effects that it names” is what Butler defines as 

performativity (Butler, Bodies That Matter 2). Resignification and performativity open 

up the possibility of subversion. As Alison Stone puts it, in terms of the subversive 

potential of performativity, “resignification may take a specifically subversive form – 

where subversive forms of resignification are ways of corporeally re-enacting norms that 

undermine the meanings traditionally entrenched within them” (14). As a subversive 

practice of gender performativity, Ann actively reconstructs and transforms her sexual 

identity and distances herself from the fixed category of heterosexual female. 

For Barker performance itself is a subversive practice, and as Gritzner notes, “his 

theatre seeks to be the expression and presentation of ‘unlived life’ in which characters 

risk their identities and perform illegal acts of transgression often against a background of 

totalitarian structures, war, and social crisis” (“Catastrophic Sexualities” 104). In The 
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Castle, these transgressive acts can be interpreted as the dramatization of subversive 

potentiality within the political and social context of the play. 

As a first example, the females’ overthrowing of patriarchy and establishment of 

a gynocentric state connotes a subversive resignification of gender-based authority and 

serves as an explicit critique of the patriarchal social order. In a medieval context, where 

masculine power is usually always present and dominant, The Castle exhibits a feminist 

community formed as a counterpart to an absent patriarchy and male dominion, where 

women have started to reinscribe themselves into a feminist normative order. In the 

absence of male power, the women have gone through a parallel process of gaining 

authority, to the extent that they assume dominance over the remaining old men, exclude 

the returning males and even inflict violence on them. This tendency to act violently is 

first unveiled where Skinner seeks to stab Krak at their first encounter so that she can push 

him away from what she sees as her territories. Later, Skinner murders Holiday, the 

castle’s builder, to defeat the male power through hindering the construction of the castle. 

In addition, in their newly-formed community, feminine markers of identity of which the 

women were once ashamed have become what they boastfully take pride in. Their pride 

in their female identity takes them to the extreme position of believing that they are a 

superior gender. Ann’s remarks suggest that she profoundly praises her own femininity, 

as in her haughty remark to the newly-arrived Krak: “A woman, this country, not arid like 

your place” (5). Skinner’s description of the change their community has gone through is 

also noteworthy: “[We] FOUND CUNT BEAUTIFUL that we had hidden and suffered 

shame for, its lovely shapelessness, its colour all miraculous, what they had made dirty or 

worshipped out of ignorance […]” (6). 

Thus, in this implicit radical feminist context, women consider themselves 

superior to their men and praise their womanhood to the extent of tending to destroy 

whatever is associated with masculinity. To these women, femininity and feminine 

genitals have now come to denote a symbol of power, authority and supremacy just as 

men in a typical patriarchal system would take their masculinity as a reason to rule. In 

other words, the once phallocentric society has now transformed into a gynocentric 

society. This is indicative of a subversive reproduction of a power structure with gender 

at its core. In this new homonormative gynocentric society, the women are expected to 

ban all desire for heterosexuality in order to be perceived as intelligible subjects. 

Skinner’s remarks portray her as the advocate of this newly-founded gynocentrism. When 

Cant, a minor female character, is caught flirting with a builder in the footings of the 

castle, she is harshly scolded and punished by Skinner: “You unravel us! What we knit 
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together you unstitch!” (17). She brings her to the ground and calls her a whore. Serving as 

a parody of the heterosexual matrix, Skinner’s homonormative power structure would 

scorn, abject and bully those who practise heterosexuality. Even Ann has failed to fit 

within Skinner’s designed order. She reveals to Ann how she has been repelled by her 

sexual affairs “trying hard to see it only as the mating of dumb cattle” (6). However, after 

Ann stabs herself to death and by the time the play comes to an end, Skinner, this radical 

feminist, unexpectedly comes to admit that she hates wombs. “[Ann] was all womb. 

Tortured me with her fecundity […] and me like the arid purse of rattling coins […] and 

then stabs it, STABS IT, THE VANITY OF IT!” (42). Her extreme views of female 

supremacy end up being shattered just like the male power representatives admit their 

defeat by offering the keys of the castle to Skinner and proposing a plan to demolish the 

castle. As the play closes, there appears to be a shifting towards a sort of balance in 

power distribution. 

As demonstrated above, the culture of male authority is subverted, and even 

transgressed, but the play has still more to reveal in terms of subversive resignification, a 

further instance being a subversion of the concept of parenthood. The traditional meaning 

of motherhood seems to have lost authority as we hear of Ann giving birth to many 

children while she is never seen nurturing a baby. Nowhere in the play is she called a 

mother; rather, she seems to have been described as a prolific birth-giver, and never does 

she identify herself as a mother. The first time she shows concern about a baby is at the 

end of the play once she becomes pregnant with Krak’s child: “The ease of making 

children. […] All these children, children everywhere and I thought this one matters, 

alone of them this one matters because it came from love” (39). She threatens her belly 

with a knife and asks Stucley to bring the castle down. Before plunging it into herself, 

she admits she has “thought wrongly” that the last child matters, believing that there is 

no hope and no place to escape; “there is nowhere except where you are” (39). She stabs 

the knife in, portraying a flawless picture of transgressive motherhood. In addition and 

similarly enough, Hush, the old man who is said to have given Ann a lot of babies, is 

shown to be quite uninterested in his children. Upon addressing him, Ann claims, “there 

can’t be a man alive with more children and less interest in the world they grow up in” 

(12). In the end, The Castle presents us with another example of subversive motherhood 

where all the pregnant women commit suicide by jumping off the castle’s walls following 

Ann’s stabbing herself to death. Cant justifies the deed as an act of subversion and 

performative agency in her dialogue with Batter when he claims that birth is not women’s 

only: 
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NAILER. […] They [the women] bear our future in their innards, and 

they kill it. BY WHAT RIGHT! […] 

BATTER. Not theirs, birth. Not theirs, is it?  

CANT. Dunno. 

BATTER. Theirs only, I mean. What’s your opinion? 

… 

CANT. […] Death is not yours, either.  

… 

CANT. We birth ’em, and you kill ’em. Can’t be right we deliver for 

your slaughter. Cow mothers […]. (40) 

 

Therefore, based on Cant’s justification, if men are entitled to slaughter the women’s 

children, women are trying to get the upper hand by slaughtering the children themselves. 

Barker’s characters, as has been noted, subvert the concepts of sexuality, 

marriage, family and parenthood, but that is not the full extent of the subversions. In The 

Castle, subversive resignification of hegemonic norms and social institutions further finds 

manifestation in Stucley’s subversion of religion as he begins to criticize the Bible and 

reinvent and reinterpret it in a way that can bring him comfort and give meaning to his 

efforts. As a suffering lover who is deeply troubled by his woman, he yearns for recreating 

a Christ who has equally suffered for the love of a woman. Through this reinvention, he 

can both alleviate his pain and identify with Christ for the first time as a man of flesh. In 

Arguments for a Theatre Barker notes that Stucley’s attack on the Bible 

 

is primarily an expression of pain and loneliness, but hearing his own 

articulation of it provides him with a new resource. He attacks the Bible, 

he rejects it; then he retrieves it, annexes it, for his own purposes, by 

inventing the theology of Christ the Lover. (212)  
 

Stucley’s revision of Christianity comes together with his re-creation of Bible which he 

names the Gospel of the Christ Erect. In his new Bible, he visions a sexual relationship 

between Christ and Mary Magdalene, claiming that bishops have deleted from the Bible 

all references to Christ’s sexuality. He says, “this Christ who never suffered for a woman, 

who never felt the feeling which MAKES NO SENSE. (Pause) He can lend no comfort 

who has not been all the places that we have” (21). He seems to discover comfort by 
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creating a version of Christ with whom he can identify: “Now, we are closer to a man we 

understand” (22). In other words and in Butlerian terms, Stucley has engaged in a 

subversive resignification of the discourse of religion. While he is not acting outside the 

norm and does not basically reject the idea of religion, he exercises agency from inside 

and through a subversive performance of religious discourse. Furthermore, at the end of 

the play and in an attempt to rescue the state from destruction, Batter and Nailer 

performatively resignify religion to fulfil their political purposes. They replace the old 

church with the Holy Congregation of the Wise Womb, which is to be ruled by Skinner. 

This is a church that acknowledges the superiority of women and has been modified and 

appropriated in order for it to be ruled by a woman. 

The woman who is now offered the power to govern this church and the state was 

once humiliated by Stucley as “a ploughman’s hag” (8). As a murderer, she gets harshly 

punished, and bearing the burden of a decaying corpse, she begins to be respected and 

glorified. For example, Krak comes to kneel at her feet for confession, and others feed 

her although it is an official offence. Skinner is thus elevated from the position of a 

worthless witch to a respected saint through a subversive reinterpretation of the discourse 

of punishment on the part of the people who witness her suffering. The punishment, which 

was intended to abash and torment her, ceases to be seen as a degrading torture she would 

deserve as a murderer, and begins to be viewed as a means to spiritual growth and 

sanctitude. “Oh, God, Oh, Nature, I AM GOING TO BE WORSHIPPED” (37), Skinner 

exclaims, and she actually has transformed into a God-like saviour. This is the discourse 

of punishment having become ennobling and glorifying rather than humiliating and 

isolating. The woman who was supposed to be out-cast becomes the prime focus of a state 

on the verge of destruction. The widowed witch and her repulsively decayed ornament 

are now supposed to save the state. It is no surprise that Barker defines the Theatre of 

Catastrophe as “the cruelty of the world made manifest and found to be – beautiful” 

(Arguments 116). 

Further and as it was noted earlier, subjectivity is understood as an ongoing 

process of subject formation in which the subject produces itself through words and 

actions “within particular social, cultural, economic and political constraints” 

(Cavanaugh). That Butler has linked subjectivity to performativity provides the ground 

for my interpreting Skinner’s punishment as a discourse and an action that produces her 

as a subject and constitutes her identity. Skinner’s body under punishment symbolises 

guilt and transgression. The decaying corpse being attached to her body foregrounds her 

effort to survive and resist death, highlighting a sharp contrast between her decaying 
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victim and her liveliness. This transforms her into a monument of defiance and resistance. 

She is an embodiment of the drive for survival, and this is what gives her power and 

sanctity. We then see her change, and this change seems to have resulted from the fact 

that she has been formed and framed through the discursive matrix of punishment. The 

aggressive witch who wanted to stab Krak upon their first encounter, ends up refusing 

power because she thinks she “shall be too cruel” (43). She seems to have achieved the 

understanding that peace cannot be attained through war and violence. She yearns for the 

sweet memories of the past when “there was no government”, no castles and no roaring 

jets (43).59  

 

Final words 
 

Barker’s presentations of transgressive subjectivity and his explorations of desire and 

corporeality in relation to the social, moral and political order can, I would argue, be 

aligned with Butler’s conceptions of subjectivity, agency and subversive performativity.  

The Castle’s protagonist, Ann, emerges through a process of subject formation and within 

a dialectical interplay of constraint and agency. Her identity is shaped by the discourses 

of power, and at the same time, she exercises agency by re-enacting and resignifying the 

norms that constitute her. In this sense, not only is her identity performatively constituted 

but also her performances take a subversive direction as she resists the hegemonic norms 

of power, gender, sexuality and motherhood. 

In The Castle, we see characters whose corporeality, gender and identity are 

shaped through discourses of sexuality, loss, desire, religion, politics and punishment, but 

                                                            
59 The performative aspect of Butler’s theory of performativity stems from John L. Austin’s 
concept of performative language and speech act theory, describing the transformative power of 
language and its capacity for producing effects in the world. Although Barker’s use of language 
is not the subject of this analysis, it is worth arguing that language is performative in Barker’s 
drama in the sense that it goes beyond its descriptive function by showing a potential to act upon 
and shape the individuals and the world. As Charles Lamb has noted, “[l]anguage is obviously the 
medium of Barker’s drama” (Howard Barker’s Theatre of Seduction 56) and as Thomas Freeland 
argues, it “is the setting and the referent, and the subjection of Barker’s theatre” (78). In “I Have 
Called My Pain ‘Dog’”, Elizabeth Sakellaridou makes a reference to the performativity of 
language and speech act theory in relation to Barker’s theatre and in particular Gertrude – The 
Cry. She Explains how Gertrude affirms a “phenomenological aspect of language, which aligns 
itself with actual physical force” (177). Not only language escapes literal meaning in Barker’s 
drama but his characters also utter words with the power to produce actions. In Barker’s 2005 
play The Fence in its Thousandth Year, Doorway insists on calling the male protagonist, Photo, a 
suicide, and Photo ends up attempting to slash his wrist. In The Castle, Stucley asks Krak to 
“make it snow” (25) and all of a sudden flakes of snow begin to fall. As Freeland postulates, 
language in Barker’s drama works within “a performative frame, in which truth(s) must be made 
– and remade – anew in each instance” (82).  
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as well as these discourses shaping their identities, the characters also exercise agency in 

the sense that they have an ability to show variations in reinterpreting and re-enacting 

these discursive regulations. Re-enactment and resignification of reigning conventions in 

a new context opens up the possibility for resistance and subversion. Through these 

resignifications, Ann transgresses hegemonic sexuality, Skinner overthrows patriarchy, 

and Stucley subverts the discourse of religion. 

In The Castle, women overthrow the existing order and their political and social 

subversions provoke male reaction. The males reconstitute religion and erect a huge castle 

to restore masculine order. However, everything turns into chaos as the castle proves to be 

an engine of destruction targeted against its possessors, confirming “the subtle ruse of 

power: the prevailing law threatened one with trouble, even put one in trouble, all to keep 

one out of trouble” (Butler, Gender Trouble xxvii). Skinner, the witch, and her victim’s 

decayed corpse start to be worshipped. Both Ann, the symbolic Earth Mother, and 

Stucley, the representative of masculine power, have to die. The warring sides appear to 

be coming to an agreement. Patriarchal religion is reinterpreted into a more matriarchal 

structure and authority based on gender is reversed, but the world is never again going to 

be a peaceful place.  
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Chapter Four      
Revisiting The Father: Precarity and Subversive Performativity60 

 

 
August Strindberg’s The Father (1887)61 is a psychological drama examining gender as 

a parameter of power relations. The play exposes the audience to the portrayal of a 

seemingly diabolic wife in conflict with a supposedly tyrannical husband, both involved 

in a fierce power struggle that is meant to reveal one of the two as the stronger in the end. 

Much as Laura, the central female character, shows a strong will to rise against Captain 

Adolph, her husband, Adolph tries his best to subjugate his wife. However, during the 

course of the play, he experiences a shift away from the normative patriarchal patterns of 

domination towards a precarious position with no authority. 

This analysis of The Father (in English translation) will focus on the concept of 

performativity62 within the terms of the play’s text.63 Drawing on Judith Butler, I seek to 

highlight the connection between performativity, precarity64 and the subversion of gender 

norms by arguing that both the central male and female characters showcase the notion 

of gender as a set of performative acts with subversive potential. Employing 

performativity theory, this analysis will contribute to an understanding of The Father’s 

presentation of gendered power struggle as it seeks to demonstrate that the central 

characters in the play can only be, or perform, a gender in relation to the Other. Their 

relational gender identities, moreover, diverge in important ways from normative 

understandings of gender. 

In The Father, Strindberg’s male and female protagonists subvert Western 

stereotypical understandings of male dominance and female subordination. In the first 

                                                            
60 Published in Feminist Theory on 20 November 2017 (online). I have edited the published article 
for stylistic consistency with the rest of the dissertation. 
61 References to the play are from Six Plays of Strindberg (1955). 
62 Note that Butler distinguishes between performativity and performance. Performativity, as 
Butler asserts, “is neither free-play nor theatrical self-presentation; nor can it be simply equated 
with performance” (Bodies That Matter 59). Performativity, in Butler’s sense and as intended in 
this study, is the idea that identity is formed through a reiterative and citational practice within 
the confines of pre-established regulatory norms. 
63 While my interpretation of Strindberg’s text provides adequate clues to the performative nature 
of subjectivity, a study of the play in performance might nuance our perception of performative 
inflections and present supplementary possibilities of interpretation. 
64 In “Performativity, Precarity and Sexual Politics”, Butler  relates the concept of gender 
performativity to the idea of precarity. Precarity refers to those populations who fail to qualify as 
“recognizable, readable, or grievable” (xiii). As Butler further notes, precarity is a “rubric that 
brings together women, queers, transgender people, the poor, and the stateless” (xiii), or anyone 
who is not recognised before the law or is at risk of being injured, displaced or ignored. 
 

http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1464700117741244
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section, I introduce the concept of performativity in relation to what I interpret as the 

play’s underlying depictions of gender as non-binary. An analysis of the central male 

character of the play, Captain Adolph, will then be followed by a detailed examination of 

the female character, Laura. In order to identify Laura’s subversive gender performativity, 

I also draw on Slavoj Žižek’s commentary on the concept of the “femme fatale” in his The 

Art of the Ridiculous Sublime (2000). Here, he draws on Jacques Lacan and Butler to 

propose a contrasting definition of “the classic femme fatale” as the “internal 

transgression”65 of the patriarchal symbolic universe and “the new femme fatale” as a 

real threat against the patriarchal order. I propose that Laura, as Žižek’s “new femme 

fatale”, subverts paternalistic authority through her gender performativity. The last 

section of this article will locate the basis of Laura’s performative acts in her precarious 

position as a woman not recognised by the law, and illustrate how she subverts the 

normative order within the terms of those very norms that act upon her. Her subversive 

performativity also puts Adolph into a precarious condition that eventually strips him of 

any civil and family rights. 

 

Strindberg and performativity of identities 
 

In “The Pre-modern Strindberg”, Ann-Sofie Lönngren points out the presence of pre-

modern66 discourses of sex, gender and sexuality in Strindberg’s authorship, where sex is 

not only “perceived as one rather than two” but is also “organized hierarchically rather 

than dichotomously” (7). The hierarchical model, lasting from the ancient times to the 

eighteenth century, assumed “male and female bodies as hierarchically, vertically, 

ordered versions of one sex” (Laqueur 10) and interpreted the female body as an inferior 

and inverted version of the male body. In the eighteenth century, sexual differences began 

to be interpreted in a revolutionary way in which male and female were assumed to be 

two opposite sexes. Lönngren’s reading of Thomas Laqueur stresses that the pre-modern 

model posited gender as prior to sex and viewed identity as subjected to acts rather than 

notions of essence (Lönngren10). In Strindberg’s writing, Lönngren argues, sexuality is 

similarly defined in terms of acts (pre-modern discourse) rather than identity (modern 

                                                            
65 An “inherent transgression”, in Žižek’s parlance, is an unacknowledged support of the law 
rather than a real transgression. The classic femme fatale, thus, is a false opposition to the 
patriarchal law as it is inherently engendered by the law itself for the purpose of supporting it. In 
other words, an “inherent transgression” is paradoxically a support of what it is supposed to 
transgress. 
66 I take “pre-modernity” in Lönngren’s article to refer to the pre-Enlightenment era. 
 

http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1464700117741244
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discourse). Such representation of sexuality, which Lönngren interprets along the lines of 

the pre-modern one-sex model, is exemplified in The Father and can be analysed within 

the terms of Butler’s poststructuralist account of gender performativity. 

Following Lönngren’s citation of a one-sex model, and before an investigation 

into how performativity works in Strindberg’s drama, an important question needs to be 

addressed: How could Butler’s gender performativity theory link with the pre-modern 

one-sex model? In “Renaissance Body Matters: Judith Butler and the Sex That is One”, 

Belinda Johnston draws a connection between Renaissance understandings of gender – 

the one-sex model – and Butler’s performativity of gender – that is, her argument that 

gender is a social construction reified through performance “rather than being the 

expression of essence”67 (81). In this regard, she cites Laqueur’s ideas about Renaissance 

understandings of the body as one-sex and draws attention to his observation that 

masculinity and femininity were conceived as hierarchically organised rather than being 

dichotomously fixed by nature (79). In Laqueur’s formulation, prior to the seventeenth 

century, male and female bodies were not opposites, and gender was, in Laqueur’s terms, 

a “sociological” rather than an ontological category. In other words, to be a man or woman 

was to hold a place in society and assume a cultural role rather than “to be organically 

one or other of the two incommensurable sexes” (Laqueur 8; original emphasis). Thus, 

Laqueur argues, the modern binary model of sexual difference fails to account for the pre-

modern constructions of the sexed body (Johnston 78). Johnston maintains that Butler’s 

argument that gender is not an ontological but a performative state provides a 

contemporary language to describe the Renaissance understanding of gender that rejected 

a binary male-female model and dismissed the idea of sexuality as essence (81). Provided 

that such a perception of gender can be traced in Strindberg’s writings, focusing on 

Butler’s account of gender performativity offers an innovative framework to examine 

                                                            
67 Butler opposes a deterministic conception of constructivism that undermines human agency. 
Construction, she notes, “is a temporal process which operates through the reiteration of norms”, 
and “in the course of this reiteration”, “sex is both produced and destabilized” (Bodies That Matter 
xix). Butler refutes the definition of gender as the cultural interpretation of sex, arguing that the 
sexed body itself is “discursively produced by various scientific discourses in the service of other 
political and social interests”; therefore, sex is just as culturally constructed as gender, and 
consequently, “the distinction between sex and gender turns out to be no distinction at all” 
(Gender Trouble 10–11). The constructed status of sex/gender, however, does not foreclose the 
possibility of agency. Gender and sex are performatively reinscribed or recited, and “the iterability 
of performativity is a theory of agency” (Gender Trouble xxiv). The subject is formed within a 
constitutive constraint that involves resisting regulatory norms at the same time as being enabled 
and produced by them. Agency, then, is to be understood as “a reiterative or rearticulatory 
practice, immanent to power, and not a relation of external opposition to power” (Bodies That 
Matter xxiii). 
 

http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1464700117741244
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gender and identity politics in Strindberg’s drama, adding to our understanding of the 

underlying discourses of gender in Scandinavia towards the end of the nineteenth century. 

Lönngren’s study proposes that “in Strindberg’s authorship, sexual preference is 

not essence, pre-disposition and identity, but rather forms out of social circumstances that 

make individuals commit certain sexual acts” (14; original emphasis). This can be further 

elucidated in relation to Butler’s position in Gender Trouble, where she holds that gender 

neither expresses an essence nor aspires to “an objective ideal”, and thus, the idea of 

gender is created through various acts without which “there would be no gender at all” 

(178). Gender, therefore, is understood by Butler as an act rather than a fact, and “the 

action of gender requires a performance that is repeated. This repetition is at once a re-

enactment and reexperiencing of a set of meanings already socially established” (Gender 

Trouble 178; original emphasis). The possibility for agency, then, resides in a subject’s 

ability to vary the terms of this repetition. Similar impressions about the dynamics of 

gender are conveyed through Strindberg’s plays dealing with male-female relationships. 

In The Father, the protagonists’ presentation of gender undergoes a shift away from a 

normative conception towards one of a subversive, performative nature. 

 

The Captain 
 

The tension in The Father is formed around a wife and husband’s opposing views on how 

to educate their daughter: While the Captain wishes to send Bertha to town to become a 

teacher, Laura insists that she should stay home and practise painting. Within critical 

commentary, the Captain is widely referred to as a pillar of patriarchy, and Laura is 

frequently conceived as a horrendously destructive woman. However, my argument is 

that the play portrays characters with fluid identities rather than dichotomously opposing 

genders. The Captain goes beyond representing a stereotypical masculine figure 

conceived as the contrary counterpart to the feminine. This representation of gender 

identity as fluid (rather than a natural given) connects with Butler’s contention that 

identity is performatively constituted through a reiteration of the same norms that the 

subject also resists. The Captain begins the war with Laura by referring to “the law” as 

an agent that can legitimise his supremacy as a man and a father: 

 

CAPTAIN. According to the law as it now stands, children are brought 

up in their father’s faith. 

LAURA. And the mother has no say in the matter? 
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CAPTAIN. None whatever. She sells her birthright by legal contract and 

surrenders all her rights. In return, the husband supports her and her 

children. 

LAURA. So she has no rights over her own child? 

CAPTAIN. None at all. When you have sold something, you don’t expect 

to get it back and keep the money too. (16) 

 

These words appear to have been uttered by a tyrant, but the Captain only “acts out” 

cruelty and supremacy – traits normatively associated with masculinity – in his wife’s 

presence. As the play moves on, he shifts away from the model of a consistently 

paternalistic and over-domineering husband/father. That he initially acts out normative 

masculinity is not to say that there is a “real” gendered identity versus an “acted” one. 

Rather, it suggests that gender is not an expression of essence but a performative act that 

is constantly effected and re-styled in relation to the Other. We can take as an example 

what happens in an early conversation between the Captain and the Pastor (Laura’s 

brother). In the presence of this male companion, the Captain sympathises with Emma, a 

servant girl impregnated by the servant Nöjd (who insistently denies fatherhood of the 

illegitimate child). In Laura’s presence, however, the Captain refrains from commenting 

on the girl being unjustly treated and instead admits that no one can be ever sure that he 

is the father to a child. This initially strong-willed husband, however, comes to confess 

towards the end of the play that he was actually “born without a will” and was dominated 

by his wife: 

 

CAPTAIN. […] My father and mother had me against their will, and 

therefore I was born without a will. That is why, when you and I became 

one, I felt I was completing myself— and that is why you dominated.  (41) 

 

Another telling incident in the play happens when he is alone with Bertha, his daughter, 

and asks her opinion about whether or not she likes studying in town. As soon as Laura 

enters, he resists her proposal to ask Bertha’s opinion about leaving home and pretends 

not to care at all about his daughter’s wishes: 

 

CAPTAIN. […] I won’t allow anyone to interfere with my rights—neither 

woman nor child. (26) 
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When Laura triumphantly plants the seed of suspicion in his head about his paternity, and 

he finds himself shattered by doubts and suspicions, the Captain admits his weaknesses 

to Laura and pleads to her: 

 

LAURA. What? You, a man, in tears? 

CAPTAIN. Yes, a man in tears. Has not a man eyes? Has not a man hands, 

limbs, senses, opinions, passions? […] If you poison us, do we not die? 

Why should a man suffer in silence or a soldier hide his tears? Because 

it’s not manly? […] 

LAURA. Weep, then, my child, and you shall have your mother again. 

Remember, it was as your second mother that I came into your life.  (41) 

 

The fluidity of gender identity is thus epitomised in the Captain. Though he initially acts 

out a normative masculine identity, he alternately performs gender in a way that diverges 

from a hegemonic understanding of masculinity. This does not suggest, however, that, as 

in a theatrical sense, he voluntarily chooses which gender to enact. Rather, within an 

ambivalent structure of constraint and agency, he re-enacts and resignifies the terms of 

the cultural norms that act upon him, and by so doing, he contests what Butler would call 

“the rigid codes of hierarchal binarism” (Gender Trouble 185). The Captain thus 

contributes to an understanding of gender as performative and relational rather than 

restricted by binaries. He performs both masculinity and femininity in their culturally 

understood sense. Despite his paternalistic gestures in the beginning of the play, he 

becomes a child to his nurse and gets tricked into wearing a straitjacket as she speaks in 

baby talk to him. It is clear that the Captain’s gender is performed only in relation to the 

Other. That is to say, his gender is not an innate identity coming prior to his relationship 

with others; rather, it emerges within discourse as well as embodied interactions and 

relationality. Towards the end of the play, the Captain submits to Laura, pleads to her and 

admits that as a man he shares with her the same weaknesses, emotions and senses that 

he had previously assumed belonged only to women. He thus subverts the norms of 

masculinity as framed within the terms of the heterosexual matrix.68  

                                                            
68 In Gender Trouble, Butler explains that she uses the term heterosexual matrix “to designate that 
grid of cultural intelligibility through which bodies, genders, and desires are naturalized” (194). 
The heterosexual matrix, as Moya Lloyd further clarifies, is “the specific framework of meaning 
through which to make sense of sex, gender and desire” (Judith Butler 34). In other words, it is a 
set of norms surrounding the nature of sex, gender and desire, working to produce intelligible 
subjects by assuming that “a stable sex [is] expressed through a stable gender; that is, ‘masculine 
expresses male’, and ‘feminine expresses female’” (Butler, Gender Trouble 194). 
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Laura 
 

Strindberg’s Laura has often been interpreted as a vampire woman,69 a femme fatale, a 

monstrous-feminine figure or simply as a representative of the New Woman of late 

nineteenth-century Scandinavia, who demands her share in power and strives for 

independence and equality. Reading Laura as a stereotypical femme fatale would simply 

convey an underlying fear of the New Woman and the justification of the necessity of 

patriarchal control over women. Here I will offer an alternative reading, in which Laura’s 

performance is understood as “an act”; an act of “a true woman” as articulated by Slavoj 

Žižek through his readings of Lacan and Jacques-Alain Miller.70 Žižek defines this act as 

one “of taking from man […] that to which he holds more than his own life” (13). Through 

committing the act, the woman subverts symbolic domination, becoming a real threat to 

the patriarchal order. Rather than adhering to normative binary regulation, the gender 

dynamics portrayed in the play are, therefore, of a both performative and subversive 

nature. Laura’s subversion of the paternal law is only possible within the terms of cultural 

norms that act upon her and, as a “culturally constructed body”, she cannot be liberated 

to anything like a “natural past” as there is no true body beyond the law (Butler, Gender 

Trouble 119). 

Influenced by Lacan, Foucault and Butler, Žižek’s discussion of the femme fatale 

revolves around the new film noir of the 1990s, which has as one of its literary antecedents 

Strindberg’s tragedies like The Father where a powerful female figure commits a 

horrifying hidden crime. Laura is a self-willed, subversive woman determined to win the 

right to manage her daughter’s destiny by preventing the dominating father figure from 

sending the child to study in town. She finally triumphs over her husband by deliberately 

leading him to insanity and death. 

To accept Laura simply as a stereotypical monstrous-feminine or a femme fatale 

figure would deny her achievement as a winner and a transgressor of masculine order. As 

Žižek points out, the stereotypical femme fatale is an unacknowledged support of the 

patriarchal system rather than its subversion. Thus, the threat of the classic femme fatale 

is a false one “engendered by the patriarchal system itself”; it is the “male masochist-

paranoiac fantasy” that supports patriarchal domination (14). Žižek draws on Butler and 

                                                            
69 As an example, please see: Kristina Sjögren (2010). 
70 The source Žižek refers to is: Jacques-Alain Miller (1997). 
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Foucault’s conception of the femme fatale before he proposes his own definition of the 

“new femme fatale”. He notes that in Butler’s terms: 

 

the femme fatale is the fundamental disavowed ‘passionate attachment’ of 

the modern male subject, a fantasmatic formation which is needed, but 

cannot be openly assumed, so that it can only be evoked on condition that, 

at the level of the explicit narrative line (standing for the public socio-

symbolic sphere), she is punished, and the order of male domination is 

reasserted. (14) 

 

Furthermore, in Foucauldian terms, the femme fatale is created by patriarchal erotic 

discourse “as the inherent threat against which the male identity should assert itself” 

(Žižek 14). 

Laura, as the indisputable victor of the play’s war of the sexes and its fierce 

struggle for power, shifts away from the model of the classic femme fatale (the false threat 

to patriarchy) to become a real subverter of the patriarchal order. Her explicit triumph 

over her husband allows her to get the upper hand in determining her daughter’s future 

and in managing her household. If Laura were to indicate Strindberg’s fear of the New 

Woman, and if she were simply a stereotypical femme fatale, she would have been 

destroyed and overcome as a threat to patriarchal order. However, she is neither destroyed 

nor punished in order for male dominance to be restored. The transgressive female figure 

who ends up punished and conquered does not actually subvert the masculine order; 

rather, she is, in Žižek’s parlance, “a fantasmatic support of patriarchal domination” (14). 

How then is Laura enabled to subvert male fantasy and overcome male dominion in 

reality? 

The concept of “the feminine act” can explain Laura’s subversion of the 

patriarchal order. The only way to pose a real threat against male domination and to 

subvert the patriarchal system, Žižek argues, is by committing the “ACT”. “An Act”, he 

clarifies, “is precisely that which disturbs the disavowed fantasmatic passionate 

attachment brought to light by the inherent transgression” (13). He cites Miller’s 

definition of “a true woman” as “a certain radical act” so that he can interpret what he 

calls “the femme fatale in the new noir of the 90s” as opposed to the classical femme 

fatale figure (13). According to his perspective, the “new femme fatale” can be interpreted 

alongside Miller’s lines where “a true woman” is defined in relation to: 
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[T]he act of taking from man, her partner, of obliterating, destroying even, 

that which is ‘in him more than himself’, that which ‘means everything to 

him’ and to which he holds more than his own life, the precious 

agalma71 round which his life turns. The exemplary figure of such an act 

in literature is that of Medea who, upon learning that Jason, her husband, 

plans to abandon her for a younger woman, kills their two children, her 

husband’s most precious possessions. It is in this horrible act of destroying 

that which matters most to her husband that she acts as une vraie femme, 

as Lacan put it. (Žižek 13) 

 

In this Lacanian description, Medea is invoked as a literary example of a true woman 

since she commits the act of taking from her husband that most precious object of desire, 

which he holds more dear than his own life. Laura shares with Medea a determination to 

deprive her husband of the most valuable thing for which he lives: his daughter. Although 

Laura does not kill her own child, by persuading Adolph into believing that the child is 

not actually his, she kills in him whatever hope and reason he could have to live. As she 

renders him childless, he finds no reason to live onwards: 

 

CAPTAIN. For me, as I don’t believe in a life to come, this child was my 

life after death, my conception of immortality—the only one, perhaps, 

that’s valid. If you take her away, you cut my life short. (39) 

 

Laura gradually drives Adolph into insanity by arousing his suspicions and through acting 

on his area of greatest vulnerability – his role as a father. In the meantime, she carries out 

intricate plans to convince everyone that Adolph is mentally ill, which as the play’s 

Doctor notes, results in the Captain losing “both his civil and family rights” (30). She is 

depicted as being extremely strong-minded and can be quite ruthless if it enables her to 

get what she desires. As she tells Adolph: 

 

                                                            
71 The word “agalma” was used by Alcibiades in Plato’s Symposium to describe “the hidden, yet 
fascinating object he believed to be enclosed in the depths of Socrates’ hideous body” (Nobus 
129). When writing on Symposium in Transference: The Seminar of Jacques Lacan, Book VIII, 
Lacan refers to the concept of agalma to articulate his own concept of objet a (a precious object 
of desire). For more information on objet a see Lacan’s Seminar XI: The Four Fundamental 
Concepts of Psychoanalysis.  
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LAURA. […] Now you have fulfilled the unfortunately necessary 

functions of a father and bread-winner. You are no longer needed, and you 

must go. You must go, now that you realize my wits are as strong as my 

will—you won’t want to stay and acknowledge my superiority. (43–44) 

 

Laura, being the first to bring up her own unfaithfulness and to question Adolph’s 

paternity, constantly plays with Adolph’s suspicions as she neither assures him to be right 

nor proves to him that he is wrong. She deliberately keeps him in an intensified state of 

vulnerability and emotional ambivalence. In the same vein as Žižek interprets scenes and 

characters from John Dahl and David Lynch’s movies, I argue that in The Father, by 

“acting as a true sadist” and through “cruel manipulation of male fantasy”, Laura drops 

“the spectral aura of the traditional femme fatale”, showing “another version of the act of 

une vraie femme” (Žižek 15). She subverts male fantasy by brutally realising it and acting 

it out in real life. If Adolph is battling with the fantasy that his wife is unfaithful and evil, 

Laura acts it out directly to subvert his domination. As Žižek explains, “directly giving 

them [the male] what they hallucinate about is the most effective way to undermine their 

domination” (15). 

In the beginning of the play, Adolph adopted Nöjd’s argument that no one knows 

for sure who a child’s father is so that he could convince Laura that the maltreated servant 

girl would not be judged innocent by the law, being destined to lose against her male 

opponent. In order to put her plans into action, Laura resorts to the same argument: “You 

don’t know if you are Bertha’s father”, and then asks Adolph: 

 

LAURA. […] How do you know I haven’t been unfaithful to you? 

CAPTAIN. I can believe a good deal of you, but not that. And if it were 

so, you wouldn’t talk about it. (27) 

LAURA. Supposing I were prepared for anything, for being turned out 

and ostracized, anything to keep my child under my own control. 

Supposing I am telling the truth now when I say: Bertha is my child but 

not yours. (28) 

 

This latter exchange is emblematic of Laura distancing herself from a stereotypical 

femme fatale, and turning into “une vraie femme”. Laura, as a “new femme fatale” is 

totally transparent; she can be “the perfect embodiment of what Baudrillard called the 

‘transparency of Evil’”, which Žižek defines as a paradox already observed by Hegel: 
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“sometimes, total self-exposure and self-transparency, i.e. the awareness that there is no 

hidden content, makes the subject even more enigmatic. Sometimes, being totally 

outspoken is the most effective and cunning way of deceiving the other” (Žižek 15). Laura 

embodies, moreover, other points of contrast with a stereotypical femme fatale. Her 

weapon is not sensuality, but her wits and strong will. If she is evil, her evilness is 

justified. Laura first tries to convince Adolph to change his decision concerning Bertha’s 

education and develops her plan after she is disappointed by him. She warns him that she 

will do her best to prevent Bertha from leaving home. She then commits “the act”, where 

she “fully accepts the male game of manipulation, and, as it were, beats him at his own 

game” and thus is “effective in threatening the paternal Law” (Žižek 14). Laura 

transgresses the culture of male patriarchy by her “direct self-commodification and self-

manipulation” (Žižek 13). She is not punished at the end of the play, nor is she destroyed 

for having challenged male authority. She is a new femme fatale, who, as Žižek explains, 

is allowed on stage to explicitly triumph and to survive “rich and alone over […] 

[Adolph’s] dead body” (14). 

In her transgression of normative femininity, Laura’s representation constitutes a 

subversive gender performance. As Butler notes in an interview with Fina Birulés (2009), 

a critical/disobedient subject does not accept the regulatory status of power and questions 

its legitimacy. Laura forms herself through resistance and outside a position of inferiority 

within a patriarchal social system. There is a performative element to her formation as a 

subject as she reiterates and enacts gender norms in a new direction. By acting out 

wilfulness and cruelty, she adopts what is normatively and culturally associated with 

masculinity to bring masculine power down. 

This analysis further indicates that Laura enacts gender in relation to the Other, 

just as the Captain alternates aggression and docility in interaction with male figures, his 

nurse, his daughter and his wife. He fluctuates between gendered expressions of 

femininity and normative masculinity. In the same way, Laura performatively enacts the 

role of a sympathetic wife, a heartless vampire and even a nurturing mother in relation to 

the Captain. As such, Laura and Adolph illustrate that gender is neither innate nor fixed; 

rather, it is a continuum, the very ends of which are normative poles of masculinity and 

femininity. Their gender performativity is made possible through an ambivalent relation 

between constraint and agency. In other words, performativity is enabled through “a 

process of iterability, a regularized and constrained repetition of norms” rather than free 

play or self-presentation (Butler, Bodies That Matter 95). 
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Precarity and performativity 
 

How does the unspeakable population speak and make its claims? What 
kind of disruption is this within the field of power? And how can such 
populations lay claim to what they require?  

(Butler, “Performativity, Precarity and Sexual Politics” xiii) 
 

Performativity, as noted earlier, is not a free and wilful performance but a citational 

practice that is made possible through a regularised repetition of the hegemonic norms 

that constitute a subject. Laura subverts the paternal law without rising above it since this 

subversion is inevitably a reiteration of the same constraining norms that she also resists. 

The law has the capacity to produce and constrain a subject at the same time; that is, it is 

simultaneously both productive and regulative (Butler, Bodies That Matter 95). This 

explains how, through a reiteration of norms, Laura resists the norms by which she is 

repressed and also produces anew the same conditions of repression for Adolph. 

Strindberg’s presentation of Laura has garnered him accusations of misogyny. 

Kristina Sjögren’s thesis, for example, claims that Strindberg’s works like The 

Father show a longing for the time when men were in control and women did not demand 

a share in power (147). Nonetheless, we need to consider how Strindberg’s opening 

remarks in The Father may invoke the audience’s sympathy for Laura. Paradoxically 

enough, Adolph’s citation of the law in relation to women can enlist a sympathetic 

orientation towards Laura by exposing, right at the beginning, her precarious position as 

a woman and her lack of recognition before the law. The play’s opening and Adolph’s 

brutal references to the law give the audience the impression that Laura stands up against 

her husband in response to the patriarchal oppression he attempts to advocate. Laura 

subverts Adolph’s paternalistic authority through performative acts, and the gradual 

change in the balance of power subsequently destabilises Adolph’s position and affects 

his patterns of gender performativity. But how do precarity and performativity work 

together for Laura to claim what she requires as a woman and a mother? 

As Butler argues, when “we think of subjects as the kind of beings who ask for 

recognition in the law or in political life” and take account of how the terms of recognition 

such as gender and sexual norms condition who counts as a subject, then performativity 

proves to be linked with precarity on the basis of “who counts as a subject and who does 

not” (“Performativity, Precarity and Sexual Politics” iv). In this regard, Laura, who as a 

woman is not recognised in the law, engages in a performative exercise to assert the right 

of custody over her child, which normatively only belongs to men. She performs 
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subversive femininity in manipulating her husband’s patriarchal understanding of 

paternity and eliminating him from the public and domestic sphere by transforming him 

into a mentally ill subject ineligible for recognition in the law. The Captain’s precarious 

position as an ill man leaves him with no right as a father and husband, and Laura, who 

had initially sought an egalitarian share in power, now stands in charge of her household, 

alone and undefeatable. 

Laura’s initial assertion of the right to have rights is, as Butler notes in her 

discussion of Arendtian politics, a performative practice in itself (“Performativity, 

Precarity and Sexual Politics” vi). Different approaches to lay claim to power require 

“performative modes of expression” which refer to “explicit speech acts” as well as “to 

the reproduction of norms” (Butler, “Performativity, Precarity and Sexual Politics” x). 

Laura’s subversive gender performativity within the conventions of the pre-existing 

norms also reproduces conditions of precarity for her husband, excluding him from the 

domains of power. She thus acts within and resorts to the same law that excluded her from 

power in order to lay claim to power. Butler notes that: “The theory of gender 

performativity presupposes that norms are acting on us before we have a chance to act at 

all, and that when we do act, we recapitulate the norms that act upon us, perhaps in new 

or unexpected ways, but still in relation to norms that precede us and exceed us” 

(“Performativity, Precarity and Sexual Politics” xi). 

My claim that Laura’s gender performativity is subversive aligns with Butler’s 

account and suggests that Laura, as a subject, does not actually act beyond the norms that 

constitute her, but instead reiterates these norms, in a new way. Laura herself encapsulates 

this Butlerian assumption that we are not sovereign subjects acting deliberately and that 

we are always “in the process of being made” (“Performativity, Precarity and Sexual 

Politics” xi) when she explains: 

 

LAURA. But I didn’t mean this to happen. I never really thought it out. I 

may have had some vague desire to get rid of you—you were in my way—

and perhaps, if you see some plan in my actions, there was one, but I was 

unconscious of it. I have never given a thought to my actions—they simply 

ran along the rails you laid down […]. (55) 

 

As such, gender performativity is the product of an ambivalent interplay between 

constraint and desire. Subversive strategies may not be, as Butler argues, “fully deliberate 
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and intentional”, but they can nonetheless contest hegemonic gender norms 

(“Performativity, Precarity and Sexual Politics” xii). 

 

Concluding remarks 
 

Strindberg’s oppositional involvement with the feminist movement in late nineteenth-

century Scandinavia has been more widely reported than any supportive attitude towards 

feminism on his part.72 In a study that argues for Strindberg’s support of feminist values, 

Christopher J. Mitchell proposes that an analysis of his plays written in the last half of the 

1880s “reveals a textual ideology of gender that pre-figures a great deal of twentieth-

century ‘Western’ feminist ideology, including Liberal, Marxist, and Radical Feminisms” 

(ii). These plays, as Mitchell argues, bring to the forefront radical feminist ideologies such 

as the understanding of marriage as an institution entrenched in patriarchal ideology (42), 

and highlight the unequal relationship of patriarchal dominance and female 

subordination. By employing Butler’s theory of gender performativity to read The Father, 

a play imbued with gender conflict, this chapter has sought to offer an alternative 

framework for the analysis of gender relations in the context of Strindberg’s drama as 

well as of first-wave feminism in Scandinavia at the end of the nineteenth century. 

Despite the fact that The Father incurred accusations of misogyny, I have 

interpreted the play as a critique of patriarchal conventions that work to exclude women. 

The failure to be recognised as a subject and her precarious position as a woman draw 

Laura towards subversive gender performativity that enables her to assert power over her 

husband, child and household. Moreover, Laura is not the only character in the play who 

subverts normative gender roles. Adolph also shifts away from the paternalistic male 

figure he appeared to be at the beginning, and ends up in a vulnerable and subordinate 

position in relation to the women of his household. By the end of the play, Laura’s act of 

subversion has excluded Adolph from power, reproducing for him the conditions of 

                                                            
72 Strindberg has widely been alleged to have had anti-feminist and misogynist attitudes. Robert 
Gordon writes that, “any examination of misogyny as manifest in the work of twentieth century 
Western playwrights would be likely to find an analysis of certain plays by Strindberg 
illuminating” (139). Ross Shideler describes Strindberg as “a typical Victorian male” whose 
misogyny reflected “attitudes that were common throughout Europe” (“August Strindberg: Still 
in the Middle of the Battle” 77). Sjögren, moreover, writes that Strindberg intended to present a 
pessimistic image of the New Woman (148). Charles Glicksberg calls Strindberg “a militant 
misogynist” whose “hatred of women is a product of a sick mind” (50), Anna Stenport argues that 
Strindberg’s A Madman’s Defense “cemented Strindberg’s legacy as a misogynist” (159) and Ulf 
Olsson calls him “an outright misogynist” (118). 
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precarity and exclusion, as she leads him into becoming a mentally ill husband and father. 

Thus, Laura shows how performative subversion takes place within a context of norms 

and conventions that already constitute her as a subject. Adolph also blurs the boundaries 

of gender categories as he, similar to Laura, oscillates between normatively understood 

masculine and feminine gender traits. In this way, gender fluidity is highlighted and the 

notion of stable gender identity is undermined. 
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Chapter Five      

August Strindberg’s Creditors and Performativity Theory: “The Misogynist” 

Subverts Gender Binaries73 

 
 

Creditors (1888), as Edwin Björkman explains in the introduction to his translation of the 

play, was placed along with The Father (1887) and Miss Julie (1888) at the head of 

August Strindberg’s dramatic production during what Björkman calls the “middle ultra-

naturalistic period” of his creative career.74 In a letter to his publisher Joseph Seligmann, 

Strindberg comments on Creditors, writing that: 

 

The plot is exciting, as a psychic murder can be, the analysis and 

motivation are exhaustive, the point of view impartial and determinist. The 

author judges no one, he simply explains and forgives, and although he 

has made even the polygamous woman likeable, this doesn’t mean he is 

advocating polygamy; in fact, he specifically says that this is unprofitable, 

because of its unpleasant consequences. (qtd. in Törnqvist and Steene 74) 

 

It might appear that Strindberg claims to a potential publisher of his piece that he has 

created a likeable “polygamous” female character in order to condemn polygamy. But 

this is where we might ask: What if we do not know what the author intends? And more 

importantly, is the play inevitably bound to bring about the ethical conclusion that its 

author claims?  

 Strindberg, the author who published the “scientific” essay “On the Inferiority of 

Women” (1895), has shown, of course, an ambiguous and emotive approach to women 

in his drama, as in Creditors and The Father. Robert Gordon rightly points out that, “any 

examination of misogyny as manifest in the work of twentieth-century Western 

playwrights would be likely to find an analysis of certain plays by Strindberg 

illuminating” (139). In Questioning the Father (1999), Ross Shideler sees Strindberg’s 

plays as a “justification of patriarchy” (118) and in another study, “August Strindberg: 

Still in the Middle of the Battle”, he describes Strindberg as “a typical Victorian male” 

whose misogyny reflected “attitudes that were common throughout Europe” (77). 

                                                            
73 This chapter has been prepared as a journal article and will be submitted for publication in due 
course. 
74 All references to Björkman are from Gutenberg Project (online).  

http://onlinebooks.library.upenn.edu/webbin/gutbook/author?name=Bj%26ouml%3brkman%2c%20Edwin%2c%201866%2d1951
http://onlinebooks.library.upenn.edu/webbin/gutbook/author?name=Bj%26ouml%3brkman%2c%20Edwin%2c%201866%2d1951
http://onlinebooks.library.upenn.edu/webbin/gutbook/author?name=Bj%26ouml%3brkman%2c%20Edwin%2c%201866%2d1951
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Kristina Sjögren also maintains that in his writings, Strindberg explicitly intended to 

present a pessimistic image of the New Woman “and the damage he believed she would 

cause the relationship between men and women” (148). Charles I. Glicksberg calls 

Strindberg “a militant misogynist” whose “hatred of women is a product of a sick mind”, 

but his awareness of the complexity of love relationships and the polarity of love and hate 

makes him “a pioneer in exploring the psychology of sex” (50). Anna W. Stenport argues 

that Strindberg’s A Madman’s Defense “cemented Strindberg’s legacy as a misogynist” 

(159) and Ulf Olsson calls him “an outright misogynist” (118). 

A significant body of the critical scholarship on Strindberg’s drama concludes that 

his writing typifies a misogynist approach and supports a patriarchal culture advocating 

the necessity of a fixed gender binary. However, I would argue that a close reading of 

Creditors – notwithstanding the potential authorial intentions and gender-essentialist 

arguments Strindberg might have put forth in his non-literary writings – can purge the 

play of sexism, misogyny and the perceived endorsement of male supremacy.  

Regardless of whether it reflects or shapes societal assumptions about gender, 

Creditors is a genuine treatment of gender relations in the context of the patriarchal 

culture that dominated the nineteenth century and carries on through till the present. In 

this analysis of Creditors, I draw on Judith Butler’s performativity theory. Rather than 

trying to prove that such terms as “misogynist” or “feminist” should or should not be 

ascribed to Strindberg the author, I place the playtext (in English translation) in 

connection with Butler’s account of performativity to demonstrate how the staged human 

interactions may inform our understandings of gender identity and relations of emotional 

dependency.  

Creditors offers insights into how both language and subjectivity carry a 

performative dimension. That Adolf and Tekla are influenced by Gustav’s performative 

speech acts attests to the power of language to act in physically and psychically injurious 

ways. I thus begin with an analysis of Gustav’s performative utterances that bring about 

Adolf’s tragic death and move on to a discussion around gender performativity with 

reference to Tekla and Adolf’s subversive gender performance. In framing her theory of 

gender performativity, Butler drew on J. L. Austin’s theory of performative utterances 

and linked it with a Foucauldian notion of discourse (as a productive site of power) to 

argue for gender identity as a discursive construct. Getting a grasp of how language acts 

upon the protagonists will lead to a better understanding, along Butler’s lines, of the 

dynamics of gender and power in the play – which will enhance our apprehension of the 

contingent foundations of identity as produced through a performative practice.  
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In this analysis, therefore, I avoid the common presupposition that Strindberg’s 

play should be read as a rehabilitation of patriarchal hegemony – which is grounded upon 

the perception that Strindberg brings the tragic ending about as a retribution for his 

characters’ subversion of hegemonic gender norms. Rather, I locate the reason behind the 

couple’s doom in the destructive influence that they receive from Gustav – the archetypal 

patriarch who succeeds in shattering the equality of their relationship – rather than as a 

result of their gender-subversive behaviour.  

I will thus begin with a discussion of Gustav’s performative utterances, and next 

engage in an analysis of Adolf and Tekla’s performative gender identities that position 

gender as a domain of agency. I also look at Adolf’s citation of normative masculinity (as 

dictated by Gustav) and Tekla’s hyperbolic theatricalization of femininity as those which 

work to destabilize the heteronormative matrix through exposing it, in Butler’s words, as 

“non-natural and non-necessary” (Undoing Gender 218).   

 

Creditors and performativity theory 

 

As Creditors opens, the novelist Tekla and her artist husband Adolf are in a seemingly 

happy egalitarian relationship of love and trust till Tekla’s former husband, Gustav (under 

an assumed name), visits while Tekla is out on a trip. Gustav plans to punish Adolf for 

having stolen Tekla away from him, and seeks vengeance against Tekla for betraying 

him. He thus takes advantage of Tekla’s absence to stir up Adolf’s insecurities, and gives 

him lessons in patriarchal behaviour that, he claims, will enable him to appropriately 

handle a woman. Beginning with denigrating Adolf’s artistic career, Gustav uses mental 

suggestions to persuade him first into quitting painting for sculpture, and then convinces 

him that even sculpture is an outdated art unable “to produce the necessary illusion 

without colour” (133). He targets Adolf’s relationship with his wife, inducing him to 

believe that untrustworthy Tekla has never loved him and that he has just been a chaperon 

to her. He then brings Adolf round to the idea that he has the symptoms of epilepsy, and 

that he is soon to die. He finishes up his plan by asking Adolf to hide while he initiates a 

conversation with Tekla in order that Adolf can watch him “dissecting a human soul and 

exposing its entrails on the table” (139). He initially succeeds in seducing Tekla, while 

Adolf – who has just become aware of Gustav’s real identity – watches his wife bonding 

with her former husband, and consequently, suffers an epileptic attack off stage. 

Becoming suspicious of Gustav’s vicious intentions, Tekla rushes to the other room to re-

unite with her husband but finds him dead. 
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Strindberg, in another letter to publisher Joseph Seligmann, remarked that 

“Creditors is thoroughly modern, humane, charming, and all three of its characters 

likeable, interesting from beginning to end” (qtd. in Törnqvist and Steene 75). His remark 

leads me to question what it is that makes the cruel and destructive antagonist, Gustav, 

“likeable” and “interesting”. Gustav possesses a striking skill which was known to 

Strindberg as “mental suggestion”.75 This is a capacity that Strindberg also gives to Laura 

– his female protagonist in The Father (1887) – whose mental suggestions coerce her 

husband into doubting his paternity, which eventually leads to his death. As regards 

Creditors, Björkman maintains that Strindberg himself had stated to Ola Hansson that – 

under the influence of Poe’s theories about mental suggestion – he made Gustav “actually 

call forth the latent epileptic tendencies in Adolph” (original emphasis).76 Here, I would 

argue that this so-claimed pre-Freudian concept of psychic/mental suggestion – which 

Strindberg makes manifest in Gustav’s verbal interactions – captures the performative 

function of language that brings about the ability to exercise power and effect change 

through words. Adolf admits that Gustav has a power that when taking his hands, it is 

like “taking hold of an electric generator”, and exclaims: “What terrific power you must 

have!” (136). By the end of the play, as I will show, Gustav’s powerful words have 

destroyed Adolf’s marriage and driven him to his death.  

Because he is unable to win Tekla back, Gustav seeks psychic reimbursement and 

pleasure by causing Adolf to suffer. In place of his “stolen” wife, he makes Adolf pay 

back by suffering so that he can take pleasure in doing harm. Gustav’s resort to speech 

acts demonstrates the capacity of language to, as Butler writes, “act in ways that parallel 

the infliction of physical pain and injury” (Excitable Speech 4). On several occasions, we 

see how Gustav’s use of language leads to his words immediately acting upon Adolf. In 

a dramatic exchange, Gustav’s graphic illustration of his brother having an epileptic 

attack engages Adolf so intensely that he seemingly experiences the symptoms of 

epilepsy: 

 

GUSTAV.  […] and when I’d been speaking for a while, his face would 

turn as white as chalk, his arms and legs would grow stiff, and his thumbs 

would be twisted into the palms of his hands, like this! Gesture, imitated 

                                                            
75 In the late 1880s, Strindberg, influenced by Edgar Allen Poe, took great interest in the concepts 
of inner states and the power of psychic suggestion (Gretlund, Herion-Sarafidis and Skei 32–33).  
76 Strindberg shared an interest in Poe and mental suggestion with Ola Hansson, Swedish author 
(1860–1925). 
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by ADOLF. Then his eyes would grow bloodshot and he would begin to 

masticate, like this! Gesture, imitated by ADOLF. The saliva rattled in his 

throat; his chest was constricted as if in a vice; the pupils of his eyes 

flickered like gas jets; his tongue worked till he foamed at the mouth, and 

then … he sank … slowly … down … backwards … into his chair, as if 

he were drowning. And then …  

ADOLF, in a whisper. Stop!  

GUSTAV. And then . . . Are you ill? 

ADOLF. Yes. (126–127) 

 

Elsewhere, Adolf – who is trying to explain why in Gustav’s company his “voice has got 

back its old ring” (124) – simply argues that talking to Tekla, as a woman, has led him 

into the habit of lowering his voice. Gustav, however, puts it into words as an act of 

bowing “to the apron strings” (124). This immediately acts on Adolf, disturbs him, and 

as stage directions instruct, makes him “reflect”. We can then discern an immediate 

change of attitude in Adolf’s response:  

 

ADOLF. Don’t put it like that. Reflects. As a matter of fact, it’s worse 

than that. (124) 

 

In this manner, Gustav manipulates Adolf in various ways – brings his painting career to 

an end, turns him into a sculptor, and more importantly, tries to embed the seeds of 

patriarchal thinking into his psyche. But how do words, then, come with such power to 

act and effect change? Butler calls humans “linguistic beings” vulnerable to language as 

a result of “being constituted within its terms” (Excitable Speech 1–2). In Notes toward a 

Performative Theory of Assembly, she maintains that “performativity characterizes first 

and foremost that characteristic of linguistic utterances that in the moment of making the 

utterance makes something happen or brings some phenomenon into being” (28). In the 

same fashion, Gustav resorts to the performative function of language to act with his 

words and to achieve that particular effect which his uttered word anticipates. The 

anticipation of a phenomenon, as Butler argues in Gender Trouble, ends up producing the 

expected phenomenon: “the anticipation conjures its object” (xiv). 

Gustav also makes arguments for Adolf and for himself as creditors to Tekla. The 

perception of oneself as a creditor could arguably carry a certain performative force that 

justifies the infliction of pain and the pleasure of doing harm. For Björkman, the title 
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“creditors” was nonetheless only intended to show Tekla’s indebtedness to both Gustav 

and Adolf “while all the time she is posing as a person of original gifts”.77 This reading, 

however, overlooks the fact that what we get to know about Tekla’s gifts and debts comes 

only through what we hear from the two males. An account of the psychic modality of 

the creditor would be more illuminating here, and can aptly shed light on Gustav’s 

tendency to violence. In her essay “On Cruelty” (a review of Derrida’s Death Penalty) 

Butler directs our attention to Derrida’s interrogation of Nietzsche’s remarks on the 

Roman laws that allowed creditors to dismember debtors. In The Death Penalty: Volume 

I, Derrida writes that:  

 

The creditor is granted a psychic reimbursement […] Instead of a thing, 

instead of something or someone, he will be given some pleasure, some 

enjoyment [jouissance], a feeling of well-being or of a greater well-being 

(Wohlgefüehl), he will be given a pleasure that consists in the voluptuous 

pleasure of causing the other to suffer […] In place of some equivalent, 

something or someone, one grants in return, as payment, the pleasure of 

doing violence. (155) 

 

Considering himself a creditor to Adolf and Tekla, Gustav is gratified by employing the 

power of speech acts to inflict pain on the couple, and takes pleasure in causing them to 

suffer. He also tries to provoke Adolf against Tekla by rousing him with the thought that 

he has been a creditor to his wife.  

With this discussion of Gustav’s performative rhetorical approach, I move on to 

Adolf and Tekla’s subversion of dominant conceptions of gender through their 

performative gender practices as well as their gender-stereotypic exaggerations. What 

follows is an analysis of the characters Adolf and Tekla centring around the 

performativity of gender.  

 

Adolf: an egalitarian husband taught to be a “man” 
 

It is notable that the play starts in the middle of a striking conversation between two males 

with entirely different approaches to women. Gustav, embodying the archetypal 

patriarchal husband, creates a sharp contrast with Adolf’s non-normative perception of 

                                                            
77 See Björkman’s “Introduction” in Creditors and Pariah: Two plays by August Strindberg. 
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gender that characterizes Tekla as his equal. Gustav sets out to teach him proper 

patriarchal behaviour by telling him that he was a wretched man in need of “male 

company”, and that what has helped him to pull himself together was the satisfaction of 

this need in his (Gustav’s) presence (121). Gustav smiles mockingly at Adolf’s 

description of his wife’s “independent nature” (122), and starts coercing him into 

believing that he is not happy in his egalitarian marriage relationship.  

While Gustav strives to arouse his patriarchal anxieties, Adolf makes a number of 

remarks that clearly establish him as a man who believes in the equality of the sexes:  

 

GUSTAV. […] Perhaps you ought to lock her [Tekla] up. Do you like her 

spending whole nights away? 

ADOLF. No, I certainly do not. 

GUSTAV. You see! Turning. Actually you’d be ridiculous if you did. 

ADOLF. Ridiculous? Can a man be ridiculous because he trusts his wife? 

GUSTAV. Certainly he can. And you already are. Utterly ridiculous. 

(123) 

… 

ADOLF. And why isn’t she ridiculous when I spend nights away? (124) 

 

Adolf does not mind if his wife can excel him in different activities. He does not want to 

be superior: “I enjoy always being a little beneath her” (131). He admits that he taught 

Tekla to swim and likes “to hear her boasting that she’s better at it” (131). He enjoys 

pretending to be weaker so that Tekla can be encouraged to perform better.78 He also 

trusts his wife and enjoys seeing her socialize with other people. In the social and cultural 

context of the play’s production, these are non-normative gender-related assumptions that 

work toward a denaturalization of normative masculinity. While Adolf respects his wife, 

admires her independent nature and thinks her as his equal, Gustav tries to shatter Adolf’s 

belief in gender equality by introducing him to sexist gender stereotypes. He tries to 

convince him that he is a ridiculous man whose wife takes advantage of his weakness to 

lead her own independent life. He presents Adolf with patriarchal gender clichés – that as 

a male he is privileged, superior, wiser and better than his wife: “You don’t want to be 

inferior to your wife” (131).    

                                                            
78 Given the context of the play, Adolf’s attitude could be seen as not being patronizing. It could 
be a recognition of the need for space to perform for Tekla, who, as a woman, is traditionally less 
empowered by society.  
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But not only does Adolf not believe in male supremacy he also regards Tekla 

highly, as if she resembles a god (or goddess) to be worshipped: 

 

ADOLF. Yes, I am to be pitied. For now I am bankrupt. Finished. And 

the worst thing of all is that I haven’t got her. 

GUSTAV. What use would she be if you had? 

ADOLF. She would be what God was for me before I became an atheist. 

Something I could reverence. (133) 

 

Gustav, however, scorns Adolf for this “superstition about woman”, telling him that the 

“mysterious, sphinx-like profundity” he finds in his wife is actually “pure stupidity”, like 

a watchcase that looks expensive but is very cheap inside (134). He calls woman “a youth 

with breasts on his chest, an immature man, a child that’s shot up but not developed, a 

chronic anaemic, who has haemorrhages regularly thirteen times a year” (134). Yet, Adolf 

responds to Gustav’s description of women with an intriguing question: “If all you say is 

true, then how is it that I think of her as my equal?” (134).  

Thrilled and at the same time wounded by Gustav’s words, Adolf eventually ends 

up in a state of emotional ambivalence: “I think I’m beginning to hate you and yet I can’t 

let you go” (135). He has now been led by Gustav to form the same ambivalent feelings 

towards Tekla:  

 

ADOLF. […] I am longing for her to come; yet I am afraid of her. She 

caresses me; she is tender, but there is something suffocating about her 

kisses, something weakening and numbing. (134) 

 

Butler – drawing on Freud’s idea of emotional ambivalence – argues that hatred is always 

part of love and that “there is no overcoming ambivalence in love, since we are always at 

risk of destroying what we are most attached to and vulnerable to being destroyed by 

those on whom we are most dependent” (Butler, “On Cruelty” 32). This could well 

explain the relationship between Tekla and Adolf and other husband-wife relationships 

in Strindberg’s plays such as The Father (1987) and Dance of Death (1901). Adolf, as he 

himself admits, is emotionally attached to Tekla and at the same time is tortured by this 

dependency and his passionate love for her. Similarly to Adolf – who dies by watching 

his wife falling for her former husband – The Captain in The Father dies under the 

impression that his cruel but beloved wife has betrayed him. Butler further notes that 
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“ambivalence may be a characteristic feature of every love attachment that a particular 

ego makes” (The Psychic Life of Power 173). She quotes Freud that ambivalence may 

“proceed precisely from those experiences that involved the threat of losing the object” 

(qtd. in Butler, The Psychic Life of Power 173–174), coming to the conclusion that 

“ambivalence may well be a result of loss” and “the loss of an object precipitates an 

ambivalence toward it as part of the process of letting it go” (174; original emphasis).  

Gustav manages to arouse in Adolf the fear of losing Tekla by presenting her as 

an untrustworthy wife who takes advantage of her husband so that she can lead an 

independent and unfaithful life. He puts Adolf in an even more intensified state of 

emotional ambivalence as he sows the seed of doubt in his mind – which intensifies his 

fear of losing Tekla: 

 
GUSTAV. […] But you have never seen her when you weren’t seeing 

her—seen her, I mean, when you weren’t there. And that’s why—you 

follow me?—a husband can never know his wife. (138)   

 

Like Laura, the protagonist in The Father, who plagues her husband with the idea that he 

can never know if he is the father to their child, Gustav ruins Adolf with the proposition 

that he can never know if his wife is faithful. In intense emotional vulnerability and under 

Gustav’s influence, Adolf is eventually urged to perform a tyrant husband upon Tekla’s 

return home.  

 
Subversive and hyperbolic gender performances 
 
Tekla is first introduced by Adolf as “an independent being with a mind of her own” 

(123). Through the exchanges between Adolf and Gustav in Tekla’s absence, we come to 

see her as a free-thinker whose gender expressions transgress the cultural understandings 

of femininity dominant at the time of the play’s production. She is an assertive woman of 

independent nature, in an egalitarian marriage relationship at a time when patriarchal 

marriage was generally endorsed by the society and when the rights of women in marriage 

were not recognized by the law. She is also described as the one who takes the sexual 

initiative, which is scolded by Gustav as an act of “usurp[ing] the prerogative of the male” 

(126). Gustav’s performative speech acts, however, eventually lead Adolf into viewing 

himself as a ridiculous husband who needs to take a stand and assert power over his wife: 

 

ADOLF. […] Can a man be ridiculous because he trusts his wife? 
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GUSTAV. Certainly he can. And you already are. Utterly ridiculous.  

ADOLF, vehemently. What? That’s the last thing I mean to be. . . . And 

things will have to be changed. (123–124) 

 

Tekla returns home to encounter a changed husband, one who has now been 

instructed to prove himself as a “man”. In what follows, I expand on Tekla’s performative 

subversions which appear in two forms: subverting the boundaries of normative gender 

on the one hand, and performing hyperbolic displays of femininity on the other.   

Now in conversation with an agitated Adolf, Tekla herself discloses her 

subversive views about gender. As opposed to the stereotypically devoted and selfless 

wife, Tekla remarks that she never thinks about anything but herself (141). However, she 

soon shifts away from being “a terrible egoist” (141) towards defining herself as an all-

loving creature whose “heart is so big […] that there’s room in it for many more than” 

Adolf (143). In response, Adolf likens her to an adulteress: “a pallid creature who never 

blushes” (144). The egoist then plays the earth mother figure: “As you see, my 

infatuations haven’t got any limits. My heart is open to everybody and everything, big 

and small, beautiful and ugly, young and old. I love the whole world” (149). It emerges 

that Adolf had recently called her an “old flirt” who “ought to be ashamed of flirting” 

because she is now too old to “get any more lovers” (137). As it stands, such words could 

instil in Tekla a fear of ceasing to be Adolf’s object of desire – a fear of loss – and for this 

reason, she makes destructive comments to him about how she can flirt with and love 

many more than her own husband. 

Tekla’s frankness in insisting that she can love many more than her husband 

echoes the protagonist Laura (in The Father) with her remarkable boldness in bringing 

up her own disloyalty and deliberate attempts to arouse her husband’s suspicions about 

his paternity of their daughter. Just as Laura’s utmost transparency would tempt The 

Captain to suspect that she was hiding something, Tekla’s frankness arouses Adolf’s 

suspicions and makes her look even more enigmatic to him: 

 

ADOLF. Tekla, you know your frankness is beginning to trouble me. 

TEKLA. But that used to be the virtue you put highest […]. 

ADOLF. Yes, but it seems to me you’re hiding something now behind 

your frankness. (147) 
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In her “frankness” and in the same vein as Laura, the enigmatic Tekla could be seen as 

that which Žižek terms “the perfect embodiment of what Baudrillard called the 

‘transparency of Evil’”. Žižek, drawing on Hegel, argues that this self-transparency and 

self-exposure is a factor that adversely makes the subject more enigmatic (15). Such 

frankness and candour thus serve Tekla as an effective strategy to deceive her husband 

into suspecting her loyalty. Moreover, if Butler is right that the fear of losing those on 

whom we are dependent is coupled with the fantasy of destroying them (Butler, “On 

Cruelty” 32), then Tekla’s claims to loving many other than her husband would not simply 

establish her as a polygamous woman deserving punishment. Recourse to such injurious 

speech is Tekla’s deliberate attempt to hurt Adolf – a loved one – and has implications in 

the ambivalent nature of love relationships and the wish to destroy the loved object, which 

stems from a fear of losing it. 

When Adolf asks her in a commanding manner to take the next boat home, she is 

surprised by and objects to his authoritative manner, expressing her transgressive views 

on the wife-husband relationship:   

 

ADOLF. I command you to come with me by the next boat. 

TEKLA. Command me! What sort of talk is that?  

ADOLF. Do you realize that you are my wife? 

TEKLA. Do you realize that you are my husband? 

ADOLF. Yes, there’s a difference between the one and the other. (147–

8) 

… 

ADOLF. […] I have been your lover, but never your husband.  

TEKLA. Well, isn’t that much pleasanter—to escape being the 

chaperon? But if you’re not satisfied with that position, you can take 

yourself off. I don’t want a husband. (148) 

 

In a proto-feminist remark, Tekla also opposes the idea that women be treated by men as 

property. When Adolf admits he has been thinking of her ex-husband [Gustav] and “how 

he must have felt, when he was left alone that time” (146), Tekla retorts with:  

 

TEKLA. I suppose you feel like a thief. 

ADOLF. Pretty nearly. 
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TEKLA: That’s beautiful! Men can steal women just as children and 

chickens are stolen. So you only think of me as one of his goods and 

chattels. Thank you very much. (146) 

 

As their arguments become venomous, the enraged Tekla tries to threaten Adolf 

with vengeance. Here, she makes a remark that interestingly capitulates the strategy taken 

by Laura in The Father to defeat her husband – the same strategy that would arouse The 

Captain’s suspicions about his paternity through utmost directness but that would never 

give him a proof either. In like manner, Tekla threatens Adolf to deprive him of peace by 

arousing his suspicions about her loyalty but never giving him a proof: 

 

TEKLA. […] Then I’ll show you—that you’re under a delusion. That’s 

to say, you’ll never be able to see it, you’ll never know it, but the whole 

rest of the world will know it, everyone but you. But you will suspect it; 

you will have a sense of it, and you will never have another moment’s 

peace. You will feel that you’re ridiculous, that you’re deceived, but you’ll 

never have proof of it—a married man never does have that. That’s what 

you’ll find out. (149) 

 

This is followed by an intriguing discussion about what it means to be a man. While 

Gustav is described as “virile” and masculine (149), Adolf is called a “chaste youth”, 

“ninny” and a weak man whom Tekla thinks she needs to nurse. However, Adolf points 

out how Tekla’s understanding of what it means to be a man and her definition of 

masculinity has been changing: 

 

ADOLF. […] I managed to bring you back to life, although you seemed 

half-dead. Then you admired me. Then I was the man—not the athlete you 

had left, but the man of will-power.  (150) 

 

The assumption that Adolf can still be “the man” in spite of being the opposite to the 

masculine, virile and athletic Gustav breaks down the gender dichotomy and stereotypical 

understandings of gender. Adolf’s remark, in addition, suggests that Tekla’s perception 

of masculine gender is one of a dynamic nature – she has not been committed to a fixed 

and unchangeable conception of masculinity from which Adolf could have been 

excluded.  
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Tekla’s subversions are not restricted to the transgression of normative gender 

boundaries and expectations. Her hyperbolic performances of femininity, also, work to 

denaturalize gender norms. That is to say, not only is Tekla a transgressive woman who 

performs non-normative femininity, but at the same time, she also engages in a theatrical 

citation of the normatively feminine. And in so doing, she contests – rather than confirms 

– the heterosexual matrix and reveals gender as a social construct. She undermines 

hegemonic norms through hyperbolic expressions of gender. As a transgressive female, 

she is an independent egoist and a seductive flirtatious woman who boasts about loving 

many more than her own husband. But she can also play the normatively feminine – a 

nurturing maternal woman who speaks in baby talk to Adolf, kisses his forehead to make 

his pain go away and nurtures him like a child. Christopher J. Mitchell observes that when 

Adolf tries to “assert himself as a patriarchal man”, Tekla introduces the maternal 

behaviour as a counter-patriarchal strategy (134). I take her recourse to theatricalized 

femininity as a hyperbolic performance of gender that serves to destabilize entrenched 

norms concerning femininity.  

Tekla’s dynamic gender identity as well as her shift in gender performance away 

from what is culturally associated with the masculine – such as independence, 

assertiveness and taking the sexual initiative – towards the hyperbolically feminine 

cohere with Joan Riviere’s concept of womanliness as a masquerade, which Butler 

analyses as an instance of psychoanalytic theory being used for “an account of complex 

gender ‘identities’” (Gender Trouble xxx). In Gender Trouble, Butler engages with 

psychoanalysis as “the pre-eminent discourse of desire”, and offers a deconstructive 

reading of Joan Riviere’s 1929 essay and her concept of womanliness as masquerade 

(Lloyd, Judith Butler 79). Butler writes that the essay “introduces the notion of femininity 

as masquerade in terms of a theory of aggression and conflict resolution (64).79 

In “Womanliness as a Masquerade”, then, Riviere makes it plain that she engages 

with types of men and women who are heterosexual in their development but “display 

strong features of the other sex” (303). She argues that this is an expression of the 

bisexuality inherent in all humans, and that heterosexual and homosexual character traits 

are not evidence of a fundamental tendency; rather, they are the result of the interplay of 

conflicts (303). Butler draws upon this contention in partial support of her argument that 

                                                            
79 Riviere’s notion of the masquerade contributes to an understanding of gender as a social 
construction. Butler deploys Riviere’s account of the masquerade to argue for the performative 
character of gender in holding that there is no femininity prior to mimicry – or, as she quotes 
Riviere, there is no difference between “genuine womanliness and the ‘masquerade’” (qtd. in 
Gender Trouble 67).  
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gender is not an innate identity and a pre-given but a performative expression. In 

delineating her notion of the masquerade, Riviere argues that womanliness is worn by 

women as a mask to hide their masculine traits so that they can be accepted by men into 

the public sphere:  

 

Womanliness therefore could be assumed and worn as a mask, both to hide 

the possession of masculinity and to avert the reprisals expected if she was 

found to possess it—much as a thief will turn out his pockets and ask to 

be searched to prove that he has not the stolen goods. (306) 

 

To put it in Butler’s words, then, “the woman in masquerade wishes for masculinity in 

order to engage in public discourse with men and as a man as part of a male homoerotic 

exchange” (Gender Trouble 67). 

If an affirmative is the answer to Butler’s question whether “masquerade, as 

Riviere suggests, transform[s] aggression and the fear of reprisal into seduction and 

flirtation” (Butler, Gender Trouble 61), then Tekla’s resort to hyper-femininity is an effort 

to confront Adolf. She resorts to hyper-femininity as a strategy to assert herself at the 

same time that she hides her culturally male-associated needs, such as being part of the 

social sphere and having a career as a writer. As Butler makes it plain, Riviere argues that 

“femininity is taken on by a woman who ‘wishes for masculinity,’ but fears the retributive 

consequences of taking on the public appearance of masculinity” (Gender Trouble 66).  

Thus, on the one hand, Tekla’s hyperbolic performances of femininity enable her 

to engage in masculine discourses from which she would otherwise be excluded, and on 

the other hand, it is an instance of “gender parody” taken on as a subversive strategy. As 

Butler contends, “the hyperbolic conformity to the command” – as we see in Tekla’s 

exaggerated displays of femininity – exposes the “hyperbolic status of the norm itself” 

(Bodies that Matter 181) and thus works in the service of denaturalizing established 

gender norms. Tekla’s hyper-feminine performance, in other words, does not re-idealize 

heterosexual gender norms that prescribe women with maternal and feminine behaviour. 

Rather, it works to expose these norms as inessential and excessive.  

In the same way, Adolf – who is initially revealed to the audience, in his 

exchanges with Gustav, as a man defying normative expectations of masculinity and 

marriage – subsequently attempts to perform a commanding patriarchal husband. 

However, this mimesis of patriarchal masculinity works in a subversive and parodic way 

rather than in the service of patriarchal culture. His efforts to perform the role of a 
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patriarchal husband – which Gustav has taught him as proper masculine behaviour – lack 

credibility and highlight the instability of the norm he tries to reiterate. The norms of 

gender, Butler argues, are repeated and resignified as a result of their own inefficacy 

(Bodies that Matter 181). Adolf’s citation of masculine gender norms is subversive in that 

it is a destabilizing mimesis of patriarchy, which, in producing a hyperbolic version of 

masculinity, shows the weakness in the patriarchal gender norm and reveals its hyperbolic 

status.  

Along the same lines, Helene Shugart (2001) draws on Butler’s idea of gender 

parody as manifested in drag as an example of subversive performance to argue that 

“parodic performances of femininity by women or of masculinity by men” can also 

function to denaturalize gender (95). She engages in a textual analysis of the American 

television sitcom Ellen to delve into “subversive, parodic performances of femininity and 

female sexuality by a woman” – which she argues is overlooked by Butler (96). Drawing 

on Catherine E. Waggoner, she maintains that “an aesthetic of excess” serves to 

denaturalize gender:80 As “the code of patriarchal femininity” is exaggerated, “the 

performative nature of the code of femininity” is illuminated, making it clear that 

womanliness is not an essence but “a mask that can be worn or removed” (Shugart 106). 

In the same vein and as I argued earlier, Tekla’s hyperbolic display of femininity and 

Adolf’s imitation of patriarchal masculinity are parodic subversive performances that 

expose the performative nature of gender. The point is made more clear by Diana Fuss 

(1995): “to be excessively excessive, to flaunt one’s performance as performance, is to 

unmask all identity as drag” (Fuss 81; qtd. in Lloyd, Beyond Identity Politics 138). For 

Butler, drag is closely connected to parody, and as Lloyd maintains in Beyond Identity 

Politics, she uses this term “to refer to the performative constitutivity of all gender 

identity” (138–139). Lloyd further argues that for Butler, parody is “linked to the idea of 

mocking ‘the very notion of an original’ gender identity” (139). According to Butler and 

as Lloyd makes her position clear: “All gender is parodic in the sense that it is all 

imitative, but some are more parodic than others because that imitativeness is exposed” 

(139). The parodic performance we see of Adolf and Tekla, to borrow Lloyd’s words, 

“denaturalizes gender by calling attention to its fabrication” and “presents a 

theatricalization of gender through hyperbole” (140). That being the case, Tekla and 

Adolf undermine gender ideologies even in enacting normative gender scripts.  

                                                            
80 Here Shugart draws on Catherine E. Waggoner’s discussion of feminine masquerade in “The 
Emancipatory Potential of Feminine Masquerade in Mary Kay Cosmetics” (1997). 
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 Concluding remarks 
 

While some of the existing scholarly literature has read Adolf’s fate as a punishment for 

his divergence from the patriarchal culture and the normatively masculine, I rather argued 

that it is the paternal authority embodied in Gustav and effected through performative 

speech acts that brings about destruction. Not only is the male protagonist led to death as 

a result of a troubling encounter with Gustav (who possesses a power to turn his words 

into effects, acts and reality) but also the female protagonist – once ending up in tears and 

despair at the death of her most beloved husband – loses to the patriarchy represented by 

Gustav. Her loss is acknowledged through the last line of the play put into Gustav’s 

mouth: “She really does love him too. Poor creature!” (164). The egalitarian love 

relationship – which both parties admitted to be happy with – is thus ruined when the 

patriarch steps in, and not because patriarchy was absent from it. As Mitchell also notes 

in his discussion of Strindberg’s proto-feminist portrays of gender, it is Adolf’s 

concession to Gustav’s patriarchal mentality that brings about his death (131).   

 Creditors thus stages an egalitarian couple who subvert the patriarchal order not 

only by transgressing normative gender expectations but also by engaging in hyperbolic 

(and parodic) displays of masculinity and femininity. While Strindberg has gained a 

reputation as a misogynist, his Creditors – with protagonists who perform subversive and 

dynamic gender identities – puts into question the prevailing binary system of gender 

hierarchy.  
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PART III      

ETHICAL SUBJECTIVITY 
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Introduction to Part III 

 
 

Part II situated subjectivity with theatrical presentations of transgression to bring forward 

discussions around the dynamics of subject formation as a performative process that 

subsumes an ambivalent interaction with normative power structures. That the subject is 

formed in relations of power does not negate subjective agency. Rather, within 

performative practices lies a potential for contesting the constitutive terms of power. As 

I have thus argued so far, the subject is affected by normative power structures that 

condition its emergence, but it also effects change through contesting those constraining 

forces. In Part III, I focus on the notion of alterity as yet another external force at play in 

the construction of the subject, and in so doing, I consider the ethical dimension of 

subjectivity that lies in the relation between the self and the other.  

In Chapter Six (forthcoming as a journal article in Textual Practice), I set out to 

show how self-opacity – an inevitably incoherent knowledge of the self – is built into our 

formation as a subject and how we emerge and transform in the context of our encounters 

with others.  To this end and within the prism of Butler’s conception of an ethics of the 

subject, I analyse Howard Barker’s The Fence in Its Thousandth Year (2005) – a 

startlingly complex moral exploration with an extraordinary rich text unique to Barker’s 

unconventional dramatic aesthetic. While Butler corroborates the impossibility of giving 

an exhaustive account of the self and emphasizes the narrative identity to be essentially 

fictional, Photo – Barker’s blind character in The Fence – occupies the impossible 

position of being present at the scene of his birth by making a phantasmal regression to 

the infantile to give a first-hand account of his own emergence. The characters’ pursuit 

of ecstasy gets ethical as they are compelled outside themselves to dramatize the 

reciprocity of giving and taking recognition. They cannot survive unless they provide a 

narrative account of themselves, and they mature as they give their accounts up. The 

Fence, is a story of struggling to reach the other through physical and emotional fences 

and reveals unknowingness about oneself as a fundamental vulnerability in the condition 

of being a human.  

Chapter Seven (forthcoming as a book chapter in Edward Albee as a Theatrical 

and Dramatic Innovator) seeks to expand on this discussion of ethical relationality in the 

context of kinship and vulnerability and through a look at Edward Albee’s innovative 

dramatization of a human-animal-human crisis. Albee’s The Goat, or Who is Sylvia? blurs 

the boundaries between human and animal to unveil the transgressive impulses and 
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perplexing emotions that define and disrupt our most intimate bonds. Albee substitutes 

the human with an anthropomorphized animal at the centre of an epiphanic recognition 

scene where the human forms a queer kinship with the animal, thus breaking ties with his 

human kin. How do the human and animal become kin whilst the bonds of kinship 

between humans break apart? What subjects the animal to bodily harm in the hands of 

humans blinded by passion, rage and grief? Albee’s turbulent tale of love and loss 

provides us with a context to think about the interplay of kinship and the ethics of 

vulnerability and violence. Here, Albee’s unsettling provocation of conventions of the 

tragic genre are put into dialogue with Judith Butler’s ethics of vulnerability and her 

reading of Emmanuel Levinas’s ethical philosophy of the face.  

Within the focal point of ethical subjectivity, Part III locates our transgressive 

impulses in relation to our ethical ties to the other, and in so doing, delves into the issues 

of recognition, self-reflexivity, responsibility, interdependency, vulnerability and 

violence. 
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Chapter Six      

Reaching through The Fence: Howard Barker’s Dramatic Account of Ethical 

Subjectivity81 

 

 

Howard Barker’s play The Fence in Its Thousandth Year (2005) has a striking opening. 

The first scene discovers Algeria, a Duchess and a representative of state power, at a 

frontier fence in the dark of the night. She flings up her skirt against the fence wire to 

copulate with an impatient crowd of queuing outcasts on the other side, who are referred 

to only as “thieves”. A light appears and Algeria departs, laughing. The scene ends here, 

but she repeats the same ritual, seemingly nightly, throughout the play. This first scene 

introduces noteworthy points for discussion: (a) What is the significance of this frontier 

fence in relation to the politics of recognition?82 And (b) What is the nature of Algeria’s 

sexual encounter with the outcasts labelled thieves? As the play proceeds, Algeria is 

found to have an incestuous relationship with her own blind son, Photo. By the time the 

play ends, the adolescent Photo has made a phantasmal return to the infantile, giving an 

account of his own birth and the story of his origin from within his pram.  

As an emblem of Barker’s Theatre of Catastrophe, The Fence “takes moral 

speculation, and not social imitation, as its unfaltering objective” (Barker, Arguments for 

a Theatre 111; original emphasis). Barker expects his audience to experience a sense of 

anxiety that results from failing to recognize the staged actions and characters. He notes 

that his characters are dynamic rather than sympathetic: They command attention, and 

their “actions are mesmeric, impulsive, and unlicensed, not insane but socially criminal” 

(Barker, Arguments for a Theatre 111). The Fence could be seen as the paradigm of the 

challenge that The Theatre of Catastrophe poses to the conventional understandings of 

morality. However, and paradoxically enough, this play can be read as a dramatic 

portrayal of subject formation in the context of ethical relationality. Within this moral 

                                                            
81 Accepted on 22 December 2017 for publication in Textual Practice.  
82 In Frames of War: When Is Life Grievable? (2009) Butler explains that within a Hegelian frame, 
“recognition is an act or practice undertaken by at least two subjects”, and “constitutes a reciprocal 
action”; thus, “recognizability describes those general conditions on the basis of which 
recognition can and does take place” (6). Butler focuses on the relationship between recognition 
and social normativity, arguing that the scene of recognition assumes a set of cultural norms that 
condition who can be recognized as human. Recognition, as Butler understands it and as Moya 
Lloyd, in Judith Butler: From Norms to Politics (2007), clarifies, “is a process based on the 
operation of particular norms, norms that determine who counts as human” (144), and thus, “not 
everyone can be recognized because not everyone figures as normatively human” (144).  
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philosophical context, The Fence reveals itself to be a struggle for recognition and a quest 

for narrative identity, which is to be revealed as essentially incoherent and incomplete. In 

an interview with Elisabeth Angel-Perez et al (2011), Barker asserts that he does not think 

of himself as an ethical person and believes that his plays have little ethics as “theatre is 

a place where one need not be moral” (“About Things on the Stage” 147).83 However, as 

Charles Lamb, drawing on Levinasian ethics, notes in The Theatre of Howard Barker 

(2005),  “In the world of a Barker play, which Barker himself now describes as  ‘a-moral’, 

the ethical finds its focus in the relation with the Other” (48). Calling Barker “a moral 

activist who paradoxically discards all set morals”, Angel-Perez (2006) also draws on 

Levinasian ethics to argue that “Barker stages a post-traumatic, defaced humanity as a 

first step towards the opening of an ethical stage” and that due to the presence of an 

inferred sense of loss, “Barker’s theatre enables the advent of the Other and opens the 

ethical space: Barker’s plays proclaim their amorality so as to ground their ethicality” 

(“Facing Defacement: Barker and Levinas” 137, 147).84 

Employing Butler’s account of subject formation in relation to alterity in this 

textual analysis will provide a framework to identify an ethical dimension in The Fence 

as well as extend further the previous critical accounts that have interpreted the play as a 

metaphorical exploration of identity and a theatrical articulation of sexual encounter.85 In 

Howard Barker: Ecstasy and Death (2009), David Ian Rabey claims that “The Fence, 

like The Castle, is profoundly metaphorical in its entwined explorations of public and 

personal identity in ways that are not restricted or limited to the specifics of time and 

place” (217). He points out that “Barker’s characters wrestle with profound experiences 

which estrange others, their surroundings and even their selves to themselves” (8). Where 

                                                            
83 In Arguments for a Theatre, Barker writes that “tragedy exists simply because the pain of others, 
and subsequently our own, is a necessity to witness—not to make sense of, not for a utility value, 
but as something for itself’ (113). This opposition to tragedy’s moral didacticism is a reversal of 
Aristotelian aesthetics. As Matthew Roberts clarifies in “From Pain, Poetry: Howard Barker’s 
Blok/Eko and the Poetics of Plethoric Theater” (2014), for Barker, Aristotelian tragedy is an art 
form that arouses “the dangerous emotions of pity and terror through catharsis” which “arrests 
the death of the tragic protagonist in order to reinforce social normativity” (262). Barker’s 
emphasis on staging pain, Roberts continues, is meant to trouble “the ability to situate suffering 
in an aesthetic paradigm that would elaborate, or teach, moral lessons” (262).  
84 For another instance of engagement with ethics in relation to Barker’s drama see Alireza 
Fakhrkonandeh in “Noli Me Tangere: The Efflorescence of the Third Skin in the Torsions of Pain 
in Howard Barker’s The Europeans” (2017). 
85 While I will discern the ethical implications of Algeria’s transgressive sexuality and Photo’s 
regression to the infantile, this is not an attempt to assign to the play a utilitarian value or to confer 
upon it anything like a message or a moral. The ethicality that I expand upon ought to be 
understood in terms of formative relationality or the ethical relation between the self and the other, 
which is constitutive of who we are.  
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Karoline Gritzner (2005) writes on sexuality in Barker’s theatre, she notes that sexual 

desire “signifies a tragic encounter with the Other and catapults individuals into an 

awareness of their own limitations and possibilities” (95). Gritzner’s focus on the 

theatrical articulation of erotic desire and sexual encounter in Barker’s theatre suggests 

that “the encounter of the self with the Other in love and in death produces a profound 

sense of longing and anxiety, which in Barker’s theory of tragic theatre is transformed 

into ecstasy” (96). Gritzner addresses the notion of ecstasy in relation to the ways Barker 

theatricalizes sexuality, and only briefly refers to ecstasy in terms of  “being beside 

oneself” and “losing one’s center”, writing that this aspect of the notion of ecstasy is 

physicalized in performance of Barker’s work through “the characters’ unbalanced 

postures and uneven walks” (97). However, for the purpose of this study, I will 

specifically focus on the playtext though I recognize that, in performance, the analysis 

may raise supplementary interpretation. Drawing on Judith Butler, I will expand on the 

implications of the ecstatic nature of subjectivity manifested in the self’s displacement 

from itself in encounter with the Other.86 

Giving an Account of Oneself (2005), which was first published as an article in 

2001, presents Judith Butler’s ideas on subjectivity and subject formation in the context 

of ethical philosophy, and as she puts it, is “a post-Hegelian account of recognition that 

seeks to establish the social basis for giving an account of oneself” (Butler, Giving an 

Account 20). She draws upon Hegel, Friedrich Nietzsche, Michel Foucault, Emmanuel 

Levinas, Jean Laplanche, Theodore Adorno, and Adriana Cavarero to present a 

framework for understanding ethical responsibility, which takes into account the 

formation of subject in relationality and self-opacity. Thus, she offers both a 

comprehensive theory of how the subject is formed in relation to the Other and why the 

source of ethical responsibility must be located in the subject’s opacity to itself. Rebutting 

the view that the post-structuralist subject − one that is, as Butler implies, divided, 

incoherent, implicated in the life of the other and unable to access the conditions of its 

own emergence − cannot serve as the ground for moral agency, she calls for a reframing 

of ethics by showing that a theory of subject formation that acknowledges the limits of 

self-knowledge can provide possibilities for ethics and, indeed, for responsibility (Giving 

                                                            
86 Alireza Fakhrkonandeh (2017) has argued that “the self in Barker’s plays is characterized by 
heteronomous becoming, intercorporeal relationality, multiplicity, and self-difference; in short, it 
is a self as (a heteronomously autonomous) relationality and a self in relation to singular alterity 
(as expounded in Levinas’ ethics of the other) and a self-in-process/crisis” (10). For his extended 
application of these terms to Barker’s drama see “The Acousmatic Voice as the Chiasmatic Flesh: 
An Analysis of Howard Barker’s Gertrude-The Cry” (2014). 
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an Account 19). That a subject is not fully knowable to itself, that is its opacity, may 

follow from its formation as a relational being in the context of social conditions which 

are not always available to conscious knowledge. Butler argues that “moments of 

unknowingness about oneself tend to emerge in the context of relations” which “become 

partially irrecoverable to us”, and thus, self-opacity is built into our formation as a 

consequence of being formed in relations of dependency (Butler, Giving an Account 12).  

In framing her theory of subject formation in the context of ethical relationality, 

Butler cites a literary example not dissimilar to Barker’s pram-speaking character, Photo. 

She refers to David Copperfield’s introductory chapter, “I am Born”, as Charles 

Dickens’s fantastic presentation of narrative capacity in that the narrator speaks shrewdly 

of the details of his own birth and the events preceding it (Senses of the Subject 3). 

Objectively, one cannot go back to a temporality prior to being born, yet the story of one’s 

emergence can be reconstructed from a position of non-presence. That is, an account of 

one’s origin can only be given as narrative and in a fictional direction. Giving an account 

of oneself, however, is not the same as telling a story about oneself (Butler, Giving an 

Account 12), nor is there a “final or adequate narrative reconstruction of the prehistory of 

the speaking ‘I’” (78). The self nevertheless has the capacity to present itself in narrative 

and at the moment of narration it becomes a speculative philosopher or fiction writer 

(Butler, Giving an Account 78). As the “I” starts to give an account of itself and the 

conditions of its own emergence, it finds out that it is already implicated in the lives of 

others. An attempt to give an account of oneself, thus, founders upon understanding one’s 

exposure to the other in a context not fully accessible to oneself. Barker’s The Fence, 

being a story of struggling to reach the other through physical and emotional fences, finds 

a place in relation to this theoretical standpoint and reveals unknowingness about oneself 

as a fundamental vulnerability in the condition of being a human.87 

In the first section, I examine the significance of the symbol of the fence in relation 

to the politics of recognition and also explore the manner in which recognition and 

                                                            
87 Gritzner argues that Barker’s tragedies explore self-discovery, self-consciousness and self-
reflexivity, not as “a search for wholeness” or “an attempt to unify the fragments of the self” but 
rather “to become painfully aware of one’s contradictions” (“Towards an Aesthetic of the Sublime 
in Howard Barker’s Theatre” 86). As in The Fence, this exploration of the self could also be 
observed in other Barker plays. For example, in The Europeans Starhemberg forces an officer to 
talk to him and tell him the story of his life: “tell me in a child-like way, for my infant ears, the 
beauty of your life” (149). The officer tries to impart, or rather construct, a narrative account of 
himself. While he struggles and admits that he cannot remember much of it, Starhemberg pleads, 
“Paint it! Make me love you” (Plays One 149). Self-narrating motifs are also prevalent in Barker’s 
Dead Hands. While grieving his father’s death, Istvan says: “[W]hat do I do I make his death 
another pretext for self-laceration self-examination self-intoxication self self self I am so tired of 
self I am so sick with I this I my I” (19).  
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identity politics intersect in the scenes where Algeria engages in sexual encounters with 

strangers (or thieves) through the frontier fence wire. The second section is a discussion 

of how Photo, the blind protagonist, navigates the process of recognition that eventually 

leads him to a phantasmatic regression to the infantile, empowering him to provide a 

narrative account of himself. The third section, ‘Reversals and revelations’, will 

recapitulate and analyse what happens in the final scenes.  

 

Recognition and recognizability: the thieves, the fence and the Duchess 
 

Self-consciousness exists in itself and for itself, in that, and by the fact that 
it exists for another self-consciousness; that is to say, it is only by being 
acknowledged or ‘recognized’. 

 (Hegel, Phenomenology of Mind  216) 

 

We are not separate identities in the struggle for recognition but are 
already involved in a reciprocal exchange, an exchange that dislocates us 
from our positions, our subject positions, and allows us to see that 
community itself requires the recognition that we are all, in different ways, 
striving for recognition.  

(Butler, Precarious Life 44)  

 

The introduction to the first production of The Fence on the Wrestling School’s website 

makes note of the significance of the fence as “a powerful barrier that must be overcome 

in order to move both individuals and society forward”.88 The fence is not only a political 

symbol of physical frontiers dividing communities and cultures but it also implies a 

barrier to self-recognition and knowledge of the self. Algeria’s sexual self-exposure 

through the fence could be seen as her attempt to overcome the barrier to reach the Other 

who reciprocally also recognizes her in sexual union. This reciprocity is an essential 

element in the process of attaining self-knowledge which, according to Hegel, is 

impossible without the self being aware of itself “as an object of possible awareness for 

other human beings” (Williamson 105). Beginning with a contextualization of Algeria’s 

transgressive sexuality within Hegel’s scheme of recognition, I will move on to Butler to 

present an ethical definition of recognition which is, in Butler’s words, “less based on 

knowledge than on an apprehension of epistemic limits” (Giving an Account 43). Butler’s 

reflections expand the Hegelian model of reciprocal recognition into a conception of an 

encounter with alterity “that is irreducible to sameness” (Giving an Account 27), one that 

                                                            
88 See “The Fence”, The Wrestling School Website (2005).  
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builds upon the recognition of oneself and the other as opaque, partially blind and 

constitutively limited. Within this Butlerian framework, the subject exists by virtue of its 

relation to the other as well as to the sphere of social normativity within which recognition 

takes place. By virtue of its dependence on the other and social norms, therefore, the 

subject is constituted by an essential failure to provide a complete and coherent account 

of its “I”.89 In an interview with Mark Brown (2011), Barker asserts that the fence is a 

symbol of separation, the ambiguity of which relies in the fact that it helps to “privilege” 

a group of people over another at the same time that it protects one against “the inveterate 

hostility” of the other (200). The play’s plot occurs on the privileged side of the fence 

whose inhabitants seem disdainful of those on the other side, believing them to be 

uncultured thieves. Scene 3 reveals these privileged residents regularly perform an empty 

ritual − one with no effect and no expected result − in front of the fence. They sprinkle 

the frontier with watering cans prior to flinging the empty watering cans over the wire. 

All the while they are chanting “CO-PY” in unison, which could have once served as a 

symbolic act of inviting the so-called thieves to practise farming and irrigation. They fail, 

however, to go beyond this in recognizing the residents of the other side, who are denied 

their humanity by being referred to merely as “thieves”.  

That the first scene depicts Algeria at the fence and in a sexual encounter with the 

outcasts is thus of significance. Algeria goes through a certain risking of the self, which 

according to Levinas and as Butler clarifies, is a sign of virtue (“Giving an Account” 

22).90 In a Hegelian sense, without being recognized as a person by the Other, self-

recognition would be an impossible achievement. Reciprocal recognition involves “the 

breaking down of separating barriers, and the healing of estrangement” (Williamson 106). 

                                                            
89 Hegelian recognition is pervasive in Butler’s work and her post-Hegelian account of 
recognition, which, by introducing the social workings of normativity into the scene of 
recognition, moves beyond Hegel’s dyadic scene of the self and the other. Rather than 
understanding recognition as a merely dyadic structure, Butler takes account of the social and 
linguistic norms and conventions that condition the scene of recognition and make it something 
more than a dyadic exchange. In spite of this point of departure from Hegel, Butler’s work is 
foundationally bound to Hegel. In Subjects of Desire she writes: “In a sense, all of my work 
remains within the orbit of a certain set of Hegelian questions: What is the relation between desire 
and recognition, and how is it that the constitution of the subject entails a radical and constitutive 
relation to alterity?” (xx). As Nancy Fraser and Axel Honneth put it in their introductory chapter 
to Redistribution Or Recognition?: A Political-Philosophical Exchange (2003), any 
conceptualization of “today’s struggles over identity and difference” are indebted to the concept 
of recognition which is a “venerable category of Hegelian philosophy” (1). For Butler’s 
engagement with Hegelian recognition and a critique of her reliance on this concept see Hannah 
Stark’s “Judith Butler’s Post-Hegelian Ethics and the Problem with Recognition” (2004).  
90 Butler’s discussions of ethical subjectivity in Giving an Account of Oneself were first presented 
in an article of the same title in Diacritics 31.4 (2001): 22–40.  
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Algeria and the thieves form a union through mutual recognition which is symbolized by 

sexual intercourse. Strikingly, Hegel has employed a theorized sexual union between man 

and woman to clarify his notion of recognition and how it leads to self-awareness. As 

Pinkard (2000) clarifies Hegel’s standpoint, “self-conscious sexual union is […] more 

than the ‘natural’, biological attraction of the sexes” (Pinkard 191); it is, as Hegel puts it, 

a union through which one’s “uncultured (ungebildetes) natural self is recognized” 

(Hegel, qtd. in Pinkard 191). In this union with the other, each agent “cancels and 

preserves his and her individuality, each comes ‘to have his essence in the other,’ and 

each comes to self-knowledge in being ‘external to self’” (Pinkard 191), which conveys 

the idea of ek-stasis or ecstasy. Hegel (and following him, Butler) view recognition as a 

process of ek-stasis. 

Ecstasy and ecstatic sexuality play a significant role in Barker’s theatre. Rabey 

writes that in Barker’s plays ecstasy refers to “the most intensive convulsive drama of the 

body and the self experienced between life and death […] involving the possible sense of 

disintegration from a former bodily centre and sensory relocation in other constituent 

parts, perhaps involving the sense of being outside oneself” (Ecstasy and Death 15). 

Barker notes that “sexuality is the only thing that draws us completely out of ourselves 

and exposes the extreme, the will to conquer and submit on both sides of the partnership, 

[…] the most extraordinary facet of existence” and this is why, he admits, many of his 

characters find sexuality “the only place where they can be themselves … in the 

passionate embrace with another if she, he, permits it …” (qtd. in Rabey, Ecstasy and 

Death 15).91 Erotic desire and ecstasy give Barker’s characters the power to exercise 

agency and subvert moral and social orders, which could account for Rabey’s description 

of Barker’s theatre as one adhering to desire and politics.92   

In The Fence, sexual desire is what empowers the protagonists to transgress the 

terms of social normativity, and it is the force through which, as I will argue, they become 

aware of their constitutive limitations − their ecstatic relationality and self-opacity. 

Desire, ecstasy and recognition are fundamental to Butler’s account of subject formation. 

As Birgit Schippers argues, clarifying Butler’s standpoint, desire can only “occur under 

conditions of sociality and plurality, producing a ‘deconstitution of singularity’ that 

comports the ‘I’ beyond itself” (20). This, Schippers continues, leads us to the notion of 

                                                            
91 Characters depicting the extremes of sexual desire can be found in other Barker’s plays; for 
example, Ann in The Castle, Gertrude in Gertrude, The Cry, The Queen in Knowledge and a Girl: 
The Snow White Case, Sleev in I Saw Myself and Helen in The Bite of the Night. 
92 See David Ian Rabey’s Howard Barker: Politics and Desire: An Expository Study of His Drama 
and Poetry 1969−87 (1989). 
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ek-stasis which Butler borrows from Hegel to capture the concept of a dispossessed and 

relational subject − one whose body becomes the medium through which it engages with 

the world. Following Hegel, desire is not experienced in isolation, rather it “clashes with 

the desire of an other, culminating in a struggle for recognition that, potentially, provides 

us with a sense of self (22). Desire, thereby, “brings corporeality, antagonism, and passion 

into politics” and “raises the spectre of recognition” which is at the heart of Judith Butler’s 

political philosophy (22–23), and arguably, at the heart of The Fence.  

Algeria’s offering of recognition to the thieves, expressed in her transgressive 

sexuality, discloses an ethical capacity and a moral implication. This is not only because 

she recognizes those who do not figure as normatively human but also because she 

understands herself as a relational being who needs to reach the human Other on the route 

to self-knowledge, which turns out to be fundamentally limited. In a review of Butler’s 

Giving an Account of Oneself, Simmons (2006) notes that “the basis for morality is not 

self-identity, but the exposure to others; not self-recursion, but constitutive 

incompleteness; not a final subjective narrative, but the continual desire and attempt to 

not close down the task of narrative itself” (86). Thus, Algeria’s act of exposing herself 

at the fence, however immoral on the surface, has an ethical importance. Her corporeal 

exposure is an ecstatic movement driving her outside of herself into a sphere in which she 

is, at the same time, dispossessed of herself and constituted as a subject (Butler, Giving 

an Account 115). This is an acknowledgment of her constitutive incompleteness − that 

her identity is constituted by virtue of its relation with others and through “its difference 

from a limitless set of other identities” (Butler, “Restaging the Universal” 30–31).  

That Algeria goes to the fence every night to meet with the thieves is a 

transformative encounter in which she risks herself at a moment of unknowingness about 

herself and undergoes a dispossession of herself to become undone in relation to the Other 

(the thieves). Being dispossessed of oneself is an ecstatic movement in which one realizes 

that “no ‘I’ belongs to itself” (Butler, Giving an Account 132). This is, thus, the 

understanding that the “I” can only come into being through exposure and an address, and 

hence the condition under which morality emerges (Butler, Giving an Account 132, 8). 

Ethics, Moya Lloyd clarifies, “is an effect of dispossession, of ecstatic relationality” and 

acting ethically entails admitting that, to quote Butler, “I am my relation to ‘you’” (“The 

Ethics and Politics of Vulnerable Bodies” 183). In other words, acknowledging that one 
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is constituted by relationality is the precondition of ethical responsiveness.93 Algeria 

concedes that she is primarily impinged upon by the world and her “willingness to be 

undone in relation to others constitutes” her “chance of becoming human (Butler, Giving 

an Account 136.).  

As Butler writes in clarifying Cavarero’s view, “the ‘I’ encounters the Other not 

as a specific set of contents, but as a being fundamentally exposed, visible, seen, existing 

in a bodily way and of necessity in a domain of appearance”, and the subject understands 

this exposure to constitute its singularity (“Giving an Account” 25). Algeria’s encounter 

with the thieves is a symbolic and dramatic realization of this view. She cannot will the 

exposure away since not only has she no control over it but it is also a feature of her very 

corporeality and her life. “As a being constituted bodily in the public sphere”, Algeria is 

exposed, and this is both a part of her “publicity” and a way that she becomes 

“recognizable through the operation of norms” (Butler, “Giving an Account” 25). Algeria 

cannot stop being exposed to the Other as this is the only way through which she becomes 

a recognizable subject. What happens every night at the fence is an act through which 

Algeria exposes her uniqueness to the thieves, or the Other, and a process through which 

the uniqueness of the Other is exposed to her. Algeria is “this body exposed to a publicity 

that is variably and alternately intimate and anonymous” (Butler, “Giving an Account” 

25; original emphasis). She is transformed through her encounter with alterity. Later in 

                                                            
93 This contention that as a consequence of being formed in dependency, we are constituted by a 
fundamental self-opacity and an inability to narrate the “I” (the recognition of which is the 
precondition of ethical responsiveness) can also be extended to the practical performative aspect 
of Barker’s theatre. In “A Gallery of Images” David Ian Rabey, exploring the dramatic encounters 
within Barker’s The Forty, offers a model of a dynamic feedback loop of character (and 
performer) which he develops from observations by Gerrard McArthur and Phillip Zarrilli. Rabey 
formulates a set of four questions that depict “a mutually informing ‘loop’ between (physical) 
gesture and internal (imaginative) imagery in performance” (239): 
 

1. What is this new her/him that is happening to her/him? 
2. What is this new her/him that is happening to me? 
3. What is this new me that is happening to me? 
4. What is this new me that is happening to her/him? (238) 
 

He writes that this loop applies to “moments in which characters/performers hear themselves 
speaking, and feel and see themselves performing gestures and actions, surprisingly, in relation 
to others: the consequences of which are explored in a predominantly silent time” (239). This also 
seems to cohere with what in Giving an Account Butler describes, in a Levinasian fashion, as the 
breaking down of the “I” in the presence of the other, or “by virtue of the Other’s face, voice, or 
silent presence” when it finds out that it cannot impart an account of itself, and instead, recruits 
“the other into the scene of its own opacity to itself” (69).  
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the play, while naked behind the perimeter fence of an asylum94, she voices this difference 

by reciting her “poetry” to an onstage audience: 

 

The poem is about things you could never understand so life-infested are 

you so deep in the lie-pond it would be as if an exotic fish dredged from 

eight miles deep were placed on a starched tablecloth and under bright 

lights asked to lend opinion on an arcane subject for example Latin verbs 

poor fish poor you eyeless they are at that depth and so are you ugly and 

eyeless there was the poem that was the poem to hate is also poetry thank 

you thank you. (64)  

 

Giving an account of Photo 
 

Having presented Algeria in union with strangers through the wire of the fence in the first 

scene, the play proceeds to the funeral of Algeria’s third husband and how she 

impetuously accepts Doorway’s marriage proposal in the cemetery. Also present is Photo, 

a teenage boy who calls Algeria “aunt” but proceeds to describe his sexual relations with 

her to the onstage public and the audience:  

 

I kiss my aunt I strip my aunt I put my lips between her legs she moans 

she heaves her eyes roll in her head my darling boy she shouts she shakes 

like killers kicked her piss shit I beg I will her voice I will this voice this 

voice. (12) 

 

As Algeria announces her intention to marry Doorway, Photo (who Doorway has 

repeatedly labelled a suicide) threatens to kill himself. As he runs out of the cemetery in 

loss and embarrassment, Algeria reveals to Doorway that Photo is not her nephew, but 

her son. Doorway and Photo later engage in a conversation at the fence where Doorway 

expresses his confusion and suspicion as to why Algeria visits the fence every night in 

high-heeled shoes, hat and gloves. This suspicion about Algeria’s visits to the fence will 

prove to play a significant role in Photo’s struggle with self-recognition.  

                                                            
94 Nakedness is a recurring motif in Barker’s drama. Pertinent to this analysis of Algeria is 
Eleneore Obis’s account of nakedness in Barker’s drama as “the characters’ quest for knowledge” 
and unclothing as looking for “some revelation about either the self or the other” (74).  
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In a later scene, Doorway tries to reveal Algeria’s secret to Photo, but he cannot 

go further than saying “YOUR AUNT […] IS NO AUNT TO YOU” (33). He finds 

himself unable to reveal the truth as he witnesses Photo’s innocent blindness and finds 

himself too kind to do so: “(To Istoria) You asked me to be kind … No man was ever 

more so it’s unhealthy” (34). Doorway’s constant questioning of Photo’s relationship with 

his aunt urges the latter to defend himself by providing an account of what he thinks is 

his true identity. He attempts to provide Doorway with a story of his birth and a 

description of the nature of his relation with Algeria, as if to absolve himself of adultery. 

Photo starts to give an account because he is asked to do so, he is addressed and he has 

an act (incest) attributed to him, that inheres, in Butler’s words, “a certain threat of 

punishment”. It is in fearful response to this implied accusation that he offers himself as 

an “I”, trying to reconstruct his deeds (Giving an Account 11). However, the account he 

provides of his birth is far from reality: “The Duchess is my aunt only as a consequence 

of her sister’s limitless capacity for pity among so many orphans I was the only one born 

blind a handicap she found irresistible I was not so much adopted as snatched” (32). 

Doorway’s consistent labelling of Photo as “a suicide” is a condemnation that seeks to 

annihilate Photo and is likely to destroy the conditions for his autonomy and “erode” his 

“capacity” for “both self-reflection and social recognition”, which for Butler constitute 

“two practices that are […] essential to any substantive account of ethical life” (“Giving 

an Account” 31). In other words, that Doorway constantly calls Photo a suicide is a 

denunciation intended to paralyse, undermine, and destroy Photo’s capacity for ethical 

reflection and conduct, which creates the potential to lead to suicidal conclusions,95 and 

Photo does later become suicidal.     

Hints and clues gradually pile up to lead Photo towards the realization of the truth 

about his birth. In Scene 9, Barker creates a powerful dramatic irony as Photo encounters 

Youterus, the blind thief who we learn is his father. While they play chess, he finds 

himself acutely engaged by Youterus, but he is still blind to the truth about his parentage. 

Algeria and Doorway arrive to quarrel over telling Photo the truth. Youterus leaves while 

Algeria and Doorway are in conversation:  

 

DOORWAY. Tell him […] Give the boy who never was a boy a truth to 

match his genius let him employ his oceanic and celestial intelligence to 

                                                            
95 See Butler, “Giving an Account” 31.  
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render an offence that would make suicides of the rest of us a […] mildly 

disconcerting footnote in a family history. (41) 

 

Doorway gives up and leaves as Algeria and Photo resist hearing. Youterus returns to 

resume playing chess with Photo. He narrates to Photo how he had seen Algeria at the 

fence and how he had managed to reach her through the fence: “OH LET A BLIND BOY 

THROUGH” (43). Then in a startling exchange with Algeria, Photo announces, “I have 

met my wife” (42) … “We are waiting for her sixteenth birthday” (43), and ignores 

Algeria’s begging him to come home.  

The course of events reach a climax in Scene 10. Firstly, as I pointed out earlier, 

we see a transformation – inspired by Algeria’s long-performed sexual acts at the fence 

– in the nature of the ritual that the peasant women once performed at the fence. Now, 

they arrive without watering cans and, leaning forward with their bottoms against the 

fence, fling up their skirts in rehearsed movements, which inspires Istoria to call Algeria 

a legend. Secondly, Photo enters, announcing “I COULDN’T MARRY MY SISTER […] 

HER ME BOTH BLIND BOTH ORPHANS BOTH INFINITELY CLEVER BOTH 

WITH THE SAME DAD” (47). In a moment that brings to mind Samuel Beckett’s 

Vladimir and Estragon in Waiting for Godot, Algeria and Photo prepare to commit suicide 

by slashing one another’s wrists, while Photo keeps asking Algeria who his mother is. As 

Algeria admits that she is his mother, Photo cries, “DESCRIBE THE BIRTH […] THE 

AGONY UNDRESS THE AWFUL CRIES UNDRESS UNDRESS” (50).  

This enlightening encounter with Algeria as mother as well as a lover is one that 

ultimately transforms Photo. The most knowledgeable and the cleverest of all comes to 

admit the limits of self-knowledge, confessing, “I was the cleverest the most perceptive 

and the most intuitive of all human beings not only those who live but those who did live 

and live no longer still I was ignorant” (61). In a confessional scenario, and generally 

speaking, in practices requiring one to tell the truth of oneself, the relation to oneself 

entails “a limit to knowledge as much as self-examination in the interests of self-

knowledge” (Mills 54). Self-reflexivity always entails a kind of failure in that it is an 

open-ended attempt to  “‘return’ to a self from a situation of being foreign to oneself” 

(Butler, qtd. in Mills 54).96 Being exposed to the Other in the act of recognition entails 

being put outside ourselves; that is, “being non-identical with ourselves”, and it also 

makes us vulnerable to others (Fareld 131). This vulnerability is implied in Photo’s 

                                                            
96 Mills is referencing Butler, Giving an Account 129.  
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formation as a subject, and as he is, as a subject, constitutively dependent on others, he 

cannot be fully apparent to himself (Fareld 131). Photo’s confession, acknowledging the 

limits to self-knowledge, is an act of recognition through which he becomes a different 

person and from then on he is unable to return to what he was before. The act of 

recognition is a process that ultimately transforms the subject and makes a return to the 

self impossible. For the emergent Photo, no return to self and no recovery from self-loss 

are possible (Butler, Subjects of Desire xxi). As Butler elucidates, the impossibility of a 

return to self means that loss is constitutive in the process of recognition in that an 

irreversible transformation is involved. Through the process of recognition, the subject is 

comported outside itself (suggesting an ecstatic movement), and the only way for the 

subject to know itself is “through a mediation” that occurs in a norm outside the subject 

(Butler, “Giving an Account” 23). Photo’s encounter with his lover-mother forces him to 

admit the limits of self-knowledge as well as his vulnerability, and propels him outside 

of himself (a state of ecstasy), conferring upon him a sense of loss. “The subject of 

recognition is one for whom a vacillation between loss and ecstasy is inevitable” (Butler, 

“Giving an Account” 23). Photo expresses such indecisiveness when he offers two 

paradoxical justifications as to why Algeria has seemingly become sterile after his birth: 

“ONE/ So great was the Mother’s passion for her first born God deemed it cruel to expose 

a second to a withering neglect/TWO […] So great was God’s wrath on the mother’s 

unholy ecstasy” (58).  

Realizing that Algeria is actually his mother, Photo finds himself to have 

completely been unknowing about his origin. Later in the play, he is infantilised to be the 

subject who comes to “re-experience itself […] unknowing about who it is. And then the 

‘I’ is […] breaking down in certain very specific ways in front of the Other or, to 

anticipate Levinas, in the face of the Other” (Butler, “Giving an Account” 35). Following 

a symbolical reversion to infancy97, we see Photo emerging from the pram and narrating 

his birth in a fantastic way, explaining how he scratches the womb of his mother: “with 

my little nails I scratch the walls of you […] I scratch my slogans on the walls of you” 

(60).  It is as if Photo is witnessing his time in the womb and is now gaining access to the 

means to provide a narrative account of himself. Photo’s reversion to infancy can 

                                                            
97 In “Melancholy Ontology, Evental Ethics, and the Lost (m)Other in Howard Barker’s Theatre 
of Catastrophe: An Analysis of 13 Objects” (2016), Fakhrkonandeh observes that in Barker’s The 
Last Supper, Early Hours of a Reviled Man, Ego in Arcadia and Animals in Paradise, there are 
“climactic moments” where we see the characters “relapse into childhood, a narcissistic 
infantalization [sic] entailing a moment of anamnesis in the personal history and a consequent 
eruption or unearthing of an explicit relation between the protagonist and the mother (whether 
actual or phantasmatic)” (391).  
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symbolize what Butler calls an exceptional “fantastic narrative turn” that enables the 

subject to return to the primary impressionability that establishes the subject’s 

relationship with the world (Butler, Senses of the subject 15−16). His description of his 

time in the womb marks the paradoxical condition of trying to narrate something about 

his formation which in fact precedes his narrative capacity (Butler, Senses of the subject 

2). 

Consciousness, in Hegelian terms, “consists in the process of becoming an other 

to itself, i.e. an object for its own self, and in transcending this otherness” (Hegel 84). In 

other words, Photo’s gaining knowledge consists in a return from alienation, that is, in 

his initial becoming an Other to himself and then overcoming this otherness. This is to 

say that Photo’s gaining self-awareness is symbolically equal to overcoming the otherness 

of the thieves and admitting that he is, in part, one of them. His alienated self – his true 

identity, or the thief in him – is no longer an alien to him but perceived as constituted by 

the operations of his own consciousness:  

 

I despised all thieves […] and now […] I cannot sleep for wondering if the 

thief’s in me […] Knowledge I don’t know what I think of knowledge any 

more […] Every time I contemplate an action I ask myself is this act free 

is it my own act or is it the thief in me? (50–51) 

 

Reversals and revelations  
 

Algeria’s visits to the fence and her ritual of copulating with the thieves eventually leads 

the thieves to be recognized by others. In Scene 10, we see the women, who had 

previously been seen with the watering cans, perform a transformed ritual in memory of 

a woman who made love with a thief through the fence. Later, in scene 12, the women, 

visibly pregnant, triumphantly announce their marriages to the thieves “who are not 

thieves” (55).  As Algeria’s friend Istoria notes, Algeria has become “a legend” (45), but 

she has also started to be repudiated by her people. Lou, a pregnant young peasant woman 

of the play, voices resentment against Algeria: “My baby says no […] No to sterile 

women and their dogs […] And those who serve the sterile duchess no to them also” (55). 

She goes on to express her contempt and demands the annihilation of the Duchess, her 

heritage, and what belongs to the past: “Bury the gone says baby I see you digging your 

own grave you and the rest of the gone all digging then we grass you over then we picnic 

on the grass baby and I” (56). Algeria is now stripped of authority. People have started to 
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pass judgments on Algeria, establishing her as non-recognizable. Through condemnation 

and judgment, Algeria’s people externalise their own opacity and fail to see Algeria as 

limited, incoherent and opaque to herself, foreclosing the possibility of recognition 

(Butler, Giving an Account 46).   

Lou, who in the earlier scenes was seen to avoid addressing a thief when simply 

asked for a watering can, now talks about herself, her fellows and the thieves in unison: 

“WE KNOW WE AND THE THIEVES WE AND THE FATHERS OF THE BABIES 

OF WE  KNOW” (56). It seems that Algeria’s fearless encounters at the fence have 

prepared the ground for the residents of the other side to be publicly recognized and be 

given human status, but at the same time, it has also caused her to be expelled as her 

people cease acknowledging her identity.   

In Scene 13, with Algeria naked behind the perimeter fence of an institution which 

appears to be an asylum, it seems as if the prophecies of Lou’s baby have come true. A 

group of enraged women enter with prams to form a demonstration at the fence, leaving 

behind a pram, seemingly by accident, as they depart. Photo’s voice is heard from within 

the pram: “Motherhood/ Beautiful/Is/ Motherhood/And/ A/ Sacred/ Bond” (57–58). 

Youterus enters with an unusual request addressed to institutionalized Algeria: “Give me 

a boy” (59), and “Mother a blind child” (60). As Photo’s pram starts to shudder on its 

wheels, Algeria concedes and joins Youterus through the wire, as if a replica of what had 

happened between the two when she got impregnated with Photo. Photo starts talking 

from the pram: “I hear you from the inside from the inside now I hear your body’s 

orchestra the piss cascading down the urethra the stretching vertebrae and this growling 

of the shit the hissing and the growling of it” (60). It is a report on his birth with first-

hand authority, looking on when he enters the world, which as Butler explains is in reality 

an “impossible and seductive undertaking” (Butler, “Notes on Impressions and 

Responsiveness”).98 If “the narrative dimension of the theory of subject formation is 

always to some degree impossible … and inevitably belated”, which “repeats the 

impossibility of the condition we sit to describe” (Butler, “Notes on Impressions and 

Responsiveness”), it is through occupying an impossible position and making a symbolic 

presence at the scene of his birth that Photo is enabled to provide an account of his “I”. 

Drawing on Butler, “the constitutive beginnings and preconditions of the life” one tries 

to narrate are missing and the narration of the self arrives belatedly because the subject 

“cannot be present to a temporality” that comes prior to its capacity for self-reflection 

                                                            
98 “Notes on Impressions and Responsiveness” is Butler’s lecture given as part of The Difference 
of Philosophy Workshop at University College Dublin, 2015.  
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(Butler, Giving an Account 39). In order to recollect the story of his emergence and the 

conditions of his possibility, Photo has to make a phantasmal reversal through time to 

bear witness to a scene at which no one could ever have been present and to narrate “that 

which one cannot know” (Butler, “Giving an Account” 26). 

Further, as Butler argues, “body” imposes a limitation on giving a narrative 

account of the self. There is a bodily referent in the account one tries to give of oneself, 

which cannot be narrated precisely. The stories about where the body went and what it 

did “do not capture the body to which they refer” and “the history of this body is not fully 

narratable” (Butler, Giving an Account 38). If Butler argues that “to be a body is […] to 

be deprived of having a recollection of one’s life” (Giving an Account 38), Photo traverses 

material and bodily limitations by returning to infancy so that he can have a recollection 

of the history of his body. That Photo’s identity has long been concealed from him and 

that this concealment results in an incestuous relation with his mother imply the necessity 

for him of providing an account of himself and recollecting the history to his body even 

if it means to make a surrealistic re-emergence from the pram. 

That Photo returns to the infantile and observes his parents in sexual intercourse, 

apart from being an act of re-experiencing his conception, calls to mind a primal scene 

phantasy in Freudian terms. Freud, in a letter to Fliess, defines phantasies as what 

“combine things that have been experienced and things that have been heard, past events 

(from the history of parents and ancestors) and things that have been seen by oneself” 

(248). As Danielle Knafo (2002) argues, Freud believed that the primal scene is 

“inherently traumatic” because the child who finds his parents in a sexual interaction, 

having being prematurely introduced to adult sexuality, lacks the ability to cope and 

“responds with a ‘surplus of sexuality’” (425). Anachronistically, Photo, being explicitly 

described as hyper-sexual, first sleeps with his mother at the age of ten, which is implicitly 

relevant to his primal scene experience.   

Scene 15 portrays Algeria in labour while Photo’s pram is rolling aside. As Photo 

shakes his own rattle, Algeria’s pain is relieved. The scene leaves the impression that 

Photo is witnessing his own birth. While Algeria is giving birth to a blind baby, Kidney 

– her butler – kills Youterus. Camera, Photo’s blind half-sister, whom he had once 

announced as his wife-to-be, comes to take away the baby whom she names Film. Algeria 

pushes Photo’s pram uphill. The play closes as Algeria, Photo and Istoria are having a 

picnic on a hill on the frontier with an already decayed fence. Moved to tears, Istoria talks 

in praise of weak and bruised Algeria: “My friend […] Oh my dear friend […] OH LOOK 

AT MY FRIEND” (70–71). Photo descends from his pram, and Istoria sends the pram 
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rolling down the hill. She then undresses Algeria, “presenting her as monumental, proud 

and statuesque in her nakedness” (Rabey, Ecstasy and Death 221). Surveyors are marking 

the boundaries of a new fence. The old order will seemingly be restored.  

 

Final words  
 

The Fence dramatizes the possibility of undergoing a decentering to give and take 

recognition as well as the dynamics of creating narrative identity and the process of 

emergence as a subject. Barker’s characters in The Fence acknowledge the impossibility 

of giving a coherent account of themselves and instead construct (interrupted) narrative 

identities in a condition of ecstatic relationality, exposing the audience to an emblem of 

the boundaries of fiction and authenticity.  

Photo’s self-reflexivity puts him through a decentring and makes him aware of 

his inability to achieve a coherent self-identity, an inevitable ethical failure, out of which 

a new sense of ethics emerges. As Butler argues, acknowledging my own opacity or that 

of another “is to experience the very limits of knowing” which can “constitute a 

disposition of humility and generosity alike: I will need to be forgiven for what I cannot 

have fully known, and I will be under a similar obligation to offer forgiveness to others, 

who are also constituted in partial opacity to themselves” (Butler, Giving an Account 42)  

Once Photo avows the limits of self-knowledge and his constitutive opacity to himself, 

not only does he strive to forgive himself for what he could not have known but he also 

extends forgiveness to those who have lied to him about his identity: “Istoria it is never 

the liar who requires to be forgiven it is the one lied to who must forgive himself his 

innocence” (61), and elsewhere he addresses Algeria: “You don’t know why it’s all right 

that you don’t know why half your beauty is your don’t know why” (53). As Christa 

Hodapp explains Butler’s standpoint, “error is constitutive of who we are, creating a limit 

of the self”, and the inability to provide a full account of ourselves is the basis of our 

responsibility to others (117–118). This is how one becomes human in the context of 

ethics: by acknowledging the limits of self-understanding and extending it to the human 

community as well. Once we accept that others are as opaque to themselves as we are, 

we will offer forgiveness to them just as we forgive and accept ourselves. 

Barker argues that the end of dramatic performance is a state of loss which is 

described as “a state of lost morality” and “an ethical vacuum” (Barker, Arguments for a 

Theatre 116), but once the “social faux pas” are “enlarged into a dramatic form”, then 

“the initially offensive nature of the action is rapidly revealed to have its own 
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justifications in the struggle of the character to achieve some self-identification” (Barker, 

Arguments for a Theatre 59–60). The Fence presents actions that are on the surface 

merely immoral: the incestuous relationship of mother and son and loveless sexual 

relations with strangers through the wire of a fence. The wrong actions within the play, 

however, seem to have an ethical capacity and a moral justification of some sort.99 The 

accusation of incest opens Photo’s eyes to how blind he has been to himself, and the 

realization that he is not fully knowable to himself leads him to a discovery of the self via 

a surrealistic return to the infantile, where he is empowered to provide a narrative account 

of his emergence. Algeria’s sexual encounters are struggles for recognition and an 

acknowledgment of her constitutive relationality. Algeria and Photo, thus, are formed in 

the context of their relations to others, which are the venue for their ethical responsibility.  

 

                                                            
99 In Barker’s adaptation of Chekhov’s Uncle Vanya, contrary to the original failed murder of 
Serebryakov by Vanya, Vanya successfully shoots Serebryakov, but the act of murder seems to 
come with a moral potential. Barker writes, in the preface to (Uncle) Vanya in Plays Six (2010), 
that “my Vanya is however, cleansed of bad blood, his actions liberated from the sterile 
calculation of the pleasure principle, and his will to self-creation triumphant over guilt” (9−10). 
Steve Chinna (2010) writes that Barker’s Vanya and Gertrude (in Gertrude, The Cry) are 
characters who dare to risk by stepping outside the morality of a bourgeois society, and doing so 
requires one to show an elemental honesty (114). Similar observations can be made about Katrin’s 
decision (in The Europeans) to give birth to her child by rape in public.  
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Chapter Seven      

The Glee of Vulnerability: Becoming Kin with Edward Albee’s Goat100 

 
 
In general, humanity as a species feels an extraordinary revulsion from 
everything that might remind it of its own animal nature, a revulsion which 
I strongly suspect to be deeply related to the persistence of its very real 
animality.  

(Adorno, History and Freedom 206) 
 

Kinship relations are articulated not only in the breach wrought by passion, 
but also in the guilt and sorrow that follows. 

(Butler, “Kinship Trouble in The Bacchae”)101 
 

Edward Albee’s The Goat, or Who is Sylvia? (Notes toward a Definition of Tragedy) 

subverts the tragic genre to bring the animal other into the realm of recognition and unveil 

the transgressive impulses that define and disrupt our most intimate ties.102 Martin, a 

successful loving husband who is shamed by his male friends for being monogamous 

ends up having an affair with a goat which he anthropomorphizes as Sylvia.103 While 

everyone is shocked by what they see as bestiality, he perceives it as a mutual love, the 

same and as equal to the love he feels for Stevie, his wife. Upon discovering the truth, 

Stevie, who admits to her profound love for Martin, voices the possibilities of killing 

him,104 for he has “broken something and it can’t be fixed” (604). Complicating the play’s 

ethical dilemmas, the couple’s homosexual son, Billy, in a moment of grave emotional 

distress over what has happened between his parents, gives Martin a sexual kiss on the 

mouth, which he ruefully regrets: “It clicked over, and you were just […] another man. I 

get confused … sex and love; love and …” (616). Stevie ends up slaughtering the goat, 

coldly dragging its body to a sobbing Martin: “She loved you … you say. As much as I 

                                                            
100 Accepted on 19 April 2018 for publication in Edward Albee as a Theatrical and Dramatic 
Innovator (New Perspectives in Edward Albee Studies, Volume 3), Edited by David A. Crespy 
and Lincoln Konkle (Forthcoming with Brill, 2019). 
101 “Kinship Trouble in The Bacchae” is Judith Butler’s 2017 UCL Housman Lecture at 
University College of London (accessible via Youtube). The text of the lecture has recently been 
published by UCL Department of Greek and Latin, under the title “Breaks in the Bond: 
Reflections on Kinship Trouble”. 
102 The play is published in The Collected Plays of Edward Albee, Volume 3 (2005). Further 
references are from this edition and appear as page numbers only. 
103 That Martin is shamed for being loyal to his wife can be seen where he recalls his friends’ 
remarks: “What’s the matter with you, Martin!? You mean you’re only doing it with your wife!? 
What kind of man are you?!” (593). 
104 Addressing Martin, Stevie makes remarks such as “If I’m going to kill you I need to know 
exactly why” (582) and “I think we’ve hit upon why I’m going to kill you” (592). She also 
threatens to bring him down: “I’ll bring you down with me!” (605). 
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do” (622), leaving the audience potentially pondering about who is the “animal”: Stevie, 

the killer, or Sylvia, the one who is killed? 

The Goat is a complicated play covering a wide range of topics from animal 

subjectivity, sexuality, marriage and family life, to love, morality, alienation and 

belonging, and the ambivalent relationship between human, nature and civilization. In 

terms of genre, too, the play has provoked a range of scholarly responses, interpreting the 

play as both tragedy and black comedy, or locating it in relation to the pastoral 

tradition.105  

The Goat stages the ethical conflict that arises from a pastoral encounter between 

human and (its) animal other, resolving in violent chaos. An anthropomorphized animal 

replaces the human as the tragic hero falls in love with a goat, and the pathos is brought 

about by the death of not a human being but an animal involved in a bestial relationship, 

the result being a perplexing drama of human-human and animal-human relations. The 

play is thus innovative both in its treatment of the conventions of the tragic and in its 

presentation of boundary crossing and inter-subjectivity through a human-animal-human 

crisis that brings kinship bonds into play with the ethics of alterity (otherness),106 loss and 

vulnerability.107 Focusing on the interplay of kinship and the ethics of vulnerability and 

violence, this analysis will address the questions of how Martin and Sylvia the goat 

become kin while the bond of kinship between Martin and Stevie breaks apart, and why 

Sylvia is subjected to bodily harm, culminating in her slaughter in the hands of an enraged 

and grieving Stevie. To this end, I will locate Judith Butler’s account of relational 

vulnerability and her reading of Emmanuel Levinas’s ethical philosophy of the face in 

relation to Albee’s subversive invocation of the tragic genre. 

                                                            
105 For a comprehensive study of the pastoral as a fundamental element in the play, see Tony Jason 
Stafford’s “Edward Albee and the Pastoral Tradition” (2017). Some studies that raise speculation 
about the play’s connection with tragedy and tragicomedy are: Boroka Prohaszka Rad’s 
“Transgressing the Limits of Interpretation: Edward Albee’s The Goat, or Who Is Sylvia? (Notes 
toward a Definition of Tragedy), J. Ellen Gainor’s “Albee’s The Goat: Rethinking Tragedy for 
the 21st Century” (2005), John Kuhn’s “Getting Albee’s Goat: ‘Notes toward a Definition of 
Tragedy’” (2004) and Una Chaudhuri’s “(De)Facing the Animals: Zooësis and Performance” 
(2007). 
106 Alterity – the encounter with and the relation to the other – is a question of contemporary 
philosophy, and Emmanuel Levinas is a philosopher most known for his reflections on the ethics 
of alterity. 
107 What I take from Butler is a sense of a vulnerability to the other, to their address, to injury and 
destruction, which is inherent in social existence and constitutes our responsibility for the other. 
Responsibility, within this context, is not understood in its classical juridical sense of holding one 
accountable for their actions. Rather, it is about responding to the other and arises from the 
recognition of their existence. 
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Why would The Goat be a play about kinship? If The Goat is a tragedy, then, as 

Butler holds, it “allows us to think about the laws of kinship or the norms that govern its 

practice” (“Kinship Trouble in The Bacchae”). The play’s title invokes the tragic genre 

both in its use of the word “goat” and the subtitle, “Notes toward a Definition of 

Tragedy”.108 Una Chaudhuri writes that Albee invokes the elements of tragic structure by 

including a hero (Martin) at the crest of his life, on the verge of a fall, and it is the presence 

of Sylvia, the goat, that destabilises and subverts the conventions of the tragic genre (11). 

Martin’s encounter with the goat provides a context to think about the moment of 

becoming kin and the transgressive impulses that cause misrecognition and disrupt kin 

relations. Albee has said much about his troubled relationship with his adoptive parents, 

which could be a reason why he would be interested in writing a play featuring kinship 

trouble. Prophecy Coles claims that Albee has said all his plays are about finding his lost 

family and that his wish is “to make known that all his plays are about a search for his 

family and the nature of true love” (21). Taking this as the background myth at work in 

The Goat, Coles reads the play as a reworking of the Oedipal tragedy of adoption, and 

sees lying behind the play’s image of bestiality poignant fantasies of “adoption, incest, 

homosexuality, and sexual identity” linking back to the Oedipus myth (20). The fact that 

Martin falls in love with a goat and that his son is called Billy, Coles contends, raises the 

possibility that Albee is addressing issues concerning sexual identity between fathers and 

sons (21). However, without tracing biographical evidence, the play would still have a lot 

to say about the confusion that surrounds relationships and intimate ties.  

In an interview with Albee, Steven Drukman notes that Albee considers The Goat 

as his “most overtly political play”. Albee admits, “It’s about the limits of our tolerance,” 

                                                            
108 The word “goat” could reference tragedy as a “goat-song.” As Brett M. Rogers explains, the 
word tragedy derives from the Greek word tragoidia meaning “goat-song.” There is no decisive 
explanation for what goat-song stands for. It has been suggested that tragedies were performed in 
connection with a ritual that involved goat sacrifice. It has also been suggested that tragoidia 
implies a connection between the god Dionysus and his goat-like followers, the satyrs, who were 
known for drunken and libidinous behaviour. Therefore, on the one hand, the festival of Dionysus 
is said to have included a goat sacrifice, and on the other hand, Dionysus was associated with 
mythical creatures who were half-men and half-goats, and tragedies were performed with a 
concluding satyr-drama. Thus, the connection between Dionysus, tragedy and goat is reinforced 
(12). For a discussion of the origins of tragedy, see Scott Scullion’s “Tragedy and Religion”, 
where the author argues that there is abundant evidence for tragedy meaning song for the goat 
prize. 

Note that Albee’s play might imply this connection between Dionysus, tragedy, and the 
goat in that Martin’s instinctual passion for the goat can connect him with the Dionysian spirit as 
it is suggestive of a reconciliation with nature which is evident through Martin’s descriptive 
details of the natural surroundings in his encounter with the animal. Albee’s use of “goat” then 
appears to set up a parodic element in that it both invokes tragedy and subverts its conventions.  
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and relates to “what we may permit ourselves to think about, and I consider that to be 

political.”109 If The Goat is a political play and Martin’s problem is one concerning 

kinship, then it is not irrelevant to the politics of kinship Butler has explored in her 

monographs Antigone’s Claim, Undoing Gender and Precarious Life. Butler’s politics of 

kinship reconceives our most intimate ties by focusing on the figure of Antigone from 

Sophocles’ plays. Albee’s dramatic redefinition of tragedy is not dissimilar to Sophocles’ 

political reflections on disruptive kinship in Antigone and Oedipus at Colonus. Martin’s 

love for a goat, like Antigone’s commitment to her brother, is not a politically survivable 

act, and similar to Antigone, he is to face a tragic fate. This tragic fate “is the fate of any 

and all who would transgress the lines of kinship that confer intelligibility on culture” 

(Butler, Antigone’s Claim 72). Antigone defies the law of the state – which is defined by 

her uncle – in the name of an ethical obligation to another kin that is her brother. Martin 

fouls up his relationship to his wife as he transgresses cultural norms and taboos by 

assuming a forbidden connection with a goat. This goat-loving man who evasively admits 

to have got an erection due to the sensation of his toddler son on his lap, like Butler’s 

Antigone, upsets “the vocabulary of kinship that is the precondition of the human” 

(Butler, Antigone’s Claim 82). 

The play, then, portrays a plethora of confusion around intimate ties: Martin 

extends his love for his wife to a goat, Stevie threatens to bring down her beloved 

husband, and Billy gives a sensual kiss to his father. What is this kinship that can become 

so troubled? In her 2017 UCL Housman Lecture “Kinship Trouble in The Bacchae”, 

Butler presents a discussion around how kinship works and what breaks its bonds. In this 

lecture, Butler broadly defines kinship as “a set of relations” proving “to be binding and 

recognizable, organizing fundamental relations of dependency pertaining to life and death 

in time and space”. She contends that confusion, alienation and misrecognition are 

indispensable to kin relations. Recognition, she argues, “falters in the midst of kinship” 

which is “by definition, dependent on the possibility of disruption understood as 

relationships that are invariably marked or halted by the possibility of failing”. She draws 

attention to the fact that neither all kin relations are human nor all human bonds can be 

kin relations, and thus we need to define cross-species relations and broader modes of 

belonging. By exploring the relations of disrupted kinship in Euripides’ tragedy The 

Bacchae, she draws attention to the overlap between the categories of the divine, human 

and animal, and asks, “Is the human not always a human animal?” This seems to be one 

                                                            
109 Steven Drukman’s interview with Albee is titled “Edward Albee: Who’s Afraid of 
Controversy? Not This Playwright” and is accessible online via Interview Magazine. 
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of the many themes Albee also brings up in his complicated account of relation and 

responsibility that blurs the boundaries of the real and surreal: 

 

STEVIE. [...] It is about you being an animal! 

MARTIN. I thought I was. 

STEVIE. Hunh! 

MARTIN. I thought I was; I thought we all were … animals. (602)  

 

The theme of human animality was brought up by Albee in the very beginning of 

his dramatic career when his landmark one-act play The Zoo Story (1958) established him 

as a playwright. Peter the protagonist in The Zoo Story is liberated by Jerry from his 

vegetable life to be awakened into his animality: “you’re not really a vegetable; it’s all 

right, you’re an animal. You’re an animal, too” (94).110 Jerry’s statement seems to imply 

that the invocation of animality (and getting in touch with one’s animal self) is what 

pushes the human out of his comfort zone and into an elevated level of consciousness. 

Jerry’s own awakening is also revealed to have been hastened by a troubling encounter 

with a dog with whom he endeavours so hard – but fails – to communicate.111 In his 

Seascape (1975), a retired couple intrigued by the question of change and the fear of 

passivity, alienation, stagnation and death – or becoming “a vegetable” to quote the 

female character Nancy – confront two enormous, speaking lizards who have outgrown 

their underwater world and left home because they “had a sense of not belonging 

anymore” (Seascape 390, 436).112 Questioning the distinction between humans and the 

“brute beast”, this surrealistic encounter between human and animal reveals the 

inevitability of loss, suffering and death. 

  In the following sections, I will expand on Albee’s substitution of the human 

with an animal at the centre of The Goat’s epiphanic recognition scene where Martin 

forms a queer kinship with the animal, which eventually results in broken ties with his 

wife. The recognition scene, the encounter between Martin and Sylvia, brings the animal 

                                                            
110 The reference here is to At Home at the Zoo (2008) which includes The Zoo Story and Albee’s 
added prequel, Homelife.  
111 In The Zoo Story, the story of Jerry and the dog serves as a microcosm of human relations in 
general, and a metaphorical parallel to the relationship between Peter and Jerry in particular. 
Along the same lines, Tobias’s recollection of his relationship with his cat in A Delicate Balance 
(1966) serves as a metaphor for his relationship with his wife. Albee’s use of animal imagery 
plays with the ideas of the animal self and the intermingling of the human and animal nature. 
112 Seascape is published in The Collected Plays of Edward Albee, Volume 3 (2005). Page 
references are from this collection.  
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into relation with human in the sphere of ethics. Michael Y. Bennett terms Albee a 

humanistic playwright who depicts the human’s journey of self-realization and reflects 

on ethical behaviour in difficult situations (2). Butler defines the human in terms of 

vulnerability,   and Albee similarly seems to capture vulnerability as constitutive of who 

his characters are, human or animal. Martin’s encounter with Sylvia is an “epiphany”, a 

revelation that opens the ethical space as it enables the advent of the (animal) other.113 It 

is a recognition scene, one that opens Martin’s eyes to the vulnerability of the other and 

that of his own.114 When the affair is revealed to Stevie, wounded by rage and grief, she 

destroys the goat to injure Martin in revenge. Breaks in kinship, Butler contends, are part 

of its definition, and The Goat is a story of the bonds of kinship that get broken and those 

that get formed.  

 

What are we to one another? 
 

The opening scene depicts Stevie and Martin humorously bragging about their “perfect” 

marriage: “You’re the love of my life, the mother of my handsome and worrisome son, 

my playmate, my cook, my bottlewasher” (542). They are waiting for their friend, Ross, 

to come over to record an interview with Martin on his exceptional achievement as an 

architect and the winner of the most prestigious prize in architecture. Exchanging jokes 

and forehead kisses, they appear to be a happy couple with a supposedly perfect life, but 

their happiness is poised for a fall once Martin reveals his extra-marital affair to Ross. He 

tells his old friend that he never expected any such thing to happen as he and Stevie have 

“always been good together—good in bed, good out; always honest, always … 

considerate […] never physically untrue, as they say” (561). Martin seems to be the one 

among his acquaintances concerned with observing moral obligations: 

 

All the men I knew were “having affairs” … seeing other women, and 

laughing about it—at the club, on the train. I felt … well, I almost felt like 

                                                            
113 For Levinas, the face of the other represents an epiphany which is the starting point for ethics. 
In The Cambridge Introduction to Emmanuel Levinas (2011), Michael L. Morgan explains that 
Levinas uses the term “epiphany” (literally denoting “a theological expression for God’s 
revelation”) to describe the way in which the face of the other is revealed to the self. The face is 
not a phenomenon; it is a visitation, one that “reveals” itself and calls forth responsibility for the 
other (44). In The Goat, Martin describes his encounter with Sylvia as “an epiphany”. 
114 While Martin’s recollection of his encounter with the goat could count as a scene of 
anagnorisis, or recognition, in Aristotelian terms, here I employ it in the sense of a Hegelian 
account of recognition and its appropriation by Levinas and Butler. 
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a misfit. “What’s the matter with you, Martin!? You mean you’re only 

doing it with your wife!? What kind of man are you?! (593)  

 

Ironically, though, he is the one bound to be caught up in a moral scandal.  He retells 

how, in search for a house in the country, he stops at the top of a hill with a spectacular 

view and “country smells” (566). When he is getting back into the car, he sees Sylvia: 

“And there she was, looking at me with those eyes” (567). He recollects the moment he 

fell in love: “I didn’t know what it was—What I was feeling. It was … it wasn’t like 

anything I’d felt before; it was … so … amazing, so … extraordinary! There she was, just 

looking at me, with those eyes of hers” (567). He goes up to her, speaks to her and recalls: 

“those eyes, and I touched her face” (568). As soon as Martin shows the photograph of 

his “mistress” to Ross, the scene ends in Ross’s bewilderment: “THIS IS A GOAT! 

YOU’RE HAVING AN AFFAIR WITH A GOAT! YOU’RE FUCKING A GOAT!” 

(570).  

Why would Albee replace the human with an animal at the centre of his 

protagonist’s life-changing experience? In a conversation with Adrian Clarkson, Albee 

talks about animals: 

 

Q: Are animals more interesting than people? 

A: I don’t make that distinction usually. People do, between themselves 

… and other animals. 

Q: I think most people like animals.  

A: I like animals too, but everything’s got to exist on two levels, a real 

level and a symbolic level. A play, to be at all interesting, has got to move 

on two or possibly three or four levels. (qtd. in Kolin 90)  

 

This would suggest that in addition to undermining the distinction between human and 

animal, Martin’s encounter with Sylvia moves the realistic ambiance of the play on to a 

symbolic level and invites the audience to see beyond the literal in this extra-ordinary 

contact. While Albee’s goat proves “real” as the blood-drenched carcass is dragged on 

stage at the end of the play, it also serves to convey something beyond a literal animal 

with whom Martin comes into sexual contact. On a symbolic level, this 

anthropomorphized goat could be any other − human and animal − with whom we enter 

into an ethical relation and anyone who makes an ethical demand upon us. It could also 

be anything that pushes us over the boundaries of what we are politically and culturally 
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allowed to desire. Martin’s encounter with Sylvia gives us a way of thinking about the 

relationship between the self and the other as well as an insight into the relation between 

ethics and violence.  With the inclusion of an animal at the heart of his play, Albee brings 

the animal other into his experiment with the tragic genre to explore what it means to be 

human. This experiment challenges normative morality and destabilises the conventional 

understandings of the tragic in crossing the boundaries between human and animal. 

In another interview with Mark Anderson and Earl Ingersoll, Albee says, “[T]he 

people wondering around in most of my plays are animals. We are animals, are we not?” 

and continues, “I’m interested in the fact that so much of what I think is wrong with the 

world has to do with the fact that man’s nature is so close to the bestial. And we had better 

be a little more aware of it” (qtd. in Kolin 170; original emphasis). This remark gives an 

insight into the philosophical complications that the play introduces through interrogating 

the boundaries of human and animal. As Sherryl Vint suggests, philosophical scholarship 

by many, such as Donna Haraway, Jacques Derrida and Giorgio Agamben, calls for “a 

rethinking of the human subject’s relationship to its animal other as part of a 

transformation of ethics and politics” (281). This scholarship makes clear that the 

inclusion of animals into our philosophical heritage informs the discriminatory 

hierarchies that humans established “to designate the other” and thus exclude certain 

human beings from the realm of ethics (Vint 282). Albee could be interpreted as having 

used bestiality as a metaphor for a society’s tendency towards othering non-conformists, 

a political gesture undermining the norms that rule our ties to others. It might also have 

been an attempt to expose the animality he appears to see as inherent in the human by 

refusing to make a distinction between humans and “other animals.”  Either way, Albee’s 

rupture of the tragic through centralizing an animal figure opens up a territory for 

philosophical observations in relation to recognition, responsibility and relational 

vulnerability.  

Albee thus subverts our expectations through the inclusion of a goat in the play’s 

love triangle and ends his re-definition of tragedy with the agonizing death of an 

anthropomorphized animal. The question to pose here is what actually happens between 

Martin and Sylvia? Martin’s encounter with the goat happens in the country, a pastoral 

setting unsettling the terms of the relationship between the human and nature, embleming 

the pre-linguistic encounter between Martin and his animal other. This extraordinary life-

changing encounter in the midst of the smells and sights of the country has implications 

in Levinas’s ethics of the face and Butler’s account of vulnerability, providing a 
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phenomenological description of Martin’s face-to-face encounter with the goat with 

whom he comes to form a relation of kin.  

Levinas bases his work on the ethics of alterity, or the experience of the encounter 

with the other. According to Levinas and Butler’s clarification of his account, we are 

acted upon, at the most primary level, by others in ways over which we have no say, and 

“this passivity, susceptibility, and condition of being impinged upon inaugurate who we 

are” (Butler, Giving an Account 90; original emphasis). This is a synchronic and infinitely 

recurring phenomenon. As Butler makes plain, this is a primary address, a preontological 

voice that makes itself known in the face of the other (90). Martin’s emphasis on the eyes 

and the face of the goat in his encounter calls forth the Levinasian face as the means of 

recognition: “The face as the extreme precariousness of the other. Peace as awakeness to 

the precariousness of the other” (Levinas 167). Martin’s exhaustive account of his first 

encounter with Sylvia shows how, in proximity with the animal, he is awakened to her 

precariousness:  

 

I’d never seen such an expression. It was pure … and trusting and … and 

innocent; so … so guileless. […] Don’t you see the “thing” that happened 

to me? […] I knelt there, eye level, and there was a … a what? … an 

understanding so intense, so natural … […] And there was a connection 

there—a communication—that, well … an epiphany, I guess comes 

closest, and I knew what was going to happen. (597–599)  

 

It is thus through extending intersubjectivity into the sphere of human-animal encounter 

that Albee brings up the concepts of recognition and relationality in the context of his 

dramatic experiment with loss, love, sexuality and aggression.  

In a study of cultural animal representations in relation to the tragic dramatic 

genre, Una Chaudhuri focuses on the face-to-face encounters between human and 

animals, and takes Albee’s The Goat as an instance of a play that brings the animal into 

relationship with “recognition” as a key element of “the definition of tragedy” (12). 

Chaudhuri locates Albee’s play in relation to contemporary cultural modes of “facing the 

animal”, and takes the play as an exploration of “the role of the animal—its face, body, 

being, meaning—in the constitution and defacing of the performance genres” (16). 

Showing how animals have been “(de)faced” and represented as faceless, she cites 

Levinas’s ethics of alterity and calls attention to his reluctance to ascribe an ethical face 

to animals. However, Levinas’s writing on the face is more contentious when it comes to 
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animals, and it seems that his conception of the face does not exclusively apply to humans. 

Peter Atterton (2011) argues that although Levinas was reluctant to extend moral 

consideration to non-human animals, his ethics of alterity and phenomenology of the face 

applies to all beings that can suffer and express suffering (633).115 In a critique of 

Levinas’s philosophy in relation to animal ethics, Matthew Calarco writes that Levinas 

takes a contradictory stance on the issue of animal ethicality. While Levinas’s writing on 

a particular dog named Bobby implies that he ascribes a face to the animal, “in which he 

finds both a vital force and a vulnerability evoking pity” (124), elsewhere he takes an 

agnostic position by stating “I cannot say at what moment you have the right to be called 

‘face’. I don’t know if a snake has a face” (Levinas, qtd. in Calarco 124). However, 

Levinas himself has admitted that the face is not exclusively a human face. It could be 

anything expressive of states of mind in a penetrating way, “a pure denuding of exposure 

without defense” (Levinas 167). He holds that “without considering animals as human 

beings, the ethical extends to all living beings” (Levinas, qtd. in Calarco 124). Martin’s 

goat has a face, making an ethical demand that alters him in perpetuity. This is a goat’s 

face, whose vulnerability, like that of any human’s face, creates what Butler sees as a 

perplexing primary impulse: the desire to kill or a lust for violence which is constantly at 

war with the anxiety about hurting the other (Precarious Life 136–137). 

In Precarious Life Butler clarifies that the face of the other − the ethical demand 

made by the other − is a “vocalization of agony that is not yet language”; this is what 

wakens us to the precariousness of the other’s life (139). Butler expands on this 

conception of the face to explain “how it is that others make moral claims upon us, address 

moral demands to us, ones that we do not ask for, ones that we are not free to refuse” 

(131). The goat, on whose face Martin puts so much emphasis, is the other who makes an 

ethical demand upon him, which he interprets as love, and realizes in sexual violation of 

the animal’s body. If, in a moment of recognition, Martin is addressed by the goat’s face 

                                                            
115 As with Levinas, Butler has also been criticised for failing to adequately include the non-
human in the sphere of ethics and politics. Chloë Taylor (2008) notes that, in her writing, Butler 
repeatedly excludes animals from the sphere of ethical consideration, and by emphasizing that 
she talks about an ethics of the human, she denies the possibility of including the non-human 
within her ethical thought (61). However, Taylor argues that Butler’s work contains the potential 
to be expanded upon to respond to the suffering of the non-human animal. Her Precarious Life, 
she maintains, presents Levinasian ethical theory in the light which sets the stage for including 
the non-human in the sphere of ethical responsibility. James Stanescu (2012) writes that although 
Butler has repeatedly engaged in anthropocentric rhetoric, her fragmentary pieces on animals 
offer “powerful tools for fighting for a nonanthropocentric world” (571), and he pushes against 
the trend to see Butler’s philosophy as anthropocentric. Richard Iveson (2012) also engages with 
Butler’s work to emphasize the necessity of the inclusion of non-human animals in the ethical 
domain.  
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and is wakened to her vulnerability, why is it that he inflicts violence on the animal? It is 

true that he assumes his sexual relation with the goat is a romantic realization of a 

reciprocal love, but how could he know that the animal loves him? Even if she does, how 

would that entitle him to sexual contact which he claims was consensual?116 Stevie must 

be right to bring up the problem of the animal’s consent: “You take advantage of this … 

creature!? You … rape this … animal and convince yourself that it has to do with love!?” 

(603). Martin tells Stevie that he will not disclose the specifics of his sex with Sylvia, so 

he does not respond to Stevie’s inquiries into how he has come to the conclusion that 

Sylvia actually “wants” him: “What does she do—back into you making awful little 

bleating sounds? […] Presented herself? Down on her forelegs, her head turned, her eyes 

on you” (603). Whether or not Sylvia performs any of what Stevie lists here, Martin’s 

sexual engagement with the animal would be a physical violation of the animal body.117 

It seems that in an epiphanic moment of recognition, he feels the vulnerability of the 

animal and his primary response to it is violence. Levinas suggests that the face and the 

eyes of the other “offer an absolute resistance to possession […] in which the temptation 

to murder is inscribed […]. This temptation to murder and this impossibility of murder 

constitute the very vision of the face”, and to see a face, he continues, is to hear “You 

shall not kill”, which is an invitation to non-violence (qtd. in Butler, Giving an Account 

92) 

If the face conveys such a commandment to non-violence, why is it that Martin, 

having been wakened to the animal’s precariousness, extends his relation with the animal 

to a sexual contact that violates the animal’s body? Levinas goes on to explain that 

although the face forebodes violence, “the ethical exigency is not an ontological 

necessity” (qtd. in Butler, Precarious Life 132). As Butler makes it plain, to respond to 

the face and understand its meaning is “to be awake to what is precarious in another life” 

(Precarious Life 134). However, Levinas writes that the face of the other in its 

precariousness is not only a call to peace – the “You shall not kill” – but also a temptation 

to kill. Butler poses the question of why would the face “produce the temptation to kill at 

                                                            
116 Martin’s relationship with the goat is never witnessed on stage, but in response to questions 
relating to the nature of his relationship, he confirms that he has had sexual intercourse with the 
animal and claims that the contact has been consensual. He appears to assume that the goat loves 
him (603) and makes remarks such as “[…] I realized […] that she and I were going to go to bed 
together. […] That we wanted each other very much, that I had to have her” (601).  
117 While there are opposing views on the criminality of bestiality, it is widely accepted as a 
violation of the animal in terms such as consent, violence and the animal incapacity for responding 
to a human’s sexual advances in ways that are clearly understandable to the human. For an 
interpretation of bestiality as an “interspecies sexual assault”, see Piers Beirne’s “Rethinking 
Bestiality: Towards a Concept of Interspecies Sexual Assault” (1997). 
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the same time that it delivers a demand for peace?” and responds that the face “bespeaks 

an agony, an injurability, at the same time that it bespeaks a divine prohibition against 

killing” (Precarious Life 135; original emphasis). At the basis of any relation with the 

other, therefore, “there is anxiety about hurting the Other” and “fear for one’s own 

survival” (Precarious Life 136−137). One inflicts violence to foreclose the possibility of 

undergoing violence.  The ethical injunction is then to militate against the primary desire 

to violence (Precarious Life 137). Martin seems to be unable to marshal his impulse to 

violence in the service of an internal conduit for killing his “own aggression and sense of 

priority” (Precarious Life 137).  

In Animal Lessons: How They Teach Us to be Human, Kelly Oliver refers to the 

philosophical question of vulnerability as constitutive of humanity and argues that as we 

share mortality and embodied vulnerability with animals, ethical responsibility ought to 

be extended to non-human animals (42). The fact that human beings are both vulnerable 

and violent, Oliver argues, has implications for their relation to animals because “violence 

toward and domination over animals” secures their “identity as properly human” (313). 

While Martin forms a kin relation with the goat, on the one hand he is faced by an 

animal’s guileless innocent eyes and feels peace and love and a transcendental experience. 

On the other hand, in response to the goat’s vulnerability, he evidently resorts to violating 

the animal’s body as he claims to have had sexual contact with the animal. Martin’s 

encounter with Sylvia, along the lines of Butler’s exegesis of kinship trouble, suggests 

that kinship happens when we are least sure about what we are to one another, “trying to 

focus, vacillating, suspended in a state of protracted incredulity” and this is a “recurring 

feature of becoming kin” (Butler, “Kinship Trouble in The Bacchae”).  

As Martin and the goat become kin, the self-other ethical relation is taken to the 

level of human and non-human, and the threat of Martin’s bestiality being revealed to the 

public places him in the midst of a disturbed encounter with society. This is the society, 

which, on the one hand, puts him under the pressure that he should be “doing it” with 

someone other than his wife if he has got “lust”: “People looked at me, said ‘What’s the 

matter with you?!’ ‘Don’t you have any … you know, lust?’ And ‘Sure,’ I said, ‘I’ve got 

plenty. All for Stevie’” (593). The same society, on the other hand, would embarrass him 

in shame if it found out about his goat. As Ross implies to Martin, it is not the scandalous 

affair itself that matters; it is the affair being revealed to the public that is important. 

Embezzlement and going to whores would be no issue because he would get away with 

it, but bestiality is something he cannot “get by”, and the irony is that here Martin is the 

one showing a more ethical consciousness:    
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MARTIN. Is that what it is, then? That people will know!? That people 

will find out!? That I can do whatever I want, and that’s what matters!? 

That people will find out!? Fuck the … thing itself!? Fuck what it means!? 

That people will find out!? 

… 

MARTIN. So that’s what it comes down to, eh? … what we can get away 

with? 

ROSS. Sure. 

MARTIN. Oh, thank God! It’s so simple! I thought it was … I thought it 

had to do with love and loss, and it’s only about … getting by. (620)  

 

The revelation of the truth to Stevie stirs in her rage and grief that leads to speculations 

on killing Martin and bringing him down, ending in the fulfillment of her murderous 

desire upon the innocent goat. The experience of loss, rage, passion and grief awakens all 

to their vulnerability − to how they are undone by each other and the social conditions of 

their living.  

 

Vacillating in confusion 
 

The Goat arguably gives us an account of ecstatic subjectivity − that we are all formed in 

ecstatic relationality, being vulnerable in that we are exposed to what is beyond us, being 

vulnerable and bound to others by passion, grief and rage.  Martin’s encounter with the 

goat is a transformative encounter, one through which he is transported outside of himself 

by passion. When describing his experience, Martin admits: “It was as if an alien came 

out of whatever it was, and it … took me with it, and it was … an ecstasy and a purity” 

(598).118 Stevie hears the truth and she too is taken outside of herself, but with grief and 

rage. In Precarious Life, Butler addresses the issue of grief as a moment of ecstasy − 

being beside oneself − a moment “in which one undergoes something outside one’s 

control” (28). To be ecstatic, Butler holds, is “to be transported beyond oneself by a 

passion, but also to be beside oneself with rage or grief” (24; original emphasis). Passion, 

                                                            
118 Ecstasy has its root in the Greek word ekstasis. The notion of ecstasy occupies a significant 
place in Greek tragedy as it is closely associated with the rituals of the worship of the god 
Dionysus, from which tragedy hypothetically originated.  
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grief and rage “tear us from ourselves, bind us to others, transport us, implicate us in lives 

that are not our own, irreversibly, if not fatally” (25).  

Butler suggests that everyone lives, in certain ways, beside themselves, whether 

in sexual passion, grief or rage. This is the worldview to which Martin adheres when he 

says to Ross: 

 

Is there anything anyone doesn’t get off on, whether we admit it or not—

whether we know it or not? Remember Saint Sebastian with all the arrows 

shot into him? He probably came! God knows the faithful did! I shall go 

on!? You want to hear about the cross!? (618). 

 

In tandem with her reflections in Precarious Life, Butler’s lecture on the opening night 

of the 2014 PEN World Voices Festival addresses the issues of rage and grief. She quotes 

Anne Carson on the relation of rage to grief in tragedy: “Why does tragedy exist? Because 

you are so full of rage. Why are you full of rage? Because you are full of grief”.119 Stevie, 

Martin and Billy are all full of grief. Grief follows loss and The Goat is imbued with the 

sense of loss. It might be the grief over the loss of a sense of belonging that pushes Martin 

to take his fellows’ advice − getting “someone” with whom to have an affair, or it could 

be a disillusionment with his seemingly “perfect” marriage, as Stevie puts it into 

perspective:  

 

 I have heard you tell me […] how we have been a more perfect marriage 

than chance would even allow. We’re both too bright for most of the shit. 

We see the deep and awful humor of things go over the heads of most 

people; we see what’s hideously wrong in what most people accept as 

normal. (603)  

 

Such an elevated sense of awareness – that of ultimate alienation, disillusionment with 

marriage and with life in a broader sense as well as the acknowledgment of the bitterness 

felt in stagnating into the “normal” – could well have forced Martin into seeking refuge 

                                                            
119 References are from Butler’s “On the Edge: Grief”, her lecture on the opening night of PEN 
World Voices Festival (2014). She is quoting from Carson’s Grief Lessons: Four Plays by 
Euripides (2006). 



 

Page | 135  
 

in a romantic relationship with a goat.120 The encounter with the animal in the midst of 

the sounds and smells of the country, awakening his animal self, could have been his 

prospect for escaping a dreadful vegetable life and a rising sense of loss. However, it 

adversely creates further loss, and there seems to be no way out of this vicious circle.  

The goat scandal also leads Stevie to confronting the emptiness of her marriage, 

overwhelming her with the pain of loss. She loses Martin as he “screws up” by breaking 

something that cannot be fixed, by loving her and an animal equally, “shatter[ing] the 

glass” and closing every possibility for forgiveness (604). In revenge, she makes Martin 

lose both herself and Sylvia: “You have brought me down, you goat-fucker; you love of 

my life! […] You have brought me down, and, Christ! I’ll bring you down with me!” 

(605). As Butler argues, kinship relations are characterized by doubleness and passions 

that constantly disrupt one another; they are “sites of murderous pleasure and infinite 

remorse” (“Kinship Trouble in The Bacchae”).  

Not only Martin and Stevie but Billy is also full of grief. He is living in a condition 

of ecstasy not only due to his recently discovered homosexual desire that constantly 

makes him confuse love and sexuality but also through grief over misrecognitions at work 

between himself and his kinship ties. Whilst his father seems to recognize him as a 

homosexual, he wounds him, in moments of rage, by calling him names such as “fucking 

faggot” (572). As Martin tells the story of a father (appearing to be himself) getting an 

erection when putting his toddler son on his lap, Billy makes a desperate plea:  “Was it 

me? Was it me, Dad? Was the baby me?” (617). His confused relationship with his ties 

as well as his misrecognised sexual identity breeds within him a sense of loss: 

 

[W]hile great old Mom and great old Dad have been doing the great old 

parent thing, one of them has been underneath the house, down in the 

cellar, digging a pit so deep!, so wide!, so … HUGE! … we’ll all fall in 

and (Crying now) and never … be … able … to … climb … out … again—

no matter how much we want to, how hard we try. (614)  

 

                                                            
120 The idea of disillusionment and loss is a prevalent theme in Albee’s drama and can be traced 
in many of his plays. Here I can name Peter’s disillusionment in The Zoo Story which is realized 
through Jerry’s self-sacrifice; Nancy’s and Charlie’s encounter with the anthropomorphized 
lizards leading to a painful awareness of loss, suffering and death in Seascape; disillusionments 
brought about in Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf through the encounter between a middle-aged 
and a young couple as well as through the symbolic killing of the unseen longed-for son; and 
Harry’s and Edna’s sudden feeling of terror, in A Delicate Balance, that makes them seek refuge 
in their friends’ place.   
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Loss can stir up rage, growing into violence, leading to further loss time and again. 

Stricken with grief and driven by loss, Stevie finds herself devastated in being loved by 

Martin in an equal amount to an animal. Having lost, Stevie feels that she has been 

brought down to nothing (605). This experience delineates the ties she has to Martin, and 

with the loss of these ties that constitute her sense of self, she no longer knows who she 

is. She falls into grief and grief, in Butler’s words, 

  

displays the way in which we are in the thrall of our relations with others 

that we cannot always recount or explain, that often interrupts the self-

conscious account of ourselves we might try to provide in ways that 

challenge the very notion of ourselves as autonomous and in control. 

(Undoing Gender 19) 

 

In grief, or “deep woe” as Stevie herself puts it, she apprehends how vulnerable she is, 

how physically dependent, beyond herself, to the other: “I’ve laid it all out for you; I’m 

naked on the table; take all your knives! Cut me! Scar me forever!” (595).  

Why does she engage in violence and kill the goat? This could be because, as 

Butler writes, “violence is, always, an exploitation of that primary tie, that primary way 

in which we are, as bodies, outside ourselves, for one another” (Undoing Gender 22). 

Stevie engages in violence because “grief is unbearable and from that unbearability one 

kills” (Butler, “On the Edge: Grief”). But how does unbearable grief transition to 

uncontrollable rage, and consequently, to destructiveness? Butler calls this a terrible 

circle, one in which we destroy to bring an end to our unbearable grief, but then we 

redouble that loss by destroying again. The destructive act is meant to announce that the 

unbearable is now another person’s problem. Once Stevie brings down Martin by 

destroying the goat, will she be relieved of grief? The final scene would suggest not. The 

death of Sylvia cannot mend those broken bonds; it drags them further down into the 

abyss of grief.  

 

Breaking the bond 

 

The surprise ending brings Stevie back on to the stage, covered in blood:  

 

STEVIE is dragging a dead goat. The goat’s throat is cut; the blood is 

down STEVIE’s dress, on her arms. She stops. (621) 
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As Albee’s stage directions read, Stevie’s face is “without emotion” (621). Ross is 

immobile with horror while Billy and Martin are crying. Everyone, including the 

audience, are confronted by, and potentially empathising with, the vulnerability of the 

animal body dragged on stage, drenched in blood:  

 

BILLY. (Generally; to no one; helpless; a quiet plea) Help. Help. 

… 

MARTIN. What have you done!? Oh, my God, what have you done!? 

(621)  

 

In Albee’s “definition of tragedy”, then, Martin, the tragic hero, is ultimately ruined at 

the sight of his beloved mistress’s blood-covered corpse. It is not a human corpse, but 

that of an animal, yet it seems to be as agonizing a death as that of a human could ever 

be.121 The goat with its cut throat, evoking the idea of scapegoat and sacrificial animal, 

testifies to Albee’s invocation of ancient tragedy and sacrifice within the context of 

contemporary life – an innovation in modern drama in itself.122 Kelly Oliver refers to 

Freud’s Totem and Taboo to write that “human kinship is dependent on the sacrifice of 

an animal kin and eventually the sacrifice of animal kinship altogether” (Animal Lessons 

274). Stevie makes it clear that she cannot stand being loved by Martin in equal measure 

as a goat. In the same vein as Oliver presents Freud’s anthropological accounts, this could 

be a foreclosure of animal kinship for the sake of the form of human kinship that is 

recognized as family. “Human kinship”, Oliver writes, “is based on a fundamental 

sacrifice of animal kinship both on literal and symbolic levels” (248). However, Stevie’s 

“sacrifice” of the goat cannot revive the broken bonds of kinship between Martin and 

Stevie. The helpless Martin we see in the final scene of the play is not only grieving the 

goat’s death but also his estrangement from Stevie. He earlier scorned Ross for having 

revealed his secret to his wife: “I could have worked it out! And now nothing can ever be 

                                                            
121 This also brings to mind Medea’s killing of her own children (in Euripides’ Medea) planned 
to bring down their father by depriving him of that which he held the most precious to himself. It 
could be taken as another instance of Albee’s invocation of ancient tragedy, but one that is 
subversive in that what the tragic hero holds so dear to himself is a goat mistress whose eventual 
death works to bring him down just as the death of a human kin would.   
122 This innovative appropriation is seen not only in The Goat, but other Albee plays in which 
sacrifice is involved – Jerry’s self-sacrifice in The Zoo Story, the mutilation and murder of 
“bumble of joy” in American Dream, the killing of the illusory son in Who’s Afraid of Virginia 
Woolf?, dead Teddy in A Delicate Balance and Julian’s sacrifice to Alice in Tiny Alice.  
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put back together! Ever!” (619). At the end, he is mourning not only the death of the 

animal but also his lost ties with Stevie − the ties that they lose to passion, grief and rage.  

Vulnerability to the other is part of the bodily life of not only humans but also 

animals. Martin practises with an animal his private understanding of a prohibited form 

of kinship that subjects the animal to bodily violence. Enraged, Stevie breaks her ties with 

Martin and inflicts her desire for violence upon the animal. Albee said that The Goat “is 

about love, and loss, the limits of our tolerance and who, indeed, we really are” (qtd. in 

Zinman 141). Albee’s account of “love and loss” portrays formative vulnerability and 

violence in a chain of human-animal and human-human encounters that work to unravel 

the crisis of kinship. At the end of the play, we see all the bonds broken, but to put it in 

Butler’s words, “[t]hat breakability is the bond” (“Kinship Trouble in The Bacchae”; 

emphasis added). Ambivalently, then, those ties exist in virtue of the very passions that 

break them. Albee’s dramatic innovation – climaxing around a goat mistress sacrificed to 

human passions – subverts not only the conventional perceptions of tragedy but also the 

boundaries of kinship between and across humans and animals. Staging both human and 

animal as vulnerable, The Goat is wrought with the inherent ambivalence of the relations 

through which we are being continually formed and simultaneously undone.   
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PART IV      
CONCLUDING REMARKS    
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Chapter Eight      

Conclusions and Future Research Directions 

 
 

In taking as my point of departure the assumption that aesthetic experience through 

theatre – construed as dramatic literature – has political and ethical pertinence, I placed 

Judith Butler’s reflections on the politics and ethics of subjectivity into connection with 

dramatic accounts of transgression in plays by Edward Albee, Howard Barker and August 

Strindberg. In bringing together literature and philosophy – the aesthetic and intellectual 

modes of relating to the world – I then sought to offer a fresh perspective concerning the 

apprehension of the human subject as performatively constructed in discourse and formed 

in an ethical relation to otherness. I worked through dramatic examples of transgressive 

sexuality and gender identity in order to explore the human beyond its limits. In so doing, 

I arrived at an affirmation of sociality – that, to put it in Butler’s words,  “we are […] 

social beings from the start, dependent on what is outside of ourselves, on others, on 

institutions, and on sustained and sustainable environments” (Frames of War 23).  

In the second introductory chapter of Part I, I located Butler’s theory of the subject 

within a politics of performativity and an ethics of relationality. By expanding on the 

concepts of recognition, desire and transgression, I sought to contextualize the plays 

within a philosophical framework informed by the ethics and politics of subjection 

formation. The subject, as I demonstrated drawing on Butler, is formed in relation to 

external forces, yet in its formation lies a space for transgression. In other words, that we 

are constituted by hegemonic norms is not a negation of our subjective agency. Rather, 

we exercise agency through a performative process of reiteration that enables us to contest 

the very norms that constitute our being. In arguing that there is no identity prior to 

discourse, Butler breaks with the essentialist view of gender as a universally shared inner 

characteristic, and instead, argues for gender as constructed through a reiterative and 

citational process. The subject is thus constituted through a performative repetition of 

regulative norms, but it is nevertheless enabled to undermine any such norm from within 

its terms. Subversive enactments of the constitutive norms of identity then disrupt the 

binary system of gender and allow for alternative gender expressions. Possibilities for 

change are thus created as the subject resignifies – in a new direction – the terms of the 

norms that ambivalently constrain and enable its actions.  

Butler, as I indicated, later complemented the performative dimension of her 

theory of subject formation with an account of the ethical relation with alterity that brings 
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the subject into being. In this light, the subject is affected by external forces – not only by 

the norms that come prior to its emergence but also by its ecstatic relation to human 

others. Within an ethical context, then, the subject is formed in a relation of fundamental 

dependency on the other. Subjective incoherence – the always partial knowledge of the 

self – is an inevitable outcome of this interdependency and the precondition for ethical 

responsibility. Also bound up with becoming a subject are desire and recognition. Desire 

is that which brings the self into a relation with the world and leads, eventually, to 

knowledge. I argued that in staging the transgressive power of desire, the protagonists of 

the plays I selected for this study contest dominant ideologies of gender identity and the 

culturally-defined social, political and moral orders.  

Transgressions reveal the openness of the norms of our world to contestation and 

our own vulnerability to anything worldly, human and non-human. The staging of 

transgression unfolds a paradox inherent in our existence – that despite being constructed 

as affected, regulated and vulnerable beings, we can resist and contest the very norms that 

bring us into existence. This would cast light on our own vulnerability as well as the 

instability of everything normative that inaugurates our being and shapes our existence. 

As vulnerable and affected subjects, we are undone – through desire and emotions of 

passion, rage and grief – by our relations, but at the same time, we nonetheless assert 

agency through transgression of all those boundaries that define our being. 

Part II explored the politics of subversive performativity in plays by Barker and 

Strindberg. I argued that Barker’s The Castle shows us a way of understanding the subject 

as formed in a dialectical interplay of constraint and agency, where a space for exercising 

agency is opened up by a performative resignification of the norms by which the subject 

is constituted. Notwithstanding the socio-political structures that shape human identity, 

Barker’s characters reveal themselves not to be determined by these regulative discourses. 

Rather, in staging a series of subversive acts, they undermine the hegemonic force of 

sexuality, patriarchy and religion, leading to an overthrow of the existing order.   

The chapters on Strindberg’s The Father and Creditors – two plays widely 

regarded as adhering to gender essentialism and misogyny – sought to offer an alternative 

framework for analysing the plays’ staged gender politics by shifting the focus away from 

the perceived authorial intent towards a textual analysis informed by Butler’s theory of 

gender performativity. In my reading of The Father, I highlighted the play’s potential as 

a critique of patriarchal culture and the exclusionary policies that place women in a 

precarious position. Being refused recognition in the law, Laura – a transgressive female 

character – resorts to subversive performances of gender so as to assert the right to the 
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custody of her child. She deliberately sows doubt into the mind of the Captain – her 

(initially) tyrannical husband – about the paternity of their daughter and keeps him in a 

state of vulnerability by neither confirming nor denying his suspicions. Torn apart by 

doubt, the Captain shifts away from paternalistic attitudes and stereotypical masculine 

roles towards assuming a vulnerable position. With Laura orchestrating the presentation 

of her husband as a mentally ill man, the Captain is finally defeated and excluded from 

power. Laura and the Captain, I argued, undermine hierarchical gender binarisms and 

expose gender as a fluid and always-relational concept. 

Tekla and Adolf – the transgressive egalitarian couple in Creditors – also contest 

hegemonic patriarchy, not only through their non-normative performance of gender but 

paradoxically also through hyperbolic and theatrical performance of gender stereotypic 

norms that are conventionally associated with masculinity and femininity. I argued that 

Creditors brings to light the performative dimension of both language and subjectivity. 

The intruding Gustav – Tekla’s former husband and an archetypal patriarch – manipulates 

Adolf through performative speech acts that wield power in physically and psychically 

injurious ways. Gustav’s performative language and patriarchal influence eventually 

shatter Adolf’s marriage and bring about his tragic death. Adolf’s attempts to imitate the 

traditional poses of masculinity under the guidance of Gustav’s teachings turn out to 

undermine, rather than reinforce, the essentialist conception of gender. Tekla’s hyperbolic 

displays of conventional femininity also work to the same effect, exposing gender as a 

performative category rather than re-idealizing heterosexual gender binaries. Through a 

destabilising mimesis of masculinity and femininity, they produce a hyperbolic version 

of male and female that highlights the weakness in the patriarchal ideologies of gender.  

In Part III, I shifted the focus away from performativity towards relationality, and 

in so doing, I probed into an ethical dimension of subjectivity that would take account of 

interdependency and sociality as a fundamental vulnerability in the condition of being a 

subject. In analysing Barker’s The Fence, I looked at the play’s transgressive female 

character, Duchess Algeria, whose scandalous sexual rituals through a border fence and 

incestuous relations with her blind son – Photo – lend an air of enigma to the play. 

Situating Algeria’s transgressive desire within a Hegelian paradigm, I argued for her 

transgressive sexuality as an offering of recognition and an acknowledgement of her 

relationality to the other. Photo’s phantasmatic regression to the infantile upon realizing 

the truth about his relation to his mistress-mother, I further argued, has ethical 

implications in subjective incoherence and unknowability. Within the focal point of 

ethical subjectivity, I looked at the unknowability of the self as an inevitable ethical 
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failure out of which emerges a new sense of ethics. I delved into the dynamics of the 

always interrupted narrative identity and the constitutive self-opacity that becomes a 

precondition of ethics and ethical responsiveness. Utilizing certain theoretical positions 

of Butler, I argued that giving a coherent narrative account of who we are is an impossible 

undertaking because we are implicated in the lives of others and we do not have access 

to the conditions of our emergence. I thus showed how dependent Algeria is on others, 

how Photo fails to completely know himself and how giving an account of himself 

necessitates a regression to the moment of his emergence.  

In Chapter Seven I extended the discussion of subjective interdependency to 

Butler’s exegesis of kinship trouble and her reading of Emmanuel Levinas’s ethical 

philosophy of the face. To this end, I looked at Albee’s The Goat, Or Who’s Sylvia? which 

stages an  unsettling encounter between human and its animal other: Martin, the human, 

forms a queer relation of kin with Sylvia – his anthropomorphized goat mistress – whilst 

all the bonds of kinship between the humans of his household break apart. The Goat, I 

argued, dramatizes boundary crossing and inter-subjectivity through a human-animal-

human crisis that subverts the boundaries of kinship between and across humans and 

animals and in so doing brings kinship bonds into play with the ethics of alterity, loss and 

vulnerability. This innovative theatrical account of cross-species relations and broader 

modes of belonging, I held, provides a context to think about the vacillating moment of 

becoming kin – when we are, along Butler’s lines, least sure about what we are to one 

another. The Goat thus brings the animal other into the realm of recognition to unveil the 

transgressive impulses that define and disrupt kin relations. In putting Albee’s account of 

kinship trouble into dialogue with Butler, I asked: What is it that brings violence into our 

intimate ties? Ensuing from our primary susceptibility to the other – that is a vulnerability 

constitutive to our formation – is a desire to kill or a lust for violence which is constantly 

at war with the anxiety about hurting the other. Passion, rage and grief comport us beyond 

ourselves and bind us to the lives of others. For Butler, breaks in kinship are part of its 

definition, and The Goat, I argued, is an account of kinship ties that we interminably form 

and break. It brings into light our vulnerability to what is beyond us and reveals how 

passion, grief and rage bind us to human (and non-human) others – that is, the central 

human experience of being undone by our relations.  

In all of these plays, desire interacts with a transgression of ideological boundaries 

to reflect subjectivity as a social construction that is nevertheless a locus of social change. 

In the light of my interrogations into the boundaries of the human – through Butler’s 

theory of the subject and dramatic accounts of transgression – the subject is conceived as 
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grounded in performative and ethical relations to the material world. As human subjects, 

in other words, we are embedded in a wider context of power structures and social 

relations, being formed in a perpetual relation to limits that are open to transgression. We 

are, on this account, constructed in a performative process involving the reiteration of 

constitutive normative structures, as well as in an ethical relation to the other who calls 

us into being. Nevertheless, as political and ethical subjects, we are enabled to resist the 

terms of this subjugation to the norm and dependency to the other. We are constituted – 

but not determined – by the terms of normative power, hence we can subvert them to 

bring about change. By virtue of the inescapable vulnerability concomitant with being a 

human – ecstatic relationality, corporeal boundedness and the unknowability of the self – 

we emerge as ethical agents, capable of responding to the call of others.   

 

Areas for future research 
 

While this dissertation engaged with drama as literary text, a study of drama as 

performance can open up supplementary means to address the questions being raised here 

about subjectivity and self-formation. On the theatre stage, gesture, intonation, movement 

and facial expression, as well as the set and the technologies of light and sound, come to 

the playwright’s aid to bring the play into a realm beyond that of its words. Nuanced 

avenues of interpretation may then emerge as the actors on stage interact with the script, 

with one another and with the audience. Live performance in the theatre thus engages 

bodies in a visceral and somatic experience with social and cultural implications. Of 

interest to this area of research could be Richard Shusterman’s theory of somaesthetics, 

which – in putting an emphasis on bodily experience – locates embodiment in relation to 

the aesthetic experience, and more recently, to the broader social and political 

frameworks.123 

Further, Butler’s most recent work on recognizing vulnerability as a performative 

and thus political framework (rather than a solely ontological category) can extend this 

dissertation’s discussions around the ethics of vulnerability and relationality. Future 

research can be directed towards the relationship of space to corporeality – which has 

                                                            
123 See Shusterman’s Thinking Through the Body (2012), where he defines somaesthetics as “the 
critical meliorative study of the experience and use of one’s body as a locus of sensory-aesthetic 
appreciation (aesthesis) and creative self-fashioning” (182–183). See also his “Somaesthetics and 
Politics: Incorporating Pragmatist Aesthetics for Social Action” (2014). 
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long been of particular relevance to theatre studies124 – and the question of how 

vulnerability can become a locus of political resistance and a ground for an ethics of non-

violence. In the end, a study focusing on the relationship (and distinction) between 

performativity and performance can enhance an understanding of the tension between the 

body, theatrical space and the playtext, with implications analogous to the formation of 

the embodied self embedded in a larger political context of scripted norms.  

                                                            
124 For example, Gay McAuley has written extensively on space and the theatre. See her Space in 
Performance: Making Meaning in the Theatre (1999) and Unstable Ground: Performance and 
the Politics of Place (2006). 
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Žižek, Slavoj. The Art of the Ridiculous Sublime: On David Lynch’s Lost Highway. Seattle: 

Walter Chapin Simpson Center for the Humanities, 2000. 

 
 

https://search-proquest-com.ezproxy.library.uwa.edu.au/indexinglinkhandler/sng/au/Taylor,+Chlo$eb/$N?accountid=14681

	Thesis Declaration
	Abstract
	Acknowledgements
	Authorship Declaration: Sole Author Publications
	PART I      INTRODUCTORY REMARK
	Chapter One      General Introduction
	Limitations of this dissertation and areas for future research
	On feminist critical theory and theatre: A historical background

	Chapter Two      Subjectivity: From the Politics of Performativity to the Ethics of Relationality
	Feminist philosophy and the controversial Judith Butler
	Butler’s critics
	The ethics and politics of subjectivity
	Subjectivity
	Desire and recognition
	The idea of boundary crossing: transgression and subversion


	PART II      PERFORMATIVE SUBJECTIVITY
	Introduction to Part II
	Chapter Three      Transgression Unbound: Subjectivity and Subversion in Howard Barker’s The Castle53F
	Fluid identity and transgressive subjectivity
	Subversive performativity
	Final words

	Chapter Four      Revisiting The Father: Precarity and Subversive Performativity59F
	Strindberg and performativity of identities
	The Captain
	Laura
	Precarity and performativity
	Concluding remarks

	Chapter Five      August Strindberg’s Creditors and Performativity Theory: “The Misogynist” Subverts Gender Binaries72F
	Creditors and performativity theory
	Adolf: an egalitarian husband taught to be a “man”
	Subversive and hyperbolic gender performances
	Concluding remarks


	PART III      ETHICAL SUBJECTIVITY
	Introduction to Part III
	Chapter Six      Reaching through The Fence: Howard Barker’s Dramatic Account of Ethical Subjectivity80F
	Recognition and recognizability: the thieves, the fence and the Duchess
	Giving an account of Photo
	Reversals and revelations
	Final words

	Chapter Seven      The Glee of Vulnerability: Becoming Kin with Edward Albee’s Goat99F
	What are we to one another?
	Vacillating in confusion
	Breaking the bond


	PART IV      CONCLUDING REMARKS
	Chapter Eight      Conclusions and Future Research Directions
	Areas for future research


	BIBLIOGRAPHY



