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This dissertation demonstrates that twentieth-century dramas by Sean O’Casey, 

John Osborne, and Harold Pinter continue the convention of nineteenth-century domestic 

drama. From the expressionist movement, theatre of the absurd, and theatre of anger, to 

the theatre of extremes, diverse theatrical experiments in the twentieth century urged 

critics to focus on the contemporary theatrical effort to break away from convention. 

Consequently, critics have often emphasized the disconnectedness of the twentieth-

century avant-garde theatre from nineteenth-century conventions, especially from the 

tradition of the well-made drawing room drama. My thesis focuses on the trajectory of 

the nineteenth-century domestic melodrama. Despite the seeming disconnection, 

nineteenth-century domestic melodrama still lurks within political theatre in the twentieth 

century as a cultural inheritance. This study argues that the aforementioned twentieth-

century playwrights participate in political critique through the discourse of domesticity. 

Despite the geographical and temporal differences, the characters in the plays all struggle 

in the absence of communal integrity or national consensus. They suffer from war 

trauma, from disillusioned nationhood, from abuses of power, and from fascist violence. 

In addressing the fractured nationhood, these playwrights reference the Victorian 

perceptions of the home, the mother, and the nation. While the Victorian discourse of 
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domesticity celebrated the idea of the home as a non-material, sacred haven and admired 

female virtue in support of patriarchal/national stability, Victorian domestic dramas 

displayed the anxieties surrounding domesticity. This dissertation examines how the 

twentieth-century plays considered here enhance the vision of late nineteenth-century 

domestic drama and exploit the myths of the home, the woman and the nation.  
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Introduction 

This dissertation examines the meanings of the home, the mother, and the nation 

in twentieth-century plays, focusing on Sean O’Casey’s Juno and the Paycock (1924) and 

The Plough and the Stars (1926), John Osborne’s Look back in Anger (1956) and Harold 

Pinter’s The Homecoming (1965) and Ashes to Ashes (1996). Each playwright addresses 

a distinct nationhood, from Irish nationalism against the British Empire (O’Casey) and 

postwar British anxiety surrounding the downfall of the Empire (Osborne) to global 

imperialism (Pinter). This study demonstrates that these twentieth-century political 

plays—in negotiating dysfunctional nationhood—continued the tradition of late 

nineteenth-century domestic melodrama. The plays are set within the private space of the 

home, whose security is soon violated, as characters struggle, negotiate and redefine their 

domestic relationships. More specifically, the plays strongly resonate with Victorian 

melodrama, wherein the (transgressive) heroine is either punished or re-positioned within 

the domestic sphere. All the plays considered here redefine the woman’s role at home, as 

they end with the heroine’s reclamation or rejection of domesticity.  

In order to understand why and how these playwrights persistently referenced the 

ideas of the home and the woman in addressing nationhood, the introductory chapter 

begins with nineteenth-century Britain, which obsessively cherished the idea of the home 

as a sanctuary. As Chapter 1 fully examines, the emergence of the New Woman posed a 

threat to British masculinity. In an effort to put women back into the patriarchal realm of 

the home, Victorian society keenly valued the sacredness of the home and female virtue 

in supporting it. The Victorian perceptions of the home and the woman were thus 

essentially conservative to reinforce patriarchal and national stability.  
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While Victorian discourse celebrated the sanctity of the home and the woman’s 

virtue in their support of the nation’s stability, the twentieth-century dramas in this 

dissertation disrupt this correlation. I argue that this disruption was in fact anticipated in 

late Victorian domestic melodrama. While these works incorporated the contemporary 

discourse of domesticity, the genre also displayed the anxieties surrounding female virtue 

and patriarchal stability. I argue that these anxieties resulted from a discrepancy between 

the way the Victorian home was celebrated as a sacred and private haven and the way it 

actually functioned in a secular, material, and public dimension. In a similar sense, when 

Victorian society revered female virtue, it actually reinforced unequal gender dynamics at 

home. In order to see how twentieth century playwrights in the subsequent chapters 

exploit the myths of the home and the woman/mother, this introductory chapter first 

discusses the ironies embedded in each myth. Below, I argue that the myths of the home, 

the woman, and the nation embodied the contradiction between the impulse to reinforce 

patriarchal stability and the male insecurity on which they actually relied. I further argue 

that this paradox turned the home into a political arena and eventually into a critical trope 

to address dysfunctional nationhood.  

 

THE MYTHS OF THE HOME, THE MOTHER AND THE NATION 

For at least the past two centuries in the English-speaking world, the home has 

provided an image of a happy place where all kinds of private and social trouble find 

resolution. Diverse cultural productions celebrated domestic bliss and perpetuated it as a 

popular myth. One of the most popular idioms of the home’s value, “Home, sweet 

home,” derived from a song in John Howard Payne’s play, Clari; or, The Maid of Milan 

(1823), which portrays an archetypal image of the happy home:  
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 ‘Mid pleasures and palaces, though we may roam,  

Be it ever so humble, there’s no place like home.  

A charm from the sky seems to hallow us there,   

Which, seek through the world, is ne’er met with elsewhere.  

 

Home, sweet home!  

There’s no place like home! 

 

An exile from home, splendor dazzles in vain! 

Oh, give me my lowly thatch’d cottage again! 

The birds singing gaily, that came at my call,— 

Give me them, with the peace of mind dearer than all!  

 

Home, sweet home!  

There’s no place like home!1  

The song displays prevalent assumptions that underpin the myth of the home. First, the 

home stands in opposition to the outside world. Second, in contrast to “palaces,” which 

offer worldly “pleasures”, the “humble” home or “the lowly thatch’d cottage” is 

dissociated from material desire. Finally, the home offers spiritual respite. Simply put, the 

song celebrates the home as virtuous because it is devoid of outside material vices.  

Victorian society obsessively celebrated this idea of the home as a sacred, 

spiritual haven. The idea of the home as a private refuge emerged with the advent of the 

                                                 
1 qtd. in John Wayland, “Home, Sweet Home!,” History Stories for Children (Arlington 

Heights: Christian Liberty P, 2007) 152. 
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Industrial Revolution in the eighteenth century and was refined as a moral source by the 

Evangelical movement.
2

 Instead of official rituals, the Evangelical movement 

emphasized individual piety and salvation. Because the home was distanced from the 

public world, its residents could retreat from outside vices to contemplate and practice 

their devotion to Christianity. The Evangelical movement thus rendered the domestic 

space a center of religious virtue.
3
  

The Industrial Revolution gradually separated the home from workplace and 

emptied the material significance from the domestic sphere. Ironically, the myth of the 

home as a non-materialistic moral source ultimately promoted capitalist capability by 

masking vast inequality and possible social injustice. According to Judith Flanders, in the 

Evangelical faith, the home became “a microcosm of the ideal society, with love and 

charity replacing the commerce and capitalism of the outside world” (6). By erasing the 

vices of the outside world and pretending that social vice had never happened, the home 

offered a sense of redemptive escapism through the prospect of restoring moral order. 

Even though social justice was not immediately gratified in reality, the home as “a 

microcosm of the ideal society”—as Flanders phrases it—promised that moral 

justification was at hand. Thus, the discourse of domesticity reassured the middle class, 

                                                 

2 Prior to the Revolution, the home functioned as a self-sufficient economic unit where 

consumption and production occurred simultaneously. In addition, both lower-working 

class laborers and middle class professionals, such as doctors and lawyers, practiced at 

home, but rapid industrialization and capitalization separated the home from the 

workplace.  

3 In The Women of England: Their Social Duties, and Domestic Habits (1843), for 

instance, Sarah Stickney Ellis argued that the quality of the home was defined by its 

capability to refute external vice: “Not only must an appearance of outward order and 

comfort be kept up, but around every domestic scene there must be a strong wall of 

confidence, which no internal suspicion can undermine, no external enemy break 

through” (10).  
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the large portion of the major working population, through a fantasy of moral integrity 

and settled them securely within the industrial capitalist world. Even though the idea of 

the home as a sacred haven developed with Evangelicalism, the discourse of domesticity 

was not necessarily locked in a religious dimension. The Victorian notion of the home 

was pragmatic in promising the instant moral reward instead of postponing it beyond the 

next world. As Flanders aptly puts it, the Evangelical vision of the home became a 

“secular norm” even for those who did not share the Evangelicals’ religious faith (6).  

More specifically, the idea of the home as a sacred haven became an obsessive 

myth in nineteenth-century Britain with a growing sense of urgency to legitimize the 

woman’s confinement within a patriarchal realm.
4
 Not surprisingly, the myth of the 

home paralleled that of the woman. The Victorian discourse equated the woman with the 

home by identifying the domestic sphere as the exterior of the woman’s internal 

goodness.
5
 In Enquire Within Upon Everything (1856), an encyclopedic manual on 

domestic life, Robert Kemp Philip relates the nature of the home to that of the wife. 

Under the title, “A Wife’s Power”, the author gives the following instruction:  

The power of a wife for good or evil is irresistible. Home must be the seat of 

happiness, or it must be for ever unknown. A good wife is to a man wisdom, and 

courage, and strength, and endurance. A bad wife is confusion, weakness, 

discomfiture, and despair. No condition is hopeless where the wife possesses 

                                                 

4 Prior to Industrialization, housewives also participated in public work. Because their 

husbands worked at home, the mistresses of the house made accounts, took care of 

correspondence, dealt with daily customers and managed apprentices. However, as the 

Industrial Revolution separated the outside world’s business from domestic labor, middle 

class women rarely participated in production. The Victorian myth of the home as a 

haven for the woman further erased her presence in the public sphere.  

5 How well a woman managed the home determined the level of her domestic virtue, 

and she had to take seriously such domestic labor as decorating the home, cooking and 

child-raising. For more discussion, see The Cambridge Companion to Victorian Culture, 

ed. Francis O’Gorman, (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2010).  
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firmness, decision, and economy. There is no outward prosperity which can 

counteract indolence, extravagance, and folly at home. No spirit can long endure 

bad domestic influence. (147-8)  

The word wife in this observation is almost interchangeable with the term home. The first 

sentence explains the wife’s power as a moral source. The next sentence shifts its subject 

from the wife to the home. The following three sentences elaborate on the role of wife. 

The last two sentences once again shift the focus back to the nature of the home. Without 

clarifying the logical transition, the author identifies the virtue of the woman as 

equivalent to that of the home. Taken to its natural conclusion, advice on women’s 

domestic duties aligns with the Evangelical vision of the home as the source of moral 

renewal for men. Her duty was not simply to offer her husband physical rest but also a 

moral uplift. The contemporary norm thus emphasized that female virtue determined the 

respectability of the home.  

The Victorian perception of the woman depended on an irony. As the Victorian 

norm elevated the home to a spiritual concept of a moral source, it also erased the 

presence of the woman in the public sphere by turning her into a transcendental image of 

virtue. In Enquire within upon Everything, the author associated the woman with celestial 

bodies:  

It is astonishing how much the cheerfulness of a wife contributes to the happiness 

of home. She is the sun—the centre of a domestic system, and her children are 

like planets around her, reflecting her rays. How merry the little ones look when 

the mother is joyous and good-tempered; and how easily and pleasantly her 

household labours are overcome! (Philip 40)  

Rhetorically, the association of the woman with a celestial object spiritualized the 

condition wherein she positions herself. Conversely, the narrator excluded the woman 

from the material control of a household. The norm of ideal womanhood limited the 

woman’s access to material resources by reinforcing the myth that she must be pure and 
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cannot be tainted with money. In a similar sense, when Coventy Patmore celebrated the 

“Angel in the House” as Victorian middle-class womanhood, this image displayed the 

paradoxical nature of the myth of the woman. When the metaphor elevated the woman 

through sublimation, it actually deprived her of her humanity because her desire—

whether sexual or material—was rendered invisible.  

The discourse of Victorian domesticity thus contained a fundamental 

contradiction. Victorian society extolled the home as a spiritual and sacred realm, but the 

home was essentially the end-result of material conditions. Establishing and maintaining 

middle-class domesticity demanded capitalist transactions and drove economic 

consumption. It required goods and human labor (maids and servants). In “Women and 

the Family,” D’Cruze points out that middle class families required “certain formality 

and rituals,” which entailed “numerous courses at mealtimes, different rooms for specific 

purposes and one or two maids”—all of which involved a substantial amount of 

expenditure (46). The Victorian home increasingly depended on all these material 

comforts, but the contemporary cultural texts concealed the material dimension of 

domesticity. By the same token, denoting the home as a place of respite was a paradox 

which ignored the woman’s physical labor to make the home “an effective haven.” In 

order for the man to relax at home, the woman had to undertake all the necessary tasks, 

such as cleaning and decorating. Although most middle class families had maids in their 

houses, mistresses of the household still had to manage domestic labor. The home was 

not a shelter but a workplace for the woman. The sublimation of the woman as the 

transcendental symbol of an angel masked her inferiority while relegating her to a 

secondary position. Both the home and the woman served as trans-material icons of 
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spiritual integrity to further work as moral sources for men.
6
 By attributing spiritual 

sanctity to the home and to the woman, the Victorians envisioned the ideal home and 

womanhood thoroughly within a patriarchal consciousness.  

While Victorian norms of ideal womanhood derived from self-abnegating 

femininity and locked middle-class women within a patriarchal domestic order, the 

Victorian discourse also delivered a false promise of empowerment to women that they 

could participate in nation-making through the performance of motherhood. Sarah 

Stickeny Ellis, a popular Victorian author, published a series of instructions on women’s 

domestic duties: The Women of England: Their Social Duties and Domestic Habits 

(1839), The Daughters of England: Their position in Society, Character and 

Responsibilities (1842), and The Mothers of England: Their Influence and Responsibility 

(1843). As these titles suggest, when the author valued women’s duties and roles within 

the home, she ultimately envisioned their influences within the public dimension of 

society and, moreover, in the context of the nation. When Ellis, in The Daughters of 

England, comforted the woman, “you are not alone; you are one of a family—of a social 

circle—of a community—of a nation,” she expanded the sphere in which women were 

located from the local sphere of the home to the larger context of community and finally 

to the nation (9).  

More specifically, Victorian doctrine invited the mother to the public domain of 

nation-making to cultivate the sanctity of the nation. In Self-Help (1859), Samuel Smiles 

argued that the primary role of the home was to nurture potential citizens:  

                                                 

6 Woolf’s argument in A Room of One’s Own challenged the two premises underlying 

the Victorian myth of the home and the woman. The narrator in this book urges the 

woman to have a room of her own and money: the room of one’s own is not regulated by 

patriarchal consciousness and the money gives her economic autonomy.  
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Hence the vast importance of domestic training. For whatever may be the 

efficiency of schools, the examples set in our Homes must always be vastly 

greater influence in forming the characters of our future men and women. The 

Home is the crystal of society—the nucleus of national character; and from that 

source, be it pure or tainted, issue the habits, principles and maxims which govern 

public as well as private life. The nation comes from the nursery. (352-353)  

By defining the home’s primary function as that of nurturing potential citizens and to 

fashion national character, Smiles attributed an active role to the home in nation-making. 

When emphasizing the home as an educational institution for the nation, Smiles referred 

to the home as a “nursery,” thereby coding the function of the home as feminine. He then 

valued a mother’s capacity to strengthen the nation by nurturing desirable citizens. In “In 

Her Teens” (1864), Dinah Mulock observed that “the rise and fall of nations is mainly 

dependent on the condition of their women—the mothers, sisters, daughters, wives—

who…mould…the natures, habits, and lives of the men to whom they belong” (219).
7
 

The woman’s domestic duty to reproduce and rear children in order to continue the 

patriarchal lineage thus reoccurred within the larger context of the nation. The home 

                                                 

7 Queen Victoria served as the ultimate mother figure who participated in the political 

realm by enacting a domestic role. As a mother of nine children, she established her 

public image as a maternal figure in a bourgeois family. When her husband died in 1861, 

the Queen withdrew from the public sphere for nearly fifteen years, performing the 

contemporary ideal womanhood whose “chief priorities were domestic” (Nelson 6). In 

addition, according to Edith Lazaros Honic, when the public celebrated the queen’s fifty 

years of reign, people “saluted her with a banner proclaiming: Fifty Years, Mother, Wife, 

and Queen” (11). qtd. in Gillian Avery, Victorian People in Life and Literature (New 

York: Holt, Rinerhart, & Winston, Inc., 1970) 7. Clearly, the public perceived the 

Queen’s domestic roles more than her political role (ibd. 11). The Queen constructed her 

self-image in accordance to her subjects’ expectation of an ideal woman “who sought her 

fulfillment from family life” (Nelson 6). With Queen Victoria as an archetypal mother 

figure who sustained the patriarchal home, England envisioned itself in the image of a 

family whose bourgeois moral values determined national values. Ultimately, the 

Queen’s performance of motherhood inspired middle-class women. As much as the 

Queen played out the public performance of her personal domestic role, ordinary middle-

class women could fantasize that they, too, could participate in public discourse by 

fulfilling their domestic duties.  
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became a microcosm of the nation, and the process of homemaking paralleled nation-

making. The mother was expected to protect the sanctity of the home for the sake of the 

nation.  

In short, Victorian norms defined the woman’s duty by her reproductive capacity 

both on a personal and a public level. While the mother continued the patriarchal lineage 

of her male counterpart, she also produced desirable citizens for the nation. There lies the 

irony of Victorian motherhood. The mother could participate in public discourse only 

when she retreated into the private realm of the home. Because a woman could enjoy the 

most active political significance when she performed her domestic duties of 

motherhood, the myth of motherhood justified her confinement within the most private 

sphere of the home. Moreover, the sense of empowerment that allowed the mother to 

participate in the public project was essentially limited as her domestic teaching was 

gender-coded. While a mother enhanced her son’s morality as a citizen, she instructed her 

daughter in woman’s domestic duties. It was mothers’ duty to nurture their daughters—

future mothers—to conform to domestic duties, and thereby reinforcing patriarchal 

stability.
8
  

                                                 

8 For instance, Enquire Within Upon Everything urged that a woman’s happiness begins 

by appreciating the home as her space: “If a mother wishes to see her daughter become a 

good, happy, and rational woman, never let there be contempt for domestic occupations, 

or suffer them to be deemed secondary” (Philip 21). The author advised the woman to 

accept one’s domestic position before fulfilling her duties:  

[Mothers] must bring up their daughters from the first with the idea that in this 

world it is required to give as well as to receive, to minister as well as to enjoy; 

that every person is bound to be useful—practically, literally useful—in his own 

sphere, and that a woman’s first sphere is the house, and its concerns and 

demands. Once really imbued with this belief, and taught to see how much the 

comfort and happiness of woman herself, as well as of her family, depends on 

this part of her discharge of duty, a young girl will usually be anxious to learn 

all that her mother is disposed to teach, and will be proud and happy to aid in 

any domestic occupations assigned to her. (Philip 21)  
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The Victorian perceptions of the home and the mother thus derived from an 

impulse to reinforce conservative, middle-class, patriarchal ideology. Within these myths, 

female virtue determined the respectability of the home, and the mother maintained 

patriarchal stability, and eventually, the nation’s sanctity. From O’Casey and Osborne to 

Pinter, twentieth-century political playwrights exploited these Victorian myths. All the 

mothers in those plays (except for Juno in Juno and the Paycock) stay at home and 

perform the expected roles of homemaking and nation-making. Yet, these mothers 

eventually disturb perceived female virtue. While the Victorian mother maintained 

patriarchal stability and participated in the myth-making of the nation, the twentieth-

century mothers in the following chapters participate in the myth-breaking of the nation.  

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND MELODRAMA  

For a theoretical framework, I am indebted to scholarship on melodrama. I define 

the twentieth-century plays in my dissertation as domestic drama and situate them on a 

continuum of late Victorian domestic melodrama. The plays I examine address 

nationhood while focusing on the local sphere of the home. The socio-political function 

of melodrama closely paralleled that of the discourse of domesticity. Both melodrama 

and the myth of the home worked toward reinforcing bourgeois, middle-class patriarchal 

ideology. Not surprisingly, critics often discuss domestic drama as a sub-form of 

melodrama. 

In The Melodramatic Imagination (1976), Peter Brooks argued that melodrama 

emerged as a distinct theatrical genre in French post-revolutionary theatre. As the 

                                                                                                                                                 

There is a defensive note to the quotation that assumes the domestic space as secondary. 

More importantly, patriarchal discourse imagined the mother as a critical transmitter of 

domestic order and values.  
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Revolution completely demolished the absolute monarchy and, along with it, dislodged 

French cultural heritage, the conventional social norm was no longer viable. Through 

polarized plots and stereotyped characters, melodrama displayed the rigid morality which 

eventually stabilized the social order in place of feudal absolutism. As Brooks argues that 

the clichéd formula of melodrama served as a fixed scheme to define norms of middle 

class morality, critics emphasize the ways in which the genre eventually privileged the 

dominant ideology. In “The Origins of Domestic Drama,” Arnold Hauser stresses 

domestic melodrama’s political function in the absence of social stability, arguing that 

the genre provided a working principle in place of the traditional norms. Hauser’s 

observation anticipates Brooks’ claim that melodrama emerged from the cultural 

consciousness of the post-revolutionary period, thus reflecting social unease in the 

absence of “the stable structures provided by monarchic, feudal, and religious authority,” 

as Ben Singer phrases it (11). As the mouthpiece of the revolutionary bourgeoisie, 

domestic melodrama belittled “heroic and aristocratic virtues” while promoting 

“bourgeois morality and the middle-class claim to equality of rights” (Hauser 403). In 

Hauser’s formulation, domestic melodrama solidified the communal identity of the 

emerging middle class.  

In Melodramatic Formations: American Theatre and Society, 1820-1870 (1992), 

Bruce A. McConachie investigates how nineteenth-century American domestic 

melodrama staged the hegemonic struggle between classes. McConachie draws a parallel 

between melodrama’s function to protect the ideology of the dominant class and 

patriarchal desire to preserve domesticity. Employing Marxist and new historicist 

rhetoric, McConachie defines theatre as a political battleground that negotiated 
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ideological differences between the classes.
9
 According to him, the theatre exhibited 

expected social and gender roles on stage and worked as a mouthpiece of the 

contemporary dominant classes, thereby resolving the ideological conflicts. Although the 

geography of his focus differs from that of the aforementioned critics, McConachie’s 

discussion still aligns with Brooks’ and Hauser’s emphasis on the ideological function of 

melodrama in solidifying the hegemony of the dominant class.  

In the article “‘Helpless and Unfriended’: Nineteenth-century Domestic 

Melodrama,” Martha Vicinus examines domestic melodrama in relation to the rise of 

urban capitalism. In domestic drama, the Manichean moral dichotomy between good and 

evil is translated into the patriarchal ideal and the villain who threatens domestic sanctity. 

Melodrama resolves its tension and conflict when the domestic ideal is protected and 

patriarchal discourse is maintained. Vicinus identifies radical social changes and 

capitalist vices as the villainy that threatens the home. By resolving the threat caused by 

the outside world, the genre serves as a “psychological touchstone” for the powerless, 

whom Vicinus defines as “those who felt themselves to be the ‘helpless and unfriended’” 

(131). To Vicinus, Victorian domestic melodrama was conservative in nature. Even 

though the genre seemed to sympathize with the working class, it actually offered a 

vision that confirmed the capitalist bourgeois ideology. Despite the characters’ resistance 

                                                 

9 McConachie observes that fairy-tale melodramas in the Paternalistic theatre for the 

privileged class in the 1820s and early 1830s, had “confirmed elite hegemony” by 

justifying traditional paternalism in the midst of rapid urbanization. This politically 

conservative genre, however, soon declined with the advent of market capitalism and 

egalitarian democracy. From the 1830s to 1855, heroic melodramas and apocalyptic 

melodramas dominated Jacksonian yeoman theatre. Against capitalist expansion, 

McConachie argues, yeoman melodramatic culture legitimated its traditional values and 

ideology such as community solidarity, family ties, masculine honor and female 

domesticity. McConachie then points out that sensation melodrama during industrial 

capitalism in the 1870s came to reinforce the ideology of the new bourgeoisie who 

challenged yeoman theatre of the previous era. 
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to outside threats, the restoration of domestic ideals ultimately reinforced contemporary 

social values by reassuring the working class that they could be assimilated into the 

dominant social structure.   

These critics emphasize melodrama’s capacity to reinforce the dominant 

discourse of the period. I enhance these readings but identify Victorian domestic drama 

as potentially subversive. While Victorian domestic drama incorporated a clear-cut vision 

of domestic sanctity and female virtue to reinforce patriarchal ideology, it also displayed 

the paradox embedded in the myth of the home. That is, in enhancing the dominant 

discourse, domestic melodrama revealed the vulnerability underlying the middle-class, 

patriarchal ideology that was being preserved. More specifically, the discrepancy 

between how the home was celebrated as a sacred haven and how it actually functioned 

in society was translated into the tension between the respectable façade of the patriarchal 

home and its inherent deceptiveness in Victorian domestic drama.  

Although most of my literary discussion centers on dramas, I include one 

sensation novel, Lady Audley’s Secret. This novel embodied theatrical features and was 

adapted into various plays. More importantly, the genre of sensation novels reflected the 

discrepancy between how society perceived the home and how it actually functioned. The 

threat to domestic sanctity is a common theme in sensation novels. While the early crime 

fiction of the 1830s located crime in “non-domestic and non-respectable outlawed 

regions,” the sensation novel in the 1860s set crime in respectable middle-class 

households: “It was such households, and not the exposed homes of the dangerous 

classes, which could protect themselves against the intrusion of the public sphere as 

represented by the new police forces, and could more plausibly be seen as harboring dark 

secrets” (Anthea Trodd 3). The genre’s location of crime within a middle-class domestic 

space worked toward two ends. On the one hand, sensation novels incorporated the myth 
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of the home as a sacred haven which should be guarded against outside vice. On the other 

hand, although the ultimate punishment of the transgressor seems to reinforce the idea of 

the home as a moral source, the genre eventually displayed the inherent paradox 

underlying the respectable façade of the Victorian home, thereby betraying the 

vulnerability of patriarchal stability.
10

 In Mixed Feelings, Ann Cvetkovich observes that:   

The sensation novel is distinct as a genre from its precursors because its crimes 

and mysteries occur, not in foreign countries or wild landscapes, not among the 

lower classes or the inhabitants of monasteries and convents, but in the stately 

homes of the aristocracy, whose lives are depicted in realistic detail. Rather than 

relegating terror to exotic fringes of society, the sensation novel exploits the 

disparity between apparently stable families and marriages and the horrifying 

secrets and extremes of passion that disrupt them, in recognition (in the words of 

Henry James) that the ‘most mysterious of mysteries’ are ‘at our own doors.’ (45)
 
 

More importantly, the genre undermines the premise of the myth of the home: “The genre 

creates sensationalism by locating crime where one would least expect it—not only in the 

home but in the actions of a woman—and in the process violates the separation of the 

private and public spheres crucial to Victorian culture” (Cvetkovich 46). Building upon 

her identification, I argue that sensation novels embody the essence of domestic 

melodrama. Like domestic melodrama, sensation novels draw upon the myth of the home 

but in so doing reveal the fundamental contradiction embedded in the myth and the 

vulnerability underpinning patriarchal stability. Because much of my literary discussion 

focuses on male vulnerability, I find Kristen Guest’s article, “The Subject of Money: 

Late-Victorian Melodrama’s Crisis of Masculinity,” useful. Here, Guest identifies the 

emergence of male victims in mid-late Victorian melodrama and argues that they reflect 

the contemporary men’s inability to control the economic and domestic spheres. I further 

                                                 

10 This discussion will be picked up in Chapter 1.  
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argue that the subversive nature of the plays examined here came from late-Victorian 

domestic melodrama.  

The twentieth-century political plays in this dissertation belonged to the tradition 

of domestic melodrama as they negotiated the disrupted national discourse. Brooks 

argued that melodrama emerged as a new structuring framework to reinstall communal 

integrity. Likewise, the plays in the following chapters address the dysfunctional nation 

in the absence of consensus. O’Casey’s plays reflect the anxiety surrounding the home 

and the nation after the failure of the Easter Rising and the subsequent Civil War. Irish 

people were thoroughly disillusioned with the Irish nationalism that had sustained them 

all along. Osborne’s Look Back in Anger dramatizes the postwar generations’ anxiety 

over the nation’s declining power. Finally, Pinter’s characters struggle in the absence of a 

working principle in a world that increasingly reflects global injustice. Despite their 

geographical and temporal differences, the characters in the plays all suffer from a lack of 

national consensus.  

 

METHODOLOGY AND CHAPTER OUTLINE 

This dissertation follows in chronological order. Chapter 1 discusses the myth of 

the home and domestic (melo)drama in nineteenth-century Britain. The subsequent 

chapters examine how twentieth-century political theatre revisited nineteenth-century 

conventions in addressing dysfunctional national discourse. Because my discussion 

focuses on how plays employ the discourse of domesticity in expressing a political 

vision, this dissertation includes cultural studies with much emphasis on historical 

discussion. Moreover, because most dramas in my dissertation were written as responses 

to specific political incidents, placing the plays within the contemporary socio-political 
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situation, and in relation to the playwright’s political stance, is particularly necessary. In 

each chapter, I attempt to build a strong connection between a historical context, the 

author’s political vision, and how the chosen dramatic piece(s) reflect these two elements. 

Each chapter examines three layers of a social phenomenon: what actually happened in a 

particular society, what anxieties contemporaries felt about the phenomenon, and finally, 

how literature reflected these anxieties. Each chapter thus starts with a discussion of a 

socio-political condition, examines the playwright’s political vision, and ends with 

literary analysis.  

In order to examine how and why O’Casey, Osborne and Pinter repeatedly 

deployed the image of the home to address dysfunctional nationhood, this dissertation 

begins with nineteenth-century Britain, in which the idea of the home was obsessively 

represented in terms of female virtue. Chapter 1 examines how nineteenth-century Britain 

witnessed the emergence of the New Woman, who demanded equality in gender roles 

and entered into male spaces. With a growing sense of threat to British masculinity, the 

Victorian discourse carefully positioned the home in opposition to the public, secular, and 

material dimension and constructed the home as a private, sacred, and spiritual haven. In 

doing so, the Victorian norm emphasized that female virtue determined the respectability 

of the home and of the nation, and thereby admiring the woman both as a domestic and 

national icon.  

This chapter then examines how Victorian literature reflected the anxiety 

surrounding the home. The chapter offers a close reading of Mary Elizabeth Braddon’s 

Lady Audley’s Secret (1862), Henry Irving’s The Bells (1871), and Sir Arthur Wing 

Pinero’s The Second Mrs. Tanqueray (1893). When sensation melodrama reinstated 

moral integrity, the genre simultaneously displayed the vulnerability of the restored 

patriarchal stability (as in Lady Audley’s Secret) and questioned the legitimacy of 
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domestic sanctity (as in The Bells). The Second Mrs. Tanqueray further inverts the idea of 

the home as an embodiment of sacred nationhood. These dramas, written several years 

apart, showed an intensification of male anxiety. For instance, in contrast to Sir Michael 

in Lady Audley’s Secret, Aubrey in The Second Mrs. Tanqueray is clearly disturbed by 

social norms and torn between his willingness to reject conventionality and his eventual 

submission to social standards. The play is about the man’s changing perception as much 

as about the female transgression to patriarchal stability. The chapter finally examines 

how Britain’s reception of A Doll’s House reflected Victorian anxieties surrounding the 

changing ideas of gender norms and the disrupted home. The refracted domesticity in the 

turn-of-the-century theatre anticipated that in twentieth-century political theatre.  

Chapter 2 discusses the meaning of the home and motherhood in Irish nationalism 

and literature. Since the sixteenth century, Ireland had struggled to achieve political 

independence from Britain. The death of Parnell in 1892 marked a turning point in the 

course of Irish nationalism. The nationalist movement shifted its course to take a 

seemingly non-violent path and promoted cultural sovereignty. During this period, the 

Irish nationalist literary figures emphasized the idea of the nation as a home to increase 

the sense of national unity and to promote people’s commitment to the nation. By 

celebrating physical sacrifice as martyrdom, these nationalists promoted martial 

masculinity that would work through nationalist upheavals. However, the failure of the 

Easter Rising in 1916 made the Irish question the validity of sacrifice. The signing of the 

Treaty in 1921 and the subsequent Civil War in 1922 brought about another turning point 

in Irish nationalism. The nation underwent an internal split between proponents and 

opponents of the Treaty. Now, brother fought against brother, and the myth of the nation 

as a home was thoroughly shattered.  
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This chapter examines how the shift in Irish nationalism revised the meanings of 

the home and the mother in Irish drama. Romantic Irish nationalism envisioned the nation 

as a home and revered motherhood as a myth-making instrument. The mother was vital in 

the construction of a national identity because of her capacity to bear potential fighters 

and martyrs for the nation. Upon her son’s death, she performed the Irish ritual of 

mourning through keening and confirmed his martyrdom. O’Casey’s plays reject the 

romantic notion of the Irish home which was held by Irish nationalists. More specifically, 

Juno and the Paycock and The Plough and the Stars called the legitimacy of death, 

sacrifice, and martyrdom into question. Juno in Juno and the Paycock rejects domesticity 

as she leaves the home and her male counterparts, thereby severing the connection 

between domesticity, motherhood, and nationhood. In The Plough and the Stars, Bessie’s 

death betrays the ugliness of blind sacrifice instead of validating selfless, sacrificial 

martyrdom. Although this chapter deals with a different geographical context, the 

conventional expectation of the mother’s role in nation-making turns out to be quite 

similar to that in the Victorian context.  

Chapter 3 examines the representation of the home in the theatre of anger in 

relation to the anxiety surrounding British masculinity. Although Britain emerged as 

victorious after the war, the nation gradually suffered from its undermined position in the 

international setting. The nation also experienced a male identity crisis at home. During 

the war, women worked in public in place of men. When men returned from the war, 

there was a growing impulse to put women back into the patriarchal realm of the home. 

In a sense, the threat caused by the New Woman in Victorian society reoccurred in 

postwar Britain. This chapter examines how the home in the theatre of anger reflected 

male insecurity of the period. In Osborne’s Look Back in Anger, Jimmy’s obsession with 

masculinity and his inability to father a child display the vulnerability of his manhood, 
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which further aligns with contemporaries’ insecurity about the downfall of the empire. 

Osborne’s next play The Entertainer further dramatizes the contemporary national crisis 

through the personal tragedy of the Rice family.   

Chapter 4 examines the significance of the home in Harold Pinter’s dramas. 

Unlike the preceding chapters, this chapter does not address a specific nationhood. Pinter 

was preoccupied with global imperialism and universal human suffering. While Pinter 

expanded the scope of his political criticism into the universal context, his dramas 

concentrated on the local sphere of the home. In place of a specific political context, 

Pinter’s domestic space serves as a physical ground that negotiates power imbalances. 

This chapter examines the home in Pinter’s dramas as a metaphor for the nation by 

focusing on The Homecoming and Ashes to Ashes. What maintains the home in these 

plays is the history of violence. The two plays invert the Victorian perceptions of the 

home and the mother in relation to the nation. On the one hand, the mother does not leave 

the home. She reclaims domesticity as expected for the Victorian mother. On the other 

hand, instead of validating the respectability of the home and the nation’s sanctity, 

Pinter’s mother undermines the myth of the nation. In a sense, Pinter mockingly 

replicates and disrupts the way the myths of the home, the woman and the nation are 

created.  

This dissertation covers extensive time and space, spanning from nineteenth-

century Britain and early twentieth-century Ireland to mid-late twentieth-century Britain. 

In doing so, this dissertation demonstrates that nineteenth-century conventions, instead of 

fading away, were deeply embedded in twentieth-century theatre. In addition to the 

continuity of nineteenth-century conventions, this study also emphasized the 

connectedness within twentieth-century theatre. There were recurring references to the 

home, the woman’s domestic position, and motherhood among twentieth-century 
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domestic dramas that painfully negotiated fractured national identity. Although these 

plays addressed a distinct nationhood in different temporal and spatial contexts, they 

persistently echoed each other, particularly through the discourse of domesticity.  
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Chapter 1 The Myth of the Home and Domestic Melodrama in 

Nineteenth-Century Britain  

 

INTRODUCTION  

This chapter examines the myth of the home, the woman and the nation in 

nineteenth-century Britain as reflected in Victorian melodrama. The Victorian perception 

of the woman relied upon a subtle mixture of condemnation and admiration. While 

Victorian society obsessively idealized women, such admiration was predicated on a 

strong sense of male insecurity. This chapter first examines how the emergence of the 

New Woman threatened British masculinity, and how Victorian society emphasized the 

myth of the home to confine her within the domestic space. More specifically, the myth 

of motherhood urged the woman to conform to her domestic duty with a rationale that 

she could participate in nation-making by reproducing and nurturing future citizens. The 

chapter then examines how Victorian domestic melodrama in the mid-late nineteenth 

century reflected the anxiety surrounding domesticity. On the one hand, Victorian 

melodrama incorporated the clear-cut vision of the contemporary norms of domesticity to 

bolster patriarchal stability. The genre frequently preserved the woman’s virtue and the 

sanctity of the home by punishing the transgressor at the end. Yet at a deeper level, 

Victorian melodramas—while absorbing the contemporary norms of domesticity—

captured and further deepened the anxiety surrounding the home and betrayed the 

vulnerability of the restored patriarchal stability. I examine how Victorian melodramas 

inverted the premises of the myth of the home: patriarchal stability in Mary Elizabeth 

Braddon’s Lady Audley’s Secret, the legitimacy of domestic sanctity in Leopold Davis 

Lewis’s The Bells, and the home as sacred nationhood in Sir Arthur Wing Pinero’s The 
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Second Mrs. Tanqueray. The last section examines Britain’s reception of Henrik Ibsen’s 

A Doll’s House and, in so doing, discusses how the turn-of-the-century theatre negotiated 

the Victorian anxiety surrounding the New Woman, revised gender norms, and disrupted 

domestic/national stability.  

 

THE NEW WOMAN AND THE THREAT TO BRITISH MASCULINITY  

 During the 1890s, the modern woman who possessed independent and assertive 

qualities emerged with a distinct identity as the “New Woman.” Although the New 

Woman hardly had a stable definition, she generally designated a type of middle-class 

woman who struggled to enhance her socioeconomic status and who demanded the 

improvement of political conditions for her gender.
11

 The New Woman contested the 

contemporary norms of her subordinate position to men and refused financial security 

through marriage. Rather, she pursued economic betterment through higher education and 

independent work. Social reformers like Eleanor Marx and Sarah Grand, for instance, 

urged women to participate in public works outside the institution of marriage.
12

  

The term New Woman emerged in the 1890s, but the idea of a modern woman 

who challenged bourgeois patriarchal norms had already been prevalent throughout the 

                                                 

11 The fear of the New Woman was a class-specific phenomenon. The Parliamentary 

debate on whether or not women should work in public mostly centered on middle-class 

women while there was no such discussion about lower-class women, who worked in 

factories and engaged in wage labor. In fact, middle-class women who were engaged in 

more “respectable” work as secretaries, teachers or governesses hardly challenged or 

subverted male security. Instead, these women assisted men or nurtured children, thereby 

continuing the “traditional” domesticated femininity.  

12 While Sarah Grand mildly condemned “the constricting divorce laws,” radical 

reformers, like Mona Caird, “regarded the whole institution of marriage” as something to 

be abolished. qtd. in Gail Cunningham, The New Woman and the Victorian Novel 

(London: Macmillan P, 1978) 2.  
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nineteenth century.
13

 Since the mid-nineteenth century, Britain experienced a series of 

women’s movements. Middle-class feminists demanded equal education, new 

parliamentary bills for Divorce Laws, and women’s employment in the public sphere. In 

1857, a group of women activists established the Association for the Promotion of the 

Employment of Women.
14

 The Matrimonial Causes Act of 1857 made divorce relatively 

easier.
15

 Women gained access to higher education when Queen’s College, Britain’s first 

college for women, was founded in 1848 and Bedford College in the following year. The 

establishment of the North London Collegiate in 1850 and Cheltenham Ladies’ College 

in 1854 also promoted women’s secondary education. In 1869, the foundation of Girton 

College, one of the constituent colleges of Cambridge, paved the way to Oxford and 

Cambridge for women (Cunningham 4). The Married Women’s Property Act of 1870 and 

1882 finally approved women’s legal rights to their property after marriage. Even though 

the number of women who enjoyed these privileges was limited, these social changes 

allowed them to eke out a space in the male/public domain.  

As middle-class women ventured into the public sphere, there was a growing 

sense of hostility toward them. In her essay, “The Girl of the Period” (1868), anti-

                                                 

13 It is generally believed that the term New Woman first appeared in antifeminist 

Ouida’s essay “the New Woman” (1894), which was written in response to Sarah 

Grand’s “The New Aspect of the Woman Question” (1894). 

14 “[T]he medical profession began with extreme reluctance to relent towards women. 

Areas of female employment expanded as nurses and teachers began to receive 

professional training. And the commercial world provided an entirely new field of work: 

the census returns of 1861 and 1871 had no female clerks at all; by 1881 there were 

nearly 6000 and by 1891 the number had almost tripled to 17,859—the Typewriter Girl 

had arrived” (Cunningham 4).   

15 The Act still contained limitations. While the Act made divorce possible for women, 

it was based on gender inequality which demanded female sexual purity. Nonetheless, the 

improvement of women’s rights led to these acts. For more discussion, see Cunningham 

4.  
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feminist Eliza Lynn Linton described this modern woman as someone who possessed 

unconventional feminine characteristics such as “the love of pleasure and indifference to 

duty” or “the desire of money before either love or happiness” (Cunningham 8).
16

 To 

Linton, the woman’s dissatisfaction with “the monotony of ordinary life” ultimately led 

men to be “afraid of her; and with reason” (8-9):
17

  

All men whose opinion is worth having prefer the simple and genuine girl of the 

past, with her tender little ways and pretty, bashful modesties, to this loud and 

rampant modernization, with her false red hair and painted skin, talking slang as 

glibly as a man, and by preference leading the conversation to doubtful subjects 

(9).
18

  

Linton’s perception of “the girl of the period” significantly mirrored the Victorian man’s 

identification of the New Woman either as an erring woman with wanton sexuality or as 

a social rebel with a “manly” manner. While Linton recognized an extravagant sensuality 

in the woman’s “false red hair and painted skin,” she also identified masculine features of 

the woman who was “talking slang as glibly as a man.”  

When the New Woman disturbed the Victorian man with her invasion of the male 

space, she particularly alarmed him with her potential to escape male control. In New 

Woman and Colonial Adventure Fiction in Victorian Britain, LeeAnne M. Richardson 

examines how late Victorian novels largely reflect male insecurity over the invaded 

territory.
19

 Richardson quotes a passage from Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness 

(1902): “Did I mention a girl? Oh, she is out of it completely. They—the women I 

                                                 

16 qtd. in Cunningham 8.  

17 ibd.  

18 ibd.  

19 While men could idly wander around the city, it would be scandalous for a woman to 

do so. Instead, women hurried to run errands. Hedgecock observes that in Wilkie 

Collins’s Armadale, “to watch women like Lydia Gwilt, a woman whose appearance is 

one of cultured sophistication, moving about freely among city streets under her heavy 

paisley shawl and black veil, is a threat to [Victorian] order” (4). 
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mean—are out of it—should be out of it. We must help them to stay in that beautiful 

world of their own lest ours gets worse. Oh, she had to be out of it” (55). To Richardson, 

Marlow’s observation strongly illuminates the threat the New Woman posed to the late 

Victorian man by “assuming men’s vocations” and abandoning her “supposed social and 

biological functions” (56). Although Marlow emphasizes the “chivalric code” to guard 

women in “that beautiful world of their own,” the “aggressive and defensive edge to this 

rhetoric” actually suggests men’s desire to protect “a masculine social and psychic 

territory that women are invading” (Richardson 56).  

More significantly, the sense of threat the New Woman posed expanded into the 

larger context of the nation. To the detractors of the New Woman, her rejection of 

domestic duty endangered the nation because it decreased the likelihood of reproduction. 

The birth rate steadily fell throughout Queen Victoria’s reign, and English imperialists 

worried that the nation’s failure to repopulate would ultimately undermine the nation’s 

strength. When medical professionals and the media urged female procreation, they saw 

the New Woman as the cause of national concern: “female demands for the vote, 

expanded education, greater economic, occupational, and professional opportunities, as 

well as control over property, children, and less explicitly, sexuality, called into question 

the stability of the family, the nature of authority, the fundamental religious, moral, and 

scientific basis of gender, and the very future of the race” (Soloway 110).  In “Plain 

Words on the Woman Question” (1889), social theorist Grant Allen feared the “danger 

that many of the most cultivated and able families of the English-speaking race will have 

become extinct” because educated women rejected the duties of maternity. He further 

emphasized that “in spite of everything, the race and the nation must go on reproducing 
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themselves.”
20

 More specifically, there was a growing sense that the woman’s 

intellectual (male) work would affect her reproduction. In America, Dr. Edward Clarke, a 

professor at Harvard College, published “Sex in Education” (1874) in which he 

emphasized the devastating impact of excessive intellectual work on female health. 

According to him, a number of female graduates were “disabled to a greater or less 

degree by improper methods of study, and by a disregard of the reproductive apparatus 

and its functions” (Sheffield 251). More significantly, Clarke hastened to relate this issue 

to a national crisis: “the Sons of the New World will have to re-enact, on a magnificent 

scale, the old story of unwived Rome and the Sabines” (251). His study inspired a 

number of doctors in Britain, including Dr. Henry Maudsley, psychiatrist and co-editor of 

the Journal of Mental Science.  

Scientific development in biology and eugenics in the late nineteenth century 

intensified the alarm over national health in light of women’s reproduction. With an 

increasing number of immigrants, late nineteenth-century Britain feared that the nation’s 

racial purity would be contaminated. This concern was quickly directed toward the New 

Woman issue. In particular, eugenics warned of the nation’s “racial degeneration” which 

the New Woman might cause. Building upon Clarke’s research, in 1894, Karl Pearson, 

Britain’s first professor of Eugenics, argued that “if women sought to compete with men 

during the years of child-bearing, then ‘the race must degenerate’” (244).
21

 In a 

                                                 

20 Allen urges that “almost all [women] must become wives and mothers, and almost 

must bear at least four or five children.” He characterizes the New Woman by her 

intellectual education and spinsterhood and calls her either an “advanced woman” or a 

“spinster.”  

21 qtd. in Angelique Richardson, “The Birth of national hygiene and efficiency: Women 

and Eugenics in Britain and America 1865-1915,” New Woman Hybridities: Femininity, 

Feminism and International Consumer Culture, 1880-1930 (London: Routledge, 2004) 

244. 
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metaphorical sense, the New Woman was also demoted to the primitive position of a 

“savage.” For instance, in Revolted Woman: Past, Present, and to Come, Victorian writer 

Charles George Harper equated the New Woman to a savage:  

when women begin to talk of their Work with all the zeal and religious fervor that 

characterizes the attitude of the savage towards his fetish, it behooves us to 

inquire what that Work may be which arouses so much enthusiasm and is the 

cause of the cool insolence which is becoming more and more the note of the 

New Woman. (45)  

The association of the New Woman with a savage further created uneasiness that she 

might produce a degenerate species.  

There was also an increasing concern that racial degeneration would ultimately 

lead to national extinction. Harper argued that women doing intellectual work would 

eventually put the nation at risk. He warned that “nature, which never contemplated the 

production of a learned or a muscular woman, will be revenged upon her off-spring, and 

the New Woman, if a mother at all, will be the mother of a New Man, as different indeed, 

from the present races as possible” (27). Harper then argued that the New Mother would 

bring about “the prospect of peopling the world with stunted and hydrocephalic children 

[… and] lead to the degradation and ultimate extinction of the race” (27).  The rhetoric 

embedded in this rationale clearly echoed Charles Darwin’s theory of Natural Selection. 

Put differently, the Victorian man believed that the New Woman undermined the nation’s 

“pure” masculinity either by not reproducing or by producing “stunted and hydrocephalic 

children,” as Harper phrases it (27). While the analogy of the New Woman as a savage 

turned her into someone to be controlled, Harper went on to offer another analogy of the 

New Woman as Eve, who brought about the fall of the mankind: “[The New Woman] 

will raise the old, half-humorous query once more: ‘Why trouble about posterity; what 

has posterity done for us?’ And thus go her triumphant gait heedless of the second and 
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greater Fall she is preparing for mankind” (27). The sense of misogynist hostility became 

explicit when Harper accused the woman of desiring to destroy men.  

In short, the emergence of the New Woman in nineteenth-century Britain 

threatened the patriarchal stability both on the personal and national level. In New 

Woman and Colonial Adventure, Richardson aptly concludes that the Victorian man 

perceived the New Woman as a “cultural devolution,” which degenerated the nation and 

the empire: “Women who protest against their confinement in a ‘domestic cage’ are 

throwbacks, primitives, savages” (60). British men’s task to manage women who wished 

to enter into the public now echoed the British imperial project to control the “savage” in 

order to protect the nation’s purity. This growing sense of male insecurity further 

provoked an impulse to reinforce the distinction between domestic/female and 

public/male space, to put women back into the patriarchal realm of the home, and thus to 

regain control over them. The myth of the home as a sacred haven for the woman thus 

was deeply rooted in a consciousness of national crisis that pure British masculinity was 

at stake.  

 

THE ANXIETY SURROUNDING THE HOME IN SENSATION NOVELS AND MELODRAMA    

In the 1860s and the 1870s, sensation novels grew in popularity. Critics often note 

that the dominance of the female transgressor in literature coincided with the emergence 

of the New Woman, whom men perceived as a threat to patriarchal/national stability. 

While critics like Rebecca Stott maintain that the femme fatale became dominant in late 

nineteenth-century Victorian literature, Jennifer Hedgecock argues that she was already 

prominent in mid-Victorian novels from W. M. Thackeray’s Vanity Fair (1848) and 

Mary Elizabeth Braddon’s Lady Audley’s Secret (1862) to Wilkie Collins’ Armadale 
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(1866) (2). In particular, Hedgecock observes that the emergence of the femme fatale in 

these novels corresponds to that of middle-class feminist movements in mid-nineteenth 

century Britain: “In a society ruled by patriarchal thinking, for example, many saw the 

Women’s Movement as a threat to British culture, in the same way that the femme fatale 

in Victorian literature is seen to corrupt middle-class values” (3-4).
22

 If the female 

transgressor’s threat to patriarchal order in sensation novels displayed the contemporary 

male insecurity toward the modern woman, the genre’s insistence on a moral resolution 

could be seen as the period’s anxiety to preserve patriarchal stability. Like many 

contemporary popular conduct books and manuals, these literary pieces delivered a 

lesson to female readers to preserve their virtue in order to sustain domestic sanctity 

while offering a sense of comfort to men that their patriarchal stability was preserved.
23

 

In doing so, sensation melodramas reinforced the myth of the home and that of the 

woman: that is, the sanctity of the home depends on female virtue—at least on the 

surface.  

In A Literature of Their Own: British Women Novelists from Bronte to Lessing, 

Elaine Showalter discusses how male sensationalists viewed the female transgressor as a 

threat to the social order. She points out that the first sentence of Wilkie Collins’s The 

Woman in White demonstrates the author’s “endorsement of Victorian sex-roles: ‘this is 

the story of what a Woman’s patience can endure, and what a Man’s resolution can 

                                                 

22 In “Women Murderers in Victorian Britain,” Judith Knelman argues that the 

Victorian press’s preoccupation with female criminals partly resulted from the period’s 

repulsion of the New Woman: “For most of the nineteenth century the press made violent 

women ugly, ‘masculine’, old-looking, and, in general, inhuman. Some may have been, 

but clearly others were victims of circumstances” (11).  

23 In Mixed Feelings, Ann Cvetkovich observes that The Woman in White “seems to be 

addressed to a male audience and to dramatize masculine control over the threat of 

feminizing sensation” (99).  
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achieve’” (162). Moreover, Dickens’s and Collins’s novels often end with “sentimental 

happy marriages of patient woman and resolute man, marriages whose success is 

validated by the prompt appearance of male offspring” (Showalter 163). Indeed, when 

sensation novels reinstate moral integrity, they also preserve the ideal of the home. Often, 

the resolution saves families from their impending downfall. At other times, the stories 

have a conventional closure with the prospect of a nuclear family. At the end of Collins’s 

The Moonstone, for instance, the mystery is solved, and the diamond is taken to India 

where it initially belonged. When the ending restores the disturbed moral order, it also 

establishes the traditional family ideal of heterosexual patriarchy, as the heroine Rachel 

finally gets married to her fiancé, Franklin. In these stories, moral integrity parallels 

patriarchal stability.  

While Showalter traces male anxiety to reinforce the conventional norms in 

sensation novels by men, she also emphasizes the subversive nature of those by female 

authors. Showalter identifies the genre’s readers as mostly middle-class leisured women. 

She then argues that readers’ dissatisfaction with their domestic duties as daughters, 

wives, and mothers made them empathize with the female transgressors who express “a 

wide range of suppressed female emotions, and [satisfy] fantasies of protest and escape” 

(159). To Showalter, sensation novels by female authors did not espouse conventional 

norms but embody rebellious potential. By discharging “female anger, frustration, and 

sexual energy,” the genre expressed a wish to challenge patriarchal order (Showalter 

160).  

In the following three sections, I enhance Showalter’s reading of sensation novels 

as potentially subversive. While Showalter identifies the genre’s rebellious nature in 

relation to readership, I emphasize the genre’s subversive potential because it undermined 
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the premise of the contemporary myth of the home.
24

 The following sections examine 

three Victorian melodramas, Lady Audley’s Secret (1862), The Bells (1871) and The 

Second Mrs. Tanqueray (1894). On the surface, the novel and the two plays reinstate the 

myth of the home as a sacred haven by punishing the transgressor. Yet these three literary 

pieces also problematize the nature of the sanctity that is preserved in the end. Lady 

Audley’s Secret reveals the vulnerability of patriarchal stability, and The Bells questions 

the legitimacy of domestic sanctity. The Second Mrs. Tanqueray inverts the myth of the 

home as the embodiment of sacred nationhood. In these works, the removal of the 

transgressor does not preserve patriarchal authority but further intensifies the anxiety 

surrounding the illusion of respectable domesticity.  

 

THE RESTORATION OF PATRIARCHAL AUTHORITY AND MALE VULNERABILITY IN LADY 

AUDLEY’S SECRET  

Mary Elizabeth Braddon’s Lady Audley’s Secret features a melodramatic plotline 

of a woman’s transgression. The intense theatricality of Lady Audley’s Secret and the 

novel’s commercial success let many contemporary writers quickly adapt it into stage 

productions. Moreover in the 1860s, copyright laws rarely protected a novel from stage 

adaptations. The novel became a popular play and was successfully adapted for the stage 

by George Roberts in 1863 and Colin Henry Hazelwood in 1877.  

As the novel opens, Lucy Graham is getting married to Sir Michael Audley, an 

old, rich widower. Other than the fact that Lucy used to work as a governess, her past is 

                                                 

24 Showalter argues that while sensation novels by male authors including Collins 

remain essentially conservative, those by women writers are subversive because female 

transgressors provide a female fantasy of rebellion. This subversive potential promoted 

what Showalter calls “covert solidarity” between the authors and their readers (159). In 

this framework, even if novels end with a resolution, the restored patriarchy is still 

unstable because the readers’ wish to subvert the status-quo remains.  
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unknown.  Robert, a nephew of Sir Michael, brings his friend George Talboys to the 

estate. George is a distressed widower, who learned that his wife died while he was in 

Australia. At the estate, Lady Audley avoids meeting George, and George is stricken to 

see her portrait, leading Robert to believe that she is George’s supposedly dead wife. 

Robert traces Lady Audley’s past and gathers evidence to disclose her true identity. In 

order to maintain her present status and to disguise her identity, Lady Audley commits a 

series of crimes such as theft, attempted murder, and arson. Robert finds evidence that 

Lady Audley is Helen Talboys, who faked her death to create a new identity. Lady 

Audley eventually admits to her crimes and to insanity, which she argues caused the 

series of transgressions. Doctor Mosgrave confirms her insanity, and she is 

institutionalized in Belgium, where she eventually dies.  

The novel’s end seems to reinforce the Victorian discourse of domesticity 

wherein the woman’s virtue parallels the sanctity of the home. The punishment of the 

female transgressor is followed by the closure of her home. Sir Michael disowns his wife, 

and Audley Court is “shut up” (446). In contrast, the moral resolution at the end is 

accompanied by the marriage of Robert and Clara (George’s sister), which offers an ideal 

prospect of a heterosexual family that would function “properly” to continue patriarchal 

stability:  

[George’s son] comes very often to the fairy cottage to see his father, who lives 

there with his sister and his sister’s husband; and he is very happy with his uncle 

Robert, his aunt Clara, and the pretty baby who has just begun to toddle on the 

smooth lawn that slopes down to the water’s brink, upon which there is a little 

Swiss boat-house and landing stage where Robert and George moor their slender 

sherries. (445)  

Robert’s home supports an ideal family, which the Victorian norm obsessively admires. 

His home blesses its extended family members and excludes worldly material vice. 

Positioned within nature, his house espouses a romantic and non-materialist vision of the 
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home. Even George, who remains single in the end, is given a prospect of marriage: “He 

is a young man yet, remember, and it is not quite impossible that he may by-and-by find 

some one who will be able to console him for the past” (446). As the title of the 

penultimate chapter, Restored, and that of the last one, At Peace, indicate, the novel 

celebrates the restoration of the home’s peace with the punishment of the transgressor, 

Lucy. Nonetheless, domestic peace in the novel does not completely resolve the anxiety 

surrounding the respectable façade of the patriarchal home. Although the novel relies on 

and supports patriarchal rhetoric, its subtext actually reveals men’s vulnerability.
25

  

Lady Audley’s Secret draws upon the Victorian norm of ideal womanhood that 

reveres the ideal woman at home in support of patriarchal order. Lucy is threatening 

because her untraditional feminine traits, like material desire and ambition, violate the 

stability of the home. Notably, the novel foreshadows Lucy’s material need—and thus 

potential vice—even when it admires her beauty and her supposed virtue. Early in the 

novel, the narrator observes:  

Wherever she went she seemed to take joy and brightness with her. In the cottages 

of the poor her face shone like a sunbeam. She would sit for a quarter of an hour 

talking to some old woman, and apparently as pleased with the admiration of a 

toothless crone as if she had been listening to the compliments of a marquis; and 

when she tripped away, leaving nothing behind her (for her poor salary gave no 

scope to her benevolence), the old woman would burst into senile raptures with 

her grace, her beauty, and her kindliness, such as she never bestowed upon the 

vicar’s wife who half fed and clothed her. For you see Miss Lucy Graham was 

blessed with that magic power of fascination by which a woman can charm with a 

word or intoxicate with a smile. (5-6)  

                                                 

25 Lucy is fully aware of how the myth of the woman operates within the myth of 

the home, and she exploits both myths by performing expected female virtues. 

Although Lucy lives up to patriarchal expectation, she ultimately undermines 

patriarchal stability.  
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At a glance, Lucy’s charm is envisioned in accordance to the contemporary norm of ideal 

Victorian womanhood. For instance, the narrator’s admiration of Lucy strongly 

anticipates Ruskin’s definition of a “true wife”:  

[W]herever a true wife comes, this home is always around her. The stars only may 

be over her head; the glow-worm in the night-cold grass may be the only fire at 

her foot, but home is yet wherever she is; and for a noble woman it stretches far 

around her, better than ceiled with cedar, or painted with vermillion, shedding its 

quiet light far, for those who else were homeless. (74)  

The first sentence of Lucy’s depiction, “Wherever she went she seemed to take joy and 

brightness with her” mirrors that of Ruskin’s statement, “wherever a true wife comes, this 

home is always around her.” The vocabularies in each observation are strikingly alike and 

form a similar vision. An ideal woman will bring joy and brightness to the home, and her 

presence will bless even the humblest place like a cottage or even the outdoors. More 

importantly, ideal femininity embodies virtue as it extends into the underprivileged. 

Lucy’s presence comforts “some old women” “in the cottages of the poor,” while “a 

noble woman” in Ruskin’s depiction sheds “quiet light far, for those who else were 

homeless” (74).   

The above quotation from Lady Audley’s Secret betrays the discrepancy between 

the perceived female virtue and how the woman actually functions. In praising those 

virtues which Lucy displays such as “joy,” “brightness,” “grace,” and “kindliness,” the 

narrator emphasizes these virtues as oppositions to material resources by arguing that 

Lucy does not have anything to give the poor. But then the narrator also emphasizes that 

Lucy’s virtue eventually entails a similar consequence of giving the poor the money. In 

other words, Lucy’s seemingly non-materialist virtue functions as an exchangeable 

commodity that involves material consequences. This observation reflects the paradox 

embedded in the contemporary perception of female virtue. The Victorian myth of the 
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woman admires female virtue for its alienation from materiality.
26

 Yet female virtue 

functions strictly within the dimension of materiality. For instance, the contemporary 

doctrine persistently promises a material compensation for ideal femininity, arguing that 

a virtuous and beautiful girl will get a good husband. Female virtue thus functions as a 

material resource with inherent exchange values, but the virtuous woman was expected to 

perform a non-materialist morality.  

Lucy is threatening because she exploits the Victorian perception of female virtue. 

She is keenly aware of the commodity value of her physical looks and her perceived 

virtue: that is, her physical beauty and inner virtue—which the world equates to her outer 

beauty—will function as exchangeable commodities in the marriage market. Lucy’s 

performance of virtue thus works for the completely opposite end of the contemporary 

norm. By codifying the woman as an angel of the house, Victorian discourse elevated the 

woman above material conditions. Lucy manipulates this expectation. By performing the 

role of angel, Lucy first makes herself a valuable commodity. She then actively 

participates in economic transactions and enters into the supposedly male realm of the 

marketplace.  

In Lady Audley’s Secret, the most serious blasphemy to the home occurs when 

Lucy declares her economic motive for marriage. Her first marriage to George was driven 

by her desire to secure financial comfort. The fact that the men in the novel perceive 

Lucy’s assertion to be threatening betrays a contradiction of the Victorian perception of 

the home and the woman. Although financial security through marriage served a practical 

and realistic way of surviving for many Victorian women, to declare it directly—as Lucy 

                                                 

26 The Victorian norm thoroughly dissociates women’s virtue from material conditions. 

In the above quotation, Ruskin’s depiction detaches the woman from a practical, down-

to-earth setting and associates her with spirituality as the woman takes on the aura of a 

mythological or Romantic goddess with a halo.  
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does—would be a sacrilege to the home.  After all, the home is supposed to be a non-

material and sacred entity. Then, Lucy’s falsehood does not necessarily lie in the fact that 

she pursues and asserts economic desires in marriage. Rather, her falsehood lies in the 

fact that she positions herself as a subject rather than as an object in this transaction. 

Lucy’s potential to undermine the sanctity of the home becomes even more serious in her 

second marriage. Lucy abandoned her child, changed her name and created a new 

identity before finally marrying Sir Michael. By disguising her real identity, Lucy 

manipulates her actual value in the marriage market. This manipulation clearly troubles 

the marketplace and creates serious consequences: specifically, the ensuing crimes such 

as murder and arson.  

Ironically, however, Lucy hardly overthrows patriarchy.
27

 True, she abandoned 

George. Still, she faked her death and thus “formally” ended George’s patriarchy without 

bringing infamy to his family name. Despite her violent transgressions, she remains 

within the realm of patriarchal expectation. Lucy struggles so hard to enter into middle-

class respectability and then upper-class privilege, but her desire to cross the class 

boundary does not entail the wish to subvert gender norms.  Even at the moment of 

impending punishment, Lucy still performs the expected role. When Robert urges her to 

confess her transgressions, he emphasizes how her infamy will undermine the honor of a 

“high-born gentleman” (344). Robert pressures Lucy to confess, arguing that if she 

refuses, he “will gather together the witnesses who shall swear to [her] identity” (345). 

                                                 

27 In The Femme Fatale in Victorian Literature: The Danger and the Sexual Threat, 

Hedgecock argues that the threat which the femme fatale creates to men in sensation 

novels in the 1860s reflects how the New Woman was “viewed as a threat to the fabric of 

Victorian culture” (3). In a sense, Lucy embodies the kind of threat which Victorians feel 

toward the New Woman. She asserts her economic motivation and ambitiously moves 

upward in the class hierarchy. Yet, she differs from the New Woman because she does 

not rebel against the patriarchal order.  
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He then stresses that this legal resort will create public shame for the men: “Unless you 

will confess what you are, and who you are, in the presence of the man you have 

deceived so long; […] I will gather together the witnesses who shall swear to your 

identity, and at peril of any shame to myself and those I love […]” (345). Strangely 

enough, he persuades a woman, who has aggressively entered into and violated the 

supposedly male domain, to preserve men’s honor. More surprisingly, this logic 

successfully convinces Lady Audley. She “rose suddenly and stood before him erect and 

resolute,” and she admitted her crimes (345).  

By the same token, Lucy’s confession of insanity is her ultimate enactment of 

patriarchal expectation. As it turns out, her insanity serves as a convenient pretext for the 

men to get rid of her and to avoid legal procedures that will bring public exposure, 

scandal and family shame. When Robert consults the doctor regarding Lucy’s madness, 

the doctor accurately points out, “you would wish to prove that this lady is mad, and 

therefore irresponsible for her actions, Mr. Audley” (376). Indeed, the legitimacy of 

Lucy’s insanity remains a question.
28

 Her insanity is not a clear symptom but is subject 

to manipulative interpretation. The doctor is initially reluctant to examine Lucy. Only 

when Robert tells him about the strange disappearance of George does the doctor become 

willing to entertain insanity as a diagnosis. Even then, the doctor emphasizes her 

potential to be dangerous and elusive about her madness. He says, “There is latent 

                                                 

28 The novel depicts the mad woman as relatively calm. Lucy remembers her visit to her 

insane mother in an institution:  

I saw no raving, strait-waistcoated maniac, guarded by zealous gaolers; but a 

golden-faired, blue-eyed, girlish creature, who seemed as frivolous as a 

butterfly, and who skipped towards us with her yellow curls decorated with 

natural flowers, and saluted us with radiant smiles, and gay, ceaseless chatter. 

(349-350) 

This madwoman is not at all threatening but offers a refracted image of an “angel” 

confined in the house.  
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insanity! Insanity which might never appear; or which might appear only once or twice in 

a life-time. The lady is not mad; but she has the hereditary taint in her blood. She has the 

cunning of madness, with the prudence of intelligence. I will tell you what she is, Mr. 

Audley. She is dangerous!” (379). Strangely enough, the doctor associates intelligence 

with potential insanity. The doctor’s evasive diagnosis of her madness, suggests the 

Victorian repulsion that would not accept women’s economic motives as “sane” 

femininity.
29

 The official confirmation of Lucy’s insanity thus weakens her threatening 

potential. Her crimes were driven by her ambition and voluntary actions, but she denies 

her agency by attributing the cause of the transgressions to “hereditary insanity.”
30

 When 

Lucy declares, “I AM MAD!”, her announcement is a dramatic performance of her last 

expected duty.  

Lucy’s removal at the end of the novel thus reflects the Victorian insecurity of 

male crisis. Although Sir Michael is the ultimate power holder both in the sense of gender 

and of class, he is helpless to the extent that he remains virtually ignorant about his wife’s 

transgressions. When Robert discloses Lady Audley’s crimes, Sir Michael collapses into 

a complete breakdown. At this moment of impending punishment, his manhood is 

                                                 

29 Lucy observes that her insanity first arose when she blamed George for his inability 

to provide enough money: “I begged George to appeal to his father; but he refused. I 

persuaded him to try and get employment; and he failed. My baby was born, and the 

crisis which had been fatal to my mother arose for me” (352). Robert J. G. Lange opens 

his book Gender Identity and Madness in the Nineteenth-Century Novel by arguing that 

“[d]uring the nineteenth-century it would have been considered ‘mad’ for a man not to 

want to be a ‘real’ man, and equally ‘mad’ for a woman not to want to fulfill the 

traditional female role of wife and mother” (1). Showalter even goes on to claim that 

“Lady Audley’s real secret is that she is sane and, moreover, representative” (167). 

30 But since she claims her own madness, she maintains her agency. In a sense, 

when Lady Audley proclaims that her insanity forces her to commit all the crimes, 

the novel suddenly stages her as a victim. She is turned into a helpless woman from 

a threatening rebel. 
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undermined. The term “impotent” even associates him with a sense of emasculation: “Sir 

Michael lifted his hand as if he would have commanded his nephew to be silent; but that 

imperious hand dropped feeble and impotent at his side. He stood in the centre of the fire-

lit room, rigid and immovable” (347). Even worse, Sir Michael becomes hysterical like a 

wronged heroine in melodrama: “‘Lucy!’ he cried, in a voice whose anguish struck like a 

blow upon the jarred nerves of those who heard it, as the cry of a wounded animal pains 

the listener—‘Lucy! tell me that this man is a madman! Tell me so, my love, or I shall 

kill him!’” (347). The passage does not suggest Sir Michael’s complete inability because 

the sense of impotency is immediately attached to rigidness and immovability. Still, the 

patriarchal authority in Lady Audley’s Secret is vulnerable. Throughout the story, Robert 

struggles to prove Lucy’s guilt. He suspects her, traces her past, and collects evidence. 

However, in order to restore the disturbed domesticity without attracting public attention, 

Robert needs to act through another’s agency. He needs Lucy’s confession and then the 

doctor’s “official” confirmation of her insanity. The punishment of the transgressor, and 

the subsequent restoration of patriarchal domesticity, is ultimately enacted by the woman 

through her voluntary removal.  

In short, when the novel reinforces patriarchal domesticity, the insecurity 

surrounding the restored domesticity remains unresolved. After all, Lucy (in the portrait) 

is still perceived as an angel in the house: “The house is often shown to inquisitive 

visitors, though the baronet is not informed of that fact, and people admire my lady’s 

rooms, and ask many questions about the pretty, fair-haired woman, who died abroad” 

(446). Lady Audley’s Secret thus betrays the paradox embedded in Victorian domesticity. 

While the Victorian myth of the home as a sacred haven depended on women’s labor and 

virtue, the novel inverts these two premises. The heroine’s labor to preserve her place in a 

patriarchal home turns out to be a series of hideous crimes, and her “virtue” is thoroughly 
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channeled to secure material resources. The respectability of the home thus reflects the 

unstable patriarchal stability that masks men’s underlying vulnerability and women’s 

potential transgressions.  

 

THE INVERSION OF THE MYTH OF THE HOME IN THE BELLS 

Unlike Lady Audley’s Secret, Leopold Davis Lewis’s The Bells lacks an apparent 

female threat.
31

 Instead, the play stages a male transgressor. The play opens at Mathias’ 

inn on a snowing, stormy night. The village people gossip about the strange death of a 

Polish Jew fifteen years earlier. As they recall, the Jew came to Mathias’ inn and was 

found missing the next day. Although people never found his corpse, they found the 

Jew’s wandering horse, his cloak, and hat, which were “deeply stained with blood” (2). 

As the play unfolds, viewers learn that Mathias killed the Polish Jewish merchant for 

gold.  With the stolen gold, Mathias has enjoyed a prosperous and respectable life. He is 

now the richest man and the Burgomaster in the village. Yet ever since, Mathias has 

suffered hallucinations involving the ghost of his victim. On the eve of his daughter’s 

wedding, Mathias decides to sleep alone in a room with the door locked for fear of 

revealing his crime during sleep. Mathias suffers from a nightmare in which he is 

summoned to court for the murder. In the dream, Mathias confesses that he killed the 

Jewish merchant with an axe. When he wakes up, he struggles to remove the imaginary 

noose around his neck and finally dies.  

As argued, the Victorian myths of the home and the woman resulted from a sense 

of male insecurity and worked toward reinforcing patriarchal/national stability. Female 

                                                 

31 In the play, both the mother and the daughter are marginalized, and Mathias virtually 

performs a maternal role for his daughter.  
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virtue determined moral integrity of the home, which further legitimized patriarchal 

authority. The Bells, however, disturbs this expectation. The absence of the female 

transgressor in the play directly ties patriarchal stability and the home’s sanctity to male 

virtue.  

While the female transgressor threatens domestic stability in Lady Audley’s 

Secret, the male transgressor in The Bells establishes and maintains respectable 

domesticity through murder and theft. In doing so, the play suggests the fractured myth of 

the home that dissociates legitimate moral integrity from the established patriarchal 

authority. Although the play follows a popular melodramatic construction from 

transgression and repentance to punishment, the play portrays the transgressor with a 

subtle mixture of horror and pity. Mathias commits a hideous murder, but the play also 

centers on his painful trauma from guilt. The play thus depicts Mathias both as an 

appalling villain and a suffering victim. More importantly, because Mathias performs 

both villainy and victimhood, his home embodies an ambiguous sanctity. On the one 

hand, Mathias’s home is subject to impending disruption upon the revelation of his past 

crime. On the other hand, his home is a product of transgression and contains inherent 

vice. After all, built upon murder and theft, his home was not a sacred haven in the first 

place.  

As much as Mathias struggles to protect his home, the nature of the domestic 

sanctity to be guarded is called into question. More significantly, Mathias uses the stolen 

gold (thirty thousand francs) as a dowry for his daughter Annette. He talks to Christian 

(Mathias’s would-be son-in-law):  

I have just been counting Annette’s dowry, in good sounding gold. It was a 

pleasure to me to do so, as it recalled to me the days gone by, when by industry 

and good fortune I had been enabled to gain it; and I thought that in the future my 

children would enjoy and profit by all that I had so acquired. (17)  
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To Christian, Mathias is a generous father talking about the future of his beloved 

daughter. To audiences who know that the dowry is a horrible inheritance of the crime, 

Mathias’s wish for his daughter to “enjoy and profit” from what he had acquired suggests 

the perpetuation of the myth. The home is not threatened by a villain from outside or a 

domestic female rebel; the vice is inherent.  

In order to protect the home’s sanctity, Mathias ironically turns to the legal 

system which could have ruined him had his crime been discovered. When the village 

people investigated the disappearance of the Jew fifteen years before, they failed to solve 

the case:  

Hans. Inquiry! I should think there was. It was the former Quarter-master, Kelz, 

who undertook the case. How he travelled about! What witnesses he badgered! 

What clues he discovered! What information and reports were written! And how 

the coat and the cap were analysed and examined by magistrates and doctors!—

but it all came to nothing! (8).  

While the lack of adequate evidence prevented legal punishment of Mathias, he carefully 

prepares a legal protection of the newly established home of Annette and Christian. 

Throughout the play, Mathias is anxious to have the minister, notary and witness for 

signing the marriage contract in order to legalize his daughter’s marriage. Even though 

the dowry came from murder and theft, the new home now appears to be securely 

sanctioned because the marriage is successfully legalized.  

More ironically, the punishment of the transgressor in The Bells frustrates moral 

resolution. Although the play confirms a lesson that “the wages of sin is death,” 

Mathias’s death defers moral integrity. Because of the lack of evidence and witnesses, the 

exposure of Mathias’s crime entirely depends on his confession. The transgressor’s death 

not only conceals his sin but also removes any potential sense of guilt involved in 

domesticity. When family members overcome the sorrow of Mathias’s death, they will 
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resume the “respectable” domesticity without the moral burden of guilt or responsibility. 

In contrast to Lady Audley’s Secret in which Sir Michael’s house “is shut” upon the 

transgressor’s death, The Bells ends with a prospect of a new patriarchal nuclear family. 

Annette will continue to live as an angel of the house, and Mathias’s family name will 

remain intact. The play thus indicts the association between moral integrity and this rigid 

patriarchal stability.  

The Bells evokes a national consciousness—albeit implicitly. The Bells is set in a 

transnational context. The play takes place in Alsace, France, and Mathias’s murder of 

the Polish Jewish merchant resonates with the anti-Semitism of the period. During the 

latter half of the nineteenth-century, a strong sense of anti-Semitism pervaded Eastern 

Europe. Eastern Europe underwent an economic crisis with the end of feudalism and the 

relatively slow development of capitalism. The emerging non-Jewish middle classes had 

to compete against the already established Jewish merchants, traders, and artisans. The 

rapidly growing, violent anti-Semitism forced 3 million Jews to emigrate to Western 

Europe. The appearance of the Jewish merchant and Mathias’s murder in the play reflects 

the conflict caused by the influx of the Jewish merchant class. That is, the play is 

predicated on a perceived threat to Western European male dominance in the 

marketplace.  

This sense of threat also reflects the male crisis in Britain of the period. In “The 

Subject of Money: Late-Victorian Melodrama’s Crisis of Masculinity,” Kristen Guest 

examines male victims in late Victorian melodrama. She points out that while early and 

mid-nineteenth-century melodrama generally portrayed powerless victims such as 

children, women, and the poor, in the 1870s, the genre began to stage privileged male 

victims. She further argues that the emergence of male victims during the last half of the 

nineteenth-century coincided with male crisis caused by the contemporary male inability 
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to control the domestic and economic sphere. On the one hand, a series of legal 

developments including the Married Women’s Property Act challenged patriarchal 

authority within the domestic space (Guest). On the other hand, the increasing and 

diversifying marketplace posed a threat to men that they would lose control, and men 

struggled to survive “within an increasingly abstract system” of the marketplace (Guest 

636).  

Within Guest’s framework, Mathias belongs to the tradition of the male victim in 

late Victorian melodrama. In fact, Mathias’s desire for gold derived directly from his 

insecurity over domesticity. He suffered from mortgage debt and, for fear of losing his 

home, killed the Jew and stole the gold. In the most explicit sense, his murder was a 

desperate gesture to regain control over the home. Mathias struggles to confirm his 

authority both in the economic and domestic spheres. Although he succeeds, the failure 

of moral integrity in the preserved patriarchal stability informs the fractured myth of the 

home. Because Annette’s dowry was from her father’s stolen money, her newly 

established home is essentially predicated on his past sin. In a sense, the male 

transgressor in The Bells enacts a similar role of the female transgressor in Lady Audley’s 

Secret. They both expose the vulnerability deeply embedded in the preserved patriarchal 

stability.  

 

DISRUPTING THE MYTH OF THE HOME AS AN EMBODIMENT OF SACRED NATIONHOOD 

IN THE SECOND MRS. TANQUERAY  

Sir Arthur Wing Pinero’s The Second Mrs. Tanqueray inverts the myth of the 

home as a precursor of the nation’s stability by questioning the contemporary perception 

of the woman’s virtue. Having borrowed its plot from Emile Augier’s Le Mariage 

D’Olympe (1855), Pinero closely drew upon formulas of conventional melodrama in 
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which the sexually transgressive woman is punished because her impurity undermines the 

sanctity of the home. Pinero’s contemporary critics like Shaw and more recent scholars, 

including John Russell Taylor, identified The Second Mrs. Tanqueray as thoroughly 

conservative and placed the play in opposition to Ibsen’s dramas. In contrast, William 

Archer admired The Second Mrs. Tanqueray: “It is the astonishing advance in 

philosophical insight and technical skill which places the play in a new category” (129). 

George Rowell also found the play to be “an extraordinarily courageous play for its 

author and its manger, Alexander, to offer in 1893” (vi-vii). As these opposing responses 

reveal, The Second Mrs. Tanqueray’s “message” is hardly clear-cut. Rather, the play 

troubles the expectation of female virtue and the supposed patriarchal stability.  

As the play opens, Aubrey Tanqueray decides to marry Paula. The rumor of her 

debased past spreads to her husband through anonymous letters, yet he marries her. He 

takes Paula to his estate, but the gossip still haunts and harasses her. Ellean, Aubrey’s 

daughter by his first marriage, brings her fiancé Captain Hugh Ardale, who just came 

back from India. The audience learns that Paula had an affair with Ardale before 

marrying Tanqueray. When Ardale returns to his home country as a heroic explorer, 

Paula is anxious about the impending revelation of her secret. Toward the end of the play, 

Paula confesses to her husband that she was his mistress and shared his flat in London. 

Ardale escapes the house, and Paula commits suicide. The play presents a popular 

melodramatic character, a woman with a past, and follows the construction of 

melodramatic crisis. The sexually transgressive heroine dramatizes melodrama’s 

climactic progress: sin, transgression, repentance, confession, justification and 

forgiveness. Finally, the play gives a moral lesson that the wages of sin is death.  

Although The Second Mrs. Tanqueray follows the conventional melodramatic 

construction, in which the erring woman is punished, the play disturbs the conventional 
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expectation of female virtue in support of domestic stability. Aubrey’s perception of 

marriage deviates from that of the conventional norm. He already knows about his wife’s 

past—albeit not in full detail—before he marries her. When his friend tries to dissuade 

Aubrey from marrying Paula, Aubrey readily envisions his marriage as unconventional: 

“my marriage isn’t even the conventional sort of marriage likely to satisfy society” (7). 

Moreover, Aubrey is determined to maintain their marriage after Paula confesses her 

affair with Ardale. He says to Paula: “We’ll get out of this place and go abroad again, and 

begin afresh” (186). Yet, Aubrey is also keenly conscious of conventional social 

standards and public judgments. Early in the play, when Paula visits Aubrey 

unexpectedly late at night, he hurriedly ushers his friend out. Toward the end, Aubrey 

ultimately concedes to the conventional social expectation of a woman’s virtue. He 

believes in the conventional social norm to keep his daughter untainted: “my one great 

desire was to keep you ignorant of evil” (177). Aubrey oscillates between his willingness 

to reject conventional social norms and his subsequent conventional behavior. He fails to 

reconcile these opposing worlds, and this split points to the fractured myth of the home, 

which he feebly sustains.    

The Second Mrs. Tanqueray further upsets the expectation of female virtue, which 

is supposed to project the nation’s virtue. The play begins with a repelling reception of 

Paula—her unexpected visit makes Aubrey uncomfortable—but ends with a sympathetic 

attitude toward her. Such transition is clearly a reverse construction of a typical 

presentation of a transgressive heroine in melodrama. Normally, as in Lady Audley’s 

Secret, melodrama presents the erring woman as an innocent one, who later turns out to 

be threatening. The Second Mrs. Tanqueray presents the erring wife, whose sexuality 

violates patriarchal stability, as less threatening and thus ends with the uneasy resolution 

of her punishment. While the play retains a gender-biased ending in which the woman’s 
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experience is punished and the man’s dissolute life is perceived as something escapable, 

Pinero is clearly sympathetic to his fallen heroine. Even Paula dies, she chooses to 

confront the truth with dignity, which makes a stark contrast with Ardale’s cowardly 

escape. The play’s ambiguous presentation of the erring woman eventually calls the 

validity of her punishment into question.  

As the play illuminates the anxieties surrounding female virtue and the 

respectability of the home, it eventually inverts the premise of the myth of the home as 

the embodiment of sacred nationhood. More specifically, the play’s ambivalent 

perception of female virtue further questions Ardale’s imperial heroism. The play initially 

establishes the conventional gendered division of space between the private and the 

public. Paula is physically confined within the private space of the home while Captain 

Hugh Ardale moves freely in the public space. The play’s parallel presentation between 

Paula’s past and young Ardale’s history also works in accordance with this gendered 

division of space. The woman’s scandalous past remains vague and obscure and is 

communicated through the most private form of a letter. In contrast, the man’s glorious 

history is publicized, circulated and reproduced through the means of public media such 

as the newspaper. Every aspect of the media glorifies Captain Ardale “as brave as a lion” 

in India, where “he deliberately offered his life back to God to save those wretched, 

desperate people” (177). Paula’s potential threat to domestic stability initially stands in 

contrast to Captain Ardale’s contribution to the nation.  

Once the play has established the conventional, gendered division of space, 

however, it quickly subverts it. In the Victorian discourse of domesticity, the sanctity of 

the home sustains that of the nation. Conversely, in The Second Mrs. Tanqueray, the 

corruption of the home parallels that of the nation. The domestic space in the play not 

only deals with the most intimate matters, but it also brings the public history down to the 



 49 

personal dimension and discloses its deceptive nature. More specifically, Paula’s past 

discloses the hypocritical nature of Captain Ardale’s history. Ardale as a glorified 

explorer is revealed to be a deceitful coward on the private level. When his past is 

disclosed, he does not even confront the situation and runs away. Ardale’s past in India 

remains unclear, but his deceitful behavior in Surrey estate calls the validity of his 

“brave” adventure in India—or his imperial heroism—into question. Ardale’s public 

image as a brave soldier is a fraud, and the discrepancy between his heroic, noble history 

in India and his debauched past with Paula eventually suggests the hypocritical nature of 

the imperial project in which he was engaged. In other words, Ardale’s past undermines 

sacred nationhood, more specially, the legitimacy of the nation’s imperial project. The 

play’s subversive potential comes from the way it disrupts the conventional relation 

between the home, the woman, and the nation.  

 

HERIK IBSEN’S A DOLL’S HOUSE IN BRITAIN  

The theme of the erring woman who threatens patriarchal stability, which was 

popular in sensation novels decades before, emerged in more serious dramatic works 

toward the turn of the century. While sensation novels and melodramas in the 1860s and 

1870s revealed the Victorian male insecurity over assertive women rather implicitly, the 

turn-of-the-century theatre began to stage women who directly challenged the rigidly 

patriarchal home. The most exemplary and influential dramatic works would be those by 

Norwegian playwright Henrik Ibsen. In particular, the heroine in Ibsen’s A Doll’s House 

(1879) famously abandons her domestic duty and walks away from the home. The play’s 

depiction of Nora’s departure signaled a realistic portrayal of a woman. The woman who 

rejects a patriarchal domestic role is no longer depicted as a promiscuous or immoral 
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figure. Rather, she is a genuine, realistic character who decides to reject the conventional 

domestic norm after serious consideration.
32

 When Nora leaves the home at the end, her 

departure is not a punishment for the erring woman but a definite rejection of domesticity 

on her part. A Doll’s House provoked sensational responses across Europe and 

particularly in Britain, where audiences received the play either with fervent support or 

condemning hostility. Feminist writers on the forefront of the suffrage movement hailed 

the play as a manifesto of the women’s rights movement. In contrast, detractors related 

the heroine’s rejection of the home to the kind of threat of the New Woman, whom they 

believed undermined British masculinity.  

When Ibsen’s works were introduced in Britain in the late-nineteenth century, 

socialists, avant-garde artists, and intellectuals immediately recognized and welcomed his 

dramas’ radical potential. To William Archer, Ibsen’s plays heralded the New Drama, 

particularly in light of the tradition of realism. In The Quintessence of Ibsenism (1891), 

George Bernard Shaw championed Ibsen’s dramas for their potential to provoke 

contemporary social debates. Most of all, Ibsen’s plays excited women writers and 

feminist intellectuals. In particular, the plays’ complex and realistic characterization of 

women, which allowed them to express political identities, fascinated British feminists. 

Female intellectuals enthusiastically promoted Ibsen’s plays in Britain in an effort to 

facilitate dynamic debate over feminist ideas. The first translators of Ibsen’s works into 

English were women. Catherine Ray translated Emperor and Galilean (1876) and 

                                                 

32 Simon Williams argues that “Ibsen’s characters are the essence of contradiction, 

marked by division rather than the wholeness that was the hallmark of the traditional 

nineteenth-century type” (174). See The Cambridge Companion to Ibsen, ed. James 

McFarlane (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1994). Indeed, the complex characterization of 

Ibsen’s female characters invites actresses to consider psychoanalytical readings in order 

to understand the characters’ motivations and actions.   
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Henrietta Lord translated A Doll’s House (1882) under the title of Nora.
33

 In 1883, 

Eleanor Marx, one of the early translators of Ibsen’s dramas, organized a reading of A 

Doll’s House in her Bloomsbury home.
34

 Elizabeth Robins, an actress, also translated, 

introduced and produced Ibsen’s works in Britain. Indeed, Ibsen had a great influence on 

female theatre practitioners on the forefront of suffrage activism. Inspired by Ibsen’s 

works, Robins wrote plays on suffragist concerns, notably Votes for Women (1906). 

Women writers like Edith Craig identified the ideas in Ibsen’s dramas as a manifesto for 

the suffrage campaign. As Katherine Newey observes, “Ibsen’s work was rapidly 

appropriated into specifically English debates over gender which bubbled up into the 

‘New Woman’ movement in the 1880s and 1890s, and as a preface to the renewed 

campaign for female suffrage in the early decades of the twentieth century” (38).  

In his 1885 speech to a workers’ procession of Trondheim, Ibsen identified the 

two most important issues in contemporary Europe as those of workers and women. He 

then proclaimed his dedication to both concerns: “The transformation of social conditions 

which is now being undertaken in the rest of Europe is very largely concerned with the 

future status of the workers and of women. That is what I am hoping and waiting for, that 

is what I shall work for, all I can” (133).
35

 More specifically, Ibsen wrote A Doll’s House 

with a clear idea of a woman trapped in a rigid patriarchal society. One year before he 

wrote A Doll’s House, Ibsen sketched the heroine’s condition as the following: “The wife 

in the play ends up quite bewildered and not knowing right from wrong; her natural 

instincts on the one side and her faith in authority on the other leave her completely 

                                                 

33 Henrik Bernhard Jaeger, Henrik Ibsen, 1828-1888: a Critical Biography (Chicago: A. 

C. McClurg and Company, 1890) vi. 

34 In this reading, Marx performed Nora and Shaw played Krogstad.  

35 Perspectives on Plays, ed. Jane Lyman, (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul Ltd, 

1976) 133.  
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confused” (7).
36

 Ibsen then connected the personal situation of this wife to a larger 

context of the woman issue by clarifying the subject of her oppression as male society: 

“A woman cannot be herself in contemporary society, it is an exclusively male society 

with laws drafted by men, and with counsel and judges who judge feminine conduct from 

the male point of view” (7).
37

 Ibsen may have rejected the association with any specific 

political campaign, but A Doll’s House clearly drew upon a cautious consciousness of the 

woman issue.
38

  

In Britain, A Doll’s House’s critique of women’s oppression in male-dominated 

society ironically contributed to reactionary a move back to the conventional Victorian 

domestic value, which Ibsen disparaged. Although intellectuals generally welcomed A 

Doll’s House, the heroine’s rejection of conventional domesticity also disturbed 

contemporary audiences. The heroine’s decision to leave her children behind clearly 

subverts the contemporary gender norm that the home is a place for the woman. After A 

                                                 

36 qtd in Egil Tornqvist, Ibsen: A Doll’s House: Plays in Production (Cambridge: 

Cambridge UP, 1995) 7.  

37 Ibid.  

38 Ibsen did not welcome the association with women’s rights movements. When 

attending a banquet by the Norwegian Women’s Rights League in 1898, he announced:  

I am not a member of the Women’s Rights League. Whatever I have written has 

been without any conscious thought of making propaganda. I have been more 

poet and less social philosopher than people generally seem inclined to believe. I 

thank you for the toast, but must disclaim the honor of having consciously 

worked for the women’s rights movement. I am not even quite clear as to just 

what this women’s rights movement really is. To me it has seemed a problem of 

humanity in general. (65) 

This statement served a strong counter to those critics who were opposed to feminist 

readings of Ibsen’s plays. Yet, although Ibsen refused direct involvement in the 

women’s rights movement, he did not wholly deny his preoccupation with the woman 

issue. qtd. in Henrik Ibsen, Speeches and New Letters [of] Henrik Ibsen, trans. Arne 

Kildal, (Boston: the Gorham P, 1910) 65. 
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Doll’s House’s first production at the Novelty Theatre (1889), Clement Scott, the theatre 

critic of The Daily Telegraph, condemned the play and its heroine:  

How Torvald Helmer could by any possibility have treated his restless, illogical, 

fractious, and babyish little wife otherwise than he did; why Nora should ever 

adore with such abandonment and passion this conceited prig, whom she never 

professed to understand; and how it could ever be possible for any woman with 

the maternal instinct fully developed to desert her children because her pride was 

wounded, are points that may be very clear to the Ibsenites, but they require a 

considerable amount of argument in order to convince the common sense 

playgoer. (102)
39

  

Scott’s alarm strongly resonated with the Victorian man’s fear of the New Woman. As 

discussed in the first section, the idea of the woman going outside the home repelled the 

Victorian man who believed that in doing so she neglected her domestic duty in favor of 

public work. In Revolted Woman: Past, Present, and to Come (1894), for instance, 

Harper expressed an extreme hostility toward women’s public work. He argued that paid 

work is dangerous because it “has nothing to do with the up-bringing of children or the 

management of the home” (45). The Victorian man worried that the New Woman in 

public would eventually undermine the nation’s sanctity. Scott’s quotation was also 

deeply rooted in his national consciousness. Right before this quotation, Scott 

commented on the play’s potential impact on Englishness: “We do not honestly believe 

that those theories as expressed in ‘The Doll’s House’ would ever find favour with the 

great body of English playgoers” (102). Scott’s disparagement of the heroine’s departure 

from the home thus echoed the prevalent fear of national crisis caused by rebellious 

women who rejected conventional domestic norms.  

This anxiety encouraged some playwrights of the period to rewrite A Doll’s 

House. Henry Arthur Jones, a popular writer of domestic comedy of the period, adapted 

                                                 

39 “Unsigned Notice by Clement Scott, Daily Telegraph 1889,” The Critical Heritage: 

Henrik Ibsen, ed. Michael Egan. London: Routledge, 1972.   



 54 

A Doll’s House under the title Breaking a Butterfly (1884). The play revised Ibsen’s 

ending to a more melodramatic one that perpetuates domestic “sanctity.” In Breaking a 

Butterfly, when the husband Humphrey finds out that his wife Flora forged a promissory 

note, he decides to turn himself in instead of her. Dan steals the forged note and gives it 

back to the couple. Knowing that Dunkley, the counterpart of Krogstad, can no longer 

blackmail him, Humphrey pays the money back to Dunkley. In the end, the villain 

escapes, and Humphrey’s home restores its sanctity. When Jones altered the plotline, he 

also changed the characters’ personalities to reinforce the conventional gender roles and 

the supposed gender virtues. Humphrey performs as a gentle, stern and moralistic 

husband, while the wife conforms to caring, passive and obedient womanhood. Flora 

appreciates her husband’s protection by acknowledging the inferiority of her sex: “Oh, 

Humphrey, I have been a poor, weak, foolish girl! I have been no wife for a man like you. 

You are a thousand times too good for me!” (65). By the same token, the husband 

recognizes his wife thoroughly by her domestic roles and calls her, “my sister and my 

mother” (70). More significantly, the husband confirms his wife’s womanhood when she 

admits her subordinate relation to her husband: “Flossie was a child yesterday: to-day she 

is a woman” (76). The play’s revision to the heroine’s reclamation of the domestic sphere 

was predicated on the Victorian anxiety to neutralize the possible subversion that Ibsen’s 

play promoted. The play’s ending reinforced the conventional norm that put women back 

into the domestic sphere.
40

  

                                                 

40 Indeed, Victorians were anxious to see what would happen to Nora after her 

departure. In 1890, Walter Besant wrote a sequel to Ibsen’s A Doll’s House under the title 

of The Doll’s House—and After. This play stages “the dangerous consequences of Nora’s 

exit” (Tornquvist 155). Twenty years after Nora’s departure, Torvald became an 

alcoholic. Nora’s daughter blames Nora for having left them and neglected her mother’s 

duty. This sequel ends with the daughter’s suicide (Tornquvist). 
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When A Doll’s House was produced across Europe, many translators or theatre 

practitioners altered the play’s ending without the playwright’s consent, and these 

revisions of the play incensed the playwright. For the premiere of the play in Germany 

(1880), Ibsen announced that he would alter the ending himself. In this version, when 

Nora is about to leave, Torvald begs her to take a last look at the children, who will be 

“motherless.” When Nora hears the word, “motherless,” she collapses into a sudden 

emotional break and decides to stay at the house:  

HELMER. Go then! [Seizes her arm.] But first you shall see your children for the 

last time!  

NORA. Let me go! I will not see them! I CANNOT! 

HELMER [draws her over to the door, left]. You shall see them. [Opens the door 

and says softly.] Look, there they are asleep, peaceful and carefree. Tomorrow, 

when they wake up and call for their mother, they will be –motherless.  

NORA [trembling]. Motherless…!  

HELMER. As you once were.  

NORA. Motherless! [Struggles with herself, lets her travelling bag fall, and says.] 

Oh, this is a sin against myself, but I cannot leave them. [Half sinks down by the 

door.] 

HELMER [joyfully, but softly]. Nora!  

[The curtain falls]  

The play’s excessively sentimental closure that compels the couple’s reconciliation 

clearly mocks the conventions of melodrama of the period. Moreover, Ibsen plays with 

the idea of the transgressor’s repentance in melodrama’s convention. This melodramatic 

ending depends on the heroine’s repentance when she exclaims, “Oh, this is a sin against 

myself.” As the couple’s abrupt reunion results from the conventional gender norms, their 

reconciliation mocks the contemporary gender norms, particularly their obsession with 
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motherhood. Similarly in Britain, Eleanor Marx and Israel Zangwill satirized the period’s 

obsession with conventional domesticity. They collaborated to write “A Doll’s House 

Repaired,” which appeared in the March 1891 issue of Time, a socialist monthly, and 

offered an alternative ending. This alternative ending parodies Jones’s version of Ibsen’s 

play. Here, Torvald becomes disillusioned with his marriage and decides to send their 

children to a boarding school. Nora begs for his forgiveness, and the play sarcastically 

restores a melodramatic closure: “The ‘repaired’ Nora, ‘overwhelmed, sinks on her 

knees,’ begins ‘sobbing in uncontrollable violence,’ and ‘pleadingly, catching hold of his 

coat tails,’ calls for the children and for him” (Dukore 320). As Bernard F. Dukore sums 

up, “[A Doll’s House Repaired] parodied Torvald’s values as the basis of their resolution, 

caricatured bourgeois ideas of the class system and of women’s roles in society” (321).  

In short, the turn-of-the-century theatre witnessed the appearance of the 

increasingly subversive woman who challenged patriarchal order. This resistance was 

immediately countered by a reactionary urge to preserve “domestic sanctity.” Various 

adaptations of A Doll’s House which alter the play’s original ending, and parodies of 

these adaptations, illuminate the contemporary anxiety surrounding the emerging New 

Woman, the changing ideas of gender norms, and the disrupted home. Most importantly, 

these anxieties are predicated on the fear that the New Woman would undermine British 

masculinity. Nonetheless, British theatre also anticipated bolder plays which would 

subvert the conventional discourse of domesticity. Shaw stood prominently among those 

who continued the questions of the woman and the home which Ibsen raised. As W. Zhao 

argues, Shaw’s Mrs Warren’s Profession (1893) echoes Ibsen’s Ghosts in its perception 

of marriage: “In Ghosts, marriage is no different from prostitution, and in Mrs Warren’s 

Profession, prostitution is a form of business not unlike any other kind of business 
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(Dukore, 1980: 48)” (46).
41

 The following chapters will examine how twentieth-century 

avant-garde political theatre further subverted the myth of the home. In particular, each 

chapter will examine how twentieth-century political theatre reconciled the vision of 

nationhood and the discourse of domesticity.  

  

                                                 

41 In Candida (1894), Shaw further inverts Ibsen’s A Doll’s House. He announced that 

Candida is “a counterblast to Ibsen’s A Doll’s House, showing that in the real typical 

doll’s house it is the man who is the doll” (104). qtd. in Stuart Eddy Baker, Bernard 

Shaw’s Remarkable Religion: A Faith That Fits the Facts (Gainesville: UP of Florida, 

2002) 104. 
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Chapter 2 The Home and the Mother in Sean O’Casey’s Dramas  

 

INTRODUCTION  

This chapter examines the representations of the home and the mother in Irish 

nationalism and theatre. Irish nationalists often imagined the home as a critical emblem 

of nationhood to promote national unity. In particular, Revivalists in the late nineteenth 

and early twentieth century envisioned the home as a myth-making instrument of 

nationhood. They pictured the nation as an extended biological family which called for 

selfless sacrifice of its members and cherished the home as a primary social unit which 

bore and sent out potential martyrs for the nation.
42

  

Romantic Irish nationalism closely drew upon patriarchal discourse. The 

metaphor of the nation as a patriarchal entity promoted a martial masculinity that would 

work through the nationalist movements and uprisings, and ideal womanhood was 

accordingly defined by the woman’s capacity to sustain male discourse. In reinforcing the 

myth of the home, Irish nationalism solidified that of motherhood and emphasized 

domestic femininity. The Irish mother became a symbol of sacrifice by sending out her 

son for the national cause and by transfiguring him into a hero through keening upon his 

                                                 

42 Leading Irish nationalist Padraic H. Pearse celebrated blood sacrifice for the nation’s 

cause. In “The Coming Revolution, November 1913,” Pearse proclaimed that “[w]e may 

make mistakes in the beginning and shoot the wrong people, but bloodshed is a cleansing 

and sanctifying thing and the nation which regards it as the final horror has lost its 

manhood” (Wohlgelernter 17). Yeats’s The Rose Tree (1902) exemplified the nationalist 

faith in blood sacrifice. This short poem of eighteen lines imagined a brief conversation 

between two nationalists, Pearse and James Connolly, about how to “make a right Rose 

Tree,” a symbol of Ireland. In the poem, when Pearse worries that “a breath of politic 

words/Has withered our Rose Tree;” Connolly replies, “it needs to be but 

watered,’[…]/There’s nothing but our own red blood.” In a firm, concise and explicit 

way, the two nationalists in the poem celebrated physical action and blood sacrifice over 

empty political rhetoric.  
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death. In doing so, the mother supported a patriarchal agenda that reinforced nation’s 

masculine authority.
43

  

This chapter focuses on two significant moments in Irish nationalist history—the 

Easter Rising (1916) and the Civil War (1922). While the Irish nationalists strongly urged 

physical sacrifice and demanded martyrdom for the nation, the failure of the Rising and 

the subsequent Civil War shifted nationalist sentiment.
44

 The Irish became skeptical 

about bloody sacrifice, which was once considered as holy martyrdom. They began to 

question the validity of blind nationalism, which they now believed to have caused 

meaningless death. This chapter examines how Irish nationhood prior to the Rising 

promoted virile manhood while reinforcing domesticated femininity through the myth of 

motherhood. Then, the chapter argues that when the single-minded nationalism shifted its 

course, the idea of the romantic Irish home, which had sustained the myth of the nation, 

was simultaneously revised. The last section of this chapter investigates how Sean 

O’Casey’s two plays, Juno and the Paycock (1924) and The Plough and the Stars (1926), 

critique blind nationalism by subverting the romantic ideas of the home and motherhood.  

                                                 

43 The idea of the Irish home in romantic Irish nationalism significantly reflected the 

Victorian perception of the home. Like the Victorian myth, Irish nationalism emphasized 

that the sanctity of the home paralleled that of the nation. Moreover, the politics of 

homemaking in both contexts were predicated on conventional, patriarchal gender role 

expectations. Not only were women marginalized in the domestic space where they were 

equated to the home, but they also supported their male counterparts’ engagement in the 

public dimension. The myth of the home in Irish nationalism thus rested upon a similar 

impulse to that of the Victorian home: that is, the urge to masculinize national authority 

while feminizing domestic space for women to sustain male discourse. 

44 In “From Parnell to Pearse (1891-1921)”, Donal McCartney defines the two 

significant moments in Irish nationalism as the death of Parnell in 1891 and the signing 

of the Anglo-Irish treaty in 1921. He then identifies Irish nationalism as a linear 

progression from initial content with the status quo as part of the Empire to a demand for 

a break from England in 1921. While his framework offers a somewhat simplified 

schema—Ireland actually had a long history of resistance against the Empire prior to the 

death of Parnell—he nonetheless identifies the most crucial period in Irish nationalism.  
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IRISH NATIONALISM, THE LITERARY RENAISSANCE MOVEMENT, AND THE NATIONAL 

THEATRE OF IRELAND  

Irish Nationalism of the nineteenth century developed closely alongside cultural 

movements.
45

 That cultural movements worked in hand in hand in building nationhood 

was a common phenomenon in other European countries of the period. By and large, 

recent theorists concede that the nation is an invented entity. In Imagined Communities, 

Benedict Anderson famously proclaimed that the nation is socially constructed and 

ideologically/emotionally imagined. This theoretical framework positions the cultural 

movement as central to building the “myth” of national identity. In National Identity, A. 

D. Smith examined national identity as “the most compelling identity myth in the modern 

world” (viii). In particular, he stressed the critical role of the intellectual of the nineteenth 

century in constructing national identity:  

It is the intellectuals—poets, musicians, painters, sculptors, novelists, historians 

and archeologists, playwrights, philologists, anthropologists and folklorists—who 

have proposed and elaborated the language and concepts of the nation and 

nationalism and have, through their musings and research, given voice to wider 

aspirations that they have conveyed in appropriate images, myths and symbols. 

[…] Wherever one turns in Europe, their seminal position in generating and 

analyzing the concepts, myths, symbols and ideology of nationalism is apparent. 

(93-4)  

Smith’s view of the intellectuals’ role in establishing the myth of national identity 

particularly applied to the context of Ireland at the turn of the century. Irish intellectuals 

took on a central role in leading cultural development as the movement possessed a 

conscious political agenda.
46

   

                                                 

45 For more discussion on modernism, cultural movements and nationalism at the turn 

of the century Europe, see Terry Eagleton, Nationalism, Colonialism, and Literature 

(Minneapolis : University of Minnesota Press, 1990). 

46 In The Easter Rising: Revolution and Irish Nationalism, Alan J. Ward also observes 

that intellectual activity was important particularly in Ireland. For more discussion on 
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At the core of the Irish cultural movement lay the faith that cultural sovereignty 

equated to political independence. The Irish Literary Society (1892) and the Gaelic 

League (1893) were founded for the particular purpose of building national identity 

through the revival of Irish culture and language. Literary figures including Yeats, Lady 

Gregory, George Russell, and J. M. Synge established the Irish Literary Society in an 

effort to create national identity and enhance national pride through a literary revival. In a 

similar sense, the Gaelic League promoted the Gaelic language, history and cultural 

traditions. A year before the foundation of the Gaelic League, its first president Douglas 

Hyde had proclaimed Irish linguistic and cultural independence. In “The Necessity for 

De-Anglicising Ireland,” Hyde urged the establishment of a distinct Irish nation through 

cultural revival. In order to gain “the world’s recognition as a separate nationality,” Hyde 

insisted that Irish people de-Anglicize themselves by “arrest[ing] the decay of the 

language.”  

The Irish cultural movement thus was essentially political. Since the sixteenth 

century, Ireland had struggled to achieve political sovereignty from British colonial 

oppression. Its nationalist sentiment reached its peak in the late nineteenth century and 

began to decline after the failure of the 1916 rising. Ironically, the period between the 

death of Parnell in 1892 and the failure of the Rising in 1916 was often identified as “a 

vacuum in politics” because of the absence of explicit political discourse (Foster 431). 

Instead, the nation’s “political energy” was channeled mostly into cultural nationalism 

(Foster 432). In The Politics of Identity in Irish Drama: W. B. Yeats, Augusta Gregory 

and J. M. Synge, George Cusack identifies the Irish cultural movements as political 

tactics cautiously designed to disguise their revolutionary qualities. By focusing on 

                                                                                                                                                 

romantic nationalism’s role “in identifying and cultivating nationalist symbols”, see 

Ward 56.   
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“small, material goals,” such as reviving the Irish language or tradition, cultural 

nationalism worked on “building the material and cultural infrastructure that a modern 

nation required to define itself” while simultaneously disguising the resistant qualities of 

their activities (Cusack 14). The Irish cultural movement thus derived from a carefully 

prepared political agenda.  

Central to this nationalist cultural movement was the National Theatre of Ireland. 

The National Theatre, also commonly known as the Abbey Theatre, was established with 

an explicit agenda to promote Irishness. In “An Irish National Theatre,” Yeats was 

adamant that the theatre not be political propaganda. To him, “opinion-ridden” theatre 

would undermine artistic aesthetics, for it would “put its creative minds into some sort of 

prison” (389). Yeats then emphasized not to confine theatre within a political boundary, 

but to grant theatre “the ultimate freedom to be granted to Theatre.” In reality, however, 

the Abbey functioned quite politically. In “An Irish National Theatre”, Frank J. Fay had a 

strong opinion about the role of the National Theatre in the promotion of pure Irishness. 

In a protest to Yeats, who remained silent about what language should be used in the 

National Theatre, Fay insisted that an Irish National Theatre be “the nursery of an Irish 

dramatic literature which, while making a world-wide appeal, would see life through Irish 

eyes” (391). Fay then asserted that this was possible “only through the medium of the 

Irish language” (392). Yeats and Fay may have disagreed about the theatre’s medium, but 

at base, they all identified the theatre’s central function to be filter out colonial residues to 

preserve Irishness.  

More explicitly in Our Irish Theatre, Lady Gregory proclaimed that the National 

Theatre purports to correct the misrepresentation of Ireland:  

We propose to have performed in Dublin, in the Spring of every year certain 

Celtic and Irish plays, which whatever be their degree of excellence will be 
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written in a high ambition, and so build up a Celtic and Irish school of dramatic 

literature. We hope to find in Ireland an uncorrupted and imaginative audience 

trained to listen by its passion for oratory, and believe that our desire to bring 

upon the stage the deeper thoughts and emotions of Ireland will ensure us a 

tolerant welcome, and that freedom which is not found in theatres of England, and 

without which no new movement in art or literature can succeed. We will show 

that Ireland is not the home of buffoonery and of easy sentiment, as it has been 

represented, but the home of an ancient idealism. We are confident of the support 

of all Irish people, who are weary of misrepresentation, in carrying out a work 

that is outside all the political questions that divide us. (90)
47

  

Although Lady Gregory’s manifesto did not directly call for an agenda of Irish political 

sovereignty, the statement carefully employed rhetoric to contrast “Irishness” with 

“Englishness.” In particular, the statement identified the Irish national theatre in 

opposition to those of England, on the ground that the freedom in the former could not be 

found in the latter. The statement implicitly equated the artistic freedom in Theatre to 

political autonomy from colonial oppression. Although Lady Gregory stressed that the 

National Theatre did “not desire propagandist plays,” her manifesto was deeply rooted in 

political consciousness. After all, the theatre’s chief object to correct “misrepresentation” 

was a thoroughly political act.  

Whichever vision these literary figures had in mind, one thing is clear. They all 

envisioned Irish National Theatre as an essential institution to promote a distinct Irish 

national identity. In doing so, they sought the world’s recognition of Irish nationality. The 

Abbey proclaimed itself apolitical, but the theatre served the nationalist political purpose 

to decolonize Ireland.
48

 Although leading cultural/literary nationalists like Yeats argued 

against literature as political propaganda, political rhetoric was deeply embedded within 

                                                 

47 qtd. in Mary Luckhurst, A Companion to Modern British and Irish Drama: 1880-

2005 (Malden: Blackwell Publishing, 2006). 

48 After the death of Parnell, Irish nationalism changed from political to non-political, 

and the Abbey’s announcement of its political detachment was a conscious political 

tactic.  
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the rationale of the Abbey Theatre, which derived from a fundamental impulse to turn 

cultural sovereignty to political independence. 

In short, Irish literary figures performed an agenda to promote national identity. 

While nationalist literary figures like Padraic Pearse engaged in the movement as 

political commentators and propagandists, other literary figures took more indirect and 

literary paths. As the next section will examine, these Irish literary figures promoted 

martial masculinity to encourage blood sacrifice for the nation through the discourse of 

domesticity in their literature.  

 

THE MEANING OF THE HOME IN IRISH NATIONALISM AND LITERATURE  

This section argues that the discourse of domesticity was deeply embedded in the 

rhetoric of Irish nationalism. In enhancing national unity, Irish nationalists often 

envisioned the nation as a home and its people as a family. In The Sovereign People 

(1916), Padraic Pearse, a prominent Irish nationalist, pictured the nation of Ireland as a 

family: 

The nation is a natural division, as natural as the family, and as inevitable. That is 

one reason why a nation is holy and why an empire is not holy. A nation is knit 

together by natural ties, ties mystic and spiritual, and ties human and kindly; an 

empire is at best held together by ties of mutual interest, and at worst by brute 

force. The nation is the family in large; an empire is a commercial corporation in 

large. The nation is of God; the empire is of man—if it be not of the devil. (172)  

Pearse’s definition of the nation as a natural, divine, and familial entity is what Anderson 

or Smith would identify as the myth of the nation. Even though nationalists argued that 

the nation was an inherent, biological entity, the emphasis itself reveals that they actually 

regarded nationhood as something constructed. The metaphor of the home and that of the 

family were effective tropes to encourage a sense of unity among the group members 
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and, more importantly, to criticize colonialism. Pearse carefully contrasted the divinity of 

Ireland as a nation to the vileness of Britain as an empire by divorcing the familial tie 

from the latter. In doing so, Pearse not only praised the nation but also attributed a higher 

value to the home/family ideal. The picture of the ideal home was thus at the core of Irish 

nationalism.  

This section argues that the discourse of domesticity in Irish nationalism 

performed a specific political agenda to promote martial masculinity that would work 

through nationalist upheavals. While nationalists demanded men’s physical sacrifice, 

they also urged women’s support of it. This section first examines how Irish nationalists, 

especially the Revivalists, emphasized a strong symbolic familial tie to encourage the 

people’s physical sacrifice for the nation. The section then argues that Irish nationalism 

envisioned the ideal home as an essentially patriarchal entity that required the woman’s 

sacrifice. In emphasizing the mother’s domestic duty, Irish nationalism offered a sense of 

empowerment to the mother that she participated in nation-making.  

 

ENVISIONING THE NATION AS A HOME AND STRENGTHENING BIOLOGICAL FAMILY 

TIES  

 The Gaelic movement, which was led by Irish nationalist literary figures, sought 

to revive the Irish cultural tradition. The literary figures involved in this movement were 

thus called the Revivalists. By promoting cultural tradition, the Revivalists aimed at 

enhancing Irish national identity. Significantly enough, the rationale of the Gaelic 

movement deeply penetrated the nationalist martial rhetoric and served a political 

purpose to urge physical actions for the nation. As the literary movement promoted the 

revival of the past tradition within the present context, Irish nationalists valued the 
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sacrifice of the dead generation and called for the present generation’s commitment to the 

nation’s cause.  

When nationalists called for physical sacrifice, they did so by appealing to the 

dead generation. Pearse stood prominently in referring to Ireland as a land of a dead 

generation. More specifically, he employed the metaphor of a ghost. In a letter in 1915, 

for instance, Pearse envisioned Ireland in an image of a ghost:  

Here be ghosts that I have raised this Christmastide, ghosts of dead men that have 

bequeathed a trust to us living men. Ghosts are troublesome things, in a house or 

in a family, as we knew even before Ibsen taught us. There is only one way to 

appease a ghost. You must do the thing it asks you. The ghosts of a nation 

sometimes ask very big things and they must be appeased whatever the cost 

(51).
49

  

Clearly, “the ghost of a nation” is domineering and demanding. It will request from its 

citizens the utmost expense. Yet, the ghost in Irish nationalism does not primarily have 

harmful connotations. Rather, it has the potential to curse and undermine colonial power. 

For instance, Yeats’ 1937 poem The Ghost of Roger Casement juxtaposes vulnerable 

John Bull, the personification of the British Empire, with the aggressive ghost of Irish 

rebel Roger Casement. In the poem, John Bull is haunted and threatened by Roger 

Casement who “is beating on the door”:  

John Bull has gone to India  

And all must pay him heed  

For histories are there to prove  

That none of another breed  

Has had a like inheritance,  

                                                 

49 qtd. in Oren Izenberg, Being Numerous: Poetry and the Ground of Social Life 

(Princeton: Princeton UP, 2011). 
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Or sucked such milk as he,  

And there’s no luck about a house  

If it lack honesty.  

 

The ghost of Roger Casement  

Is beating on the door.  

The poem uses the past tense to depict John Bull and the present tense to represent Roger 

Casement. John Bull is thus trapped in the past while the ghost of Casement is mobilized 

and “alive” in the present. Clearly, the ghost embodies regenerative potential.  

The image of the ghost of the nation had a supernatural power which would guide 

and help the contemporary Irish people through nationalist upheavals. When the body of 

Jeremiah O’Donovan Rossa was brought home for burial in 1915, Pearse delivered a 

speech at the former’s grave. He emphasized the strong connection between dead 

generations and the younger one: “Life springs from death: and from the graves of patriot 

men and women spring living nations” (226).
50

 To Pearse and other literary nationalists, 

death enacted redemptive and regenerative power. Although the British government 

executed O’Donovan Rossa, the orator claimed that Ireland was not defeated because the 

Irish would resurrect through death. Henceforth, the narrator mocked the colonizer who 

left the dead bodies of martyrs: “but the fools, the fools, the fools!—they have left us our 

Fenian dead, and, while Ireland holds these graves, Ireland unfree shall never be at 

peace” (227). The grave thus became the birthplace of Irish nationalism wherein what 

Pearse called a “spiritual communion” between the living and the dead took place. 

                                                 

50 qtd. in An Irish Literature Reader: Poetry, Prose, Drama, eds. Maureen O’Rourke 

Murphy and James Mackillop, (New York: Syracuse UP, 2006). 
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Central to the trope of the ghost as the nation was deeply embedded the idea of 

the family. When Irish nationalists invoked the ghost of the dead generation, they 

strengthened the bond between the past, present and the future generations, thereby 

reinforcing the symbolic familial tie of the nation. Irish nationalists cherished the ghost of 

the past generation as a spirit of ancestors and emphasized familial solidarity, arguing 

that the spirit of the dead would help the living through nationalist upheavals. 

Furthermore, when the nationalists emphasized the trans-historically shared bond, they 

bolstered a symbolic familial tie not only between the past and the present generations 

but also between the present and the future ones. In a sense, the emphasis on the sacrifice 

of dead generations also invited the sense of obligation from the present to the future 

generations.
51

  

The emphasis on the symbolic familial tie in Irish nationalism thus ultimately 

enhanced national unity and called for men’s voluntary martial commitment to nationalist 

uprisings.
52

 When Ernest Renan envisaged a nation as a “spiritual family not a group 

determined by the shape of the earth,” he identified the essence of nation not as religion, 

                                                 

51 “it is perhaps that I may be taken as speaking on behalf of a new generation that has 

been re-baptised in the Fenian faith and that has accepted the responsibility of carrying 

out the Fenian programme” (Pearse qtd. in ibd. 225).  

52 Pearse transforms this mystic power into the energy needed for the upcoming 

upheavals. The invocation of the dead generation for martial masculinity reached its peak 

during the Easter Rising. On the day of the Easter Rising, Pearse began his “proclamation 

of the Irish Republic” which announced the Rising by acknowledging the dead 

generations: “In the name of God and of the dead generations from which she receives 

her old tradition of nationhood, Ireland, through us, summons her children to her flag and 

strikes for her freedom” (Coogan 19). The speech ends with his urge for sacrifice: “In this 

supreme hour the Irish nation must, by its valour and discipline and by the readiness of its 

children to sacrifice themselves for the common good, prove itself worthy of the august 

destiny to which it is called” (Coogan 20). Irish nationalists glorified and celebrated death 

as a sacred martyrdom. Even though the participants in the Rising were defeated and 

executed, the Easter Rising marked a “grand” failure because the future generation could 

build the national discourse upon the risers’ sacrifice.  
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race or language but as its group members’ shared sense of commitment which he argued 

to have been preserved through “endeavours, sacrifice, and devotion” (18-9). Renan’s 

emphasis on sacrifice for a national cause echoed, to a remarkable degree, the rhetoric of 

Irish nationalists who urged selfless sacrifice for the nation.
53

  

In short, the Gaelic movement reinforced the martial rhetoric of Irish nationalism. 

The Revivalists had kept “faith with the past, and handed on a tradition to the future” 

(171).
54

 When they revived the tradition upon which younger generations could build 

Irish national identity, they also promoted the kind of political energy that could be 

charged into nationalist upheavals. In other words, the nationalists’ commemoration of 

the bloody sacrifice of the past generation was not merely a tribute to the dead but 

carefully constructed political rhetoric that urged selfless sacrifice of the present 

generation. Through the mythic construction of the nation in an image of a family, the 

discourse of domesticity in Irish nationalism promoted national unity, urged ultimate 

commitment and legitimized sacrifice for the nation.  

 

THE MYTH OF THE NATION AS THE HOME, IDEAL WOMANHOOD AND MOTHERHOOD IN 

IRISH NATIONALISM AND LITERATURE  

I do not grudge them: Lord, I do not grudge  

My two strong sons that I have seen go out  

                                                 

53 The rationale of Irish nationalism echoes Renan’s definition of the nation as “a large-

scale solidarity, constituted by the feeling of the sacrifices that one has made in the past 

and of those that one is prepared to make in the future” (19). Renan’s argument that “‘the 

nation’ givesn proof of its strength by the sacrifices which demand the abdication of the 

individual to the advantage of the community, it is legitimate and has the right to exist” 

particularly fits into the rationale of Irish nationalism (20). By cherishing the nation as a 

divine biological entity, Irish nationalists strengthened the sense of unity and encouraged 

the people’s ultimate commitment.  

54 Pearse qtd. in Modernism and Empire eds. Howard J. Booth and Nigel Rigby 

(Manchester: Manchester UP, 2000). 
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To break their strength and die, they and a few,  

In bloody protest for a glorious thing,  

They shall be spoken of among their people,  

The generations shall remember them,  

And call them blessed;  

But I will speak their names to my own heart  

In the long nights; 

The little names that were familiar once  

Round my dead hearth.   

Lord, thou art hard on mothers:  

We suffer in their coming and their going;  

And tho’ I grudge them not, I weary, weary  

Of the long sorrow—And yet, I have my joy:  

My sons were faithful, and they fought.  

(The Mother, Padraic Pearse. Written on the night before he was executed)  

 

As the previous section examined, Irish nationalism urged selfless sacrifice from 

its members. Specifically, literary figures celebrated the blood sacrifice of dead 

generations in order to promote martial masculinity for a national cause. As Irish 

nationalism relied upon masculine authority, its nationalist rhetoric was carefully 

constructed within a framework of patriarchal discourse. As much as virile manhood was 

emphasized, so was ideal womanhood, which sustained male discourse. Nationalist 

discourse envisioned ideal womanhood as domestic femininity, more specifically, as 

motherhood. Within the private sphere of the home, the Irish mother suffered, endured, 

and thereby supported men’s selfless sacrifice for the nation.
55

 The home in Irish 

nationalism was essentially imagined as a patriarchal entity. 

                                                 

55 The metaphor of Mother Ireland exemplifies how domestic femininity supported 

martial masculine authority. While Mother Ireland persistently demanded men’s 

sacrifice, she was envisioned as a strikingly passive image. Moreover, Mother Ireland 

was referred to only in men’s invocations. By calling the nation Mother Ireland, the man 

revered his mother. Yet, at the same time, she was merely reduced to a symbol. The 

personification of Mother Ireland thus reinforced the masculine rhetoric of the nationalist 

project. Irish motherhood was essentially disempowered and built on an oblique mixture 

of sublimation and limitation. In “‘And behind him a wicked hag did stalk’: from maiden 

to mother, Ireland as woman through the male psyche,” Jayne Steel argues that Mother 
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Irish nationalism drew strictly upon a gendered division of labor. Men went to 

war and participated in national movements while women were marginalized to the 

private space of the home. It is true that some women actively participated in nationalist 

movements through writing and political activism. There is evidence of women’s 

engagement in “diplomacy, spying and raising troops and munitions against the English” 

back in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries (17).
56

 These women, however, did not 

constitute the mainstream of Irish nationalism and remained too exceptional to be 

representative of the typical contemporary Irish women.
57

 By and large, Irish women 

participated in nationalist projects by performing their domestic duties, particularly 

motherhood.  

 While the martial rhetoric of nationalism promoted selfless sacrifice on men’s 

parts, it equally emphasized the mother’s labor. In the most explicit sense, female 

procreation supported nationhood. The mother reproduced the potential fighters and sent 

out them to die for the nation. In a more symbolic sense, Irish nationalism valued the 

mother’s capacity to sanctify men’s sacrifice. She validated the national cause upon the 

death of the fighters by the act of keening. Through keening and mourning, mothers 

ritualized the deaths of their sons. For instance, Yeats’s play Cathleen Ni Houlihan 

presents two iconographic womanhoods in Irish literature: Fierce, vampirish and gallant 

Cathleen Ni Houlihan, who conscripts men to fight to death for the nation, and the 

                                                                                                                                                 

Ireland works as “an inverted mirror image” of “the Other” to establish “an ideal, 

predominantly male, identity” (109). 

56 For more discussion on women’s political involvement, see Andrea Knox, 

“Testimonies to history: reassessing women’s involvement in the 1641 rising,” Irish 

Women and Nationalism: Soldiers, New Women and Wicked Hags (Dublin: Irish 

Academic P, 2004). 

57 Women’s participation in Irish nationalist upheavals mostly considered as “eccentrics 

and radical by their contemporaries” as Sinead MacCoole phrases it (vii). ibd.  
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bereaved mother figure who loses her son. Cathleen Ni Houlihan comforts the mother, 

assuring that the son’s death will be remembered eternally:  

They shall be remembered for ever,  

They shall be alive for ever,  

They shall be speaking for ever,  

The people shall hear them for ever. (10)  

The keener commemorated the son’s sacrifice as martyrdom, thereby expanding the 

private crisis into a communal legend. By transfiguring the dead son into a hero, the 

mother honored the national cause in which the son had participated. Henceforth, the two 

female types in Cathleen Ni Houlihan who initially occupy opposite ends of the same 

spectrum—one as the agent of violence and the other as its victim—are not mutually 

exclusive but actually share some essential commonality, the ritualization of the sacrifice 

of men.
58

  

By participating in the national ritual with her mournful solemnity, the mother 

eventually promoted martial masculinity for the nation. In his autobiography, Inishfallen, 

Fare Thee Well, Sean O’Casey describes the sorrow of a bereft mother who lost her son 

in the Easter Rising:  

But the bereft mother, who has suffered all of her boy’s turbulent rising into a 

steadier life, will always find a sorrow in another’s son, a ghost in an empty chair; 

she will have a cold heart when she hears a youthful laugh, or the free step of one 

outside on the pavement; her lips will be as cold as ice when she feels again the 

warm kiss from the soft lips of the past of one who is forgotten by all, though she 

remembers. Let mitred souls who think they can outlive Time, stealing men’s 

sense with sign of stole and chasuble say what they will away from these dead 

forms; insomuch as Christ is risen, and become the first-fruits of them who sleep; 

that these dead shall go through the endless endlessness of eternity, knowing all, 

and known of all within their grade of sanctity; shall sojourn actively where is 

                                                 

58 For women, the most active support of the national project was to sacrifice her son.  
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neither sun nor moon to shine in it; for the light thereof is the glory of God; where 

all the ageing ages shall be but as the time wasted in the blinking of an eye; and 

the life of the longest lived universe shall be to them less than the life of a bubble 

afloat in the swift air. (14-5)  

When an Irish mother gracefully accepted her son’s death, she readily empathized with 

other suffering mothers. This shared sense of suffering illuminated the patriarchal norm 

of domestic femininity to which the Irish mother conformed herself. More importantly, 

the quote demonstrates how the woman’s private suffering underlied the nationalist 

martial rhetoric. For instance, this quote offers the metaphors Irish nationalist literary 

figures, especially the Revivalists, employed. The images of “a ghost in an empty chair”, 

“the endless of endlessness of eternity,” and the capital “Time” clearly remind the reader 

of the idea of the dead ascendants, generations and the nation. More specifically, the 

reassuring words to the suffering mother that “these dead shall go through the endless 

endlessness of eternity” strongly resonate with the rhetoric of Irish nationalists, who 

exalted the dead generation’s martyrdom to urge the people’s physical sacrifice. The 

performance of motherhood through mourning thus meticulously repeated the martial 

rhetoric. Or put differently, nationalist discourse had deeply penetrated the private and 

female sphere.  

Although Irish nationalism emphasized motherhood, it essentially limited the 

mother’s empowerment. The fundamental irony of Irish motherhood laid in the fact that 

the ideal of motherhood was characterized by the performance of the sacrificial ritual of 

the death of the son. As the mother sent out her son for the nation’s cause and accepted 

his death gracefully, martyrdom began and came to an end with her. Conversely, the 

presence of the woman was only recognized and counterbalanced by the man’s death. 

The performance of motherhood was thus of a double nature. The mother’s enactment of 

keening sanctioned the man’s martyrdom and validated the nation’s cause. It enabled the 
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woman’s participation in the public sphere, but her role purely depended on her male 

counterpart. The mother’s participation in the nationalist project thus was essentially 

restricted.  

John Millington Synge’s Riders to the Sea (1904) dramatizes an archetypal Irish 

mother, whose virtue was defined by her memorialization of her son’s death. As the play 

opens, the son prepares to leave the home, and Maurya, the mother, laments the loss of 

her husband, father-in law and five of her sons. As a bereaved mother, she is scared that 

she may lose her last son Bartley. The son leaves, and the mother is frantic with worry for 

him. Toward the end, village women come in and begin keening. Upon seeing these 

women, Maurya instantly realizes her son’s death and becomes surprisingly calm with 

unprecedented dignity. The play ends with the mother eulogizing her son’s death. Riders 

to the Sea does not address Irish nationalism per se. Nor does the son die for the national 

cause. Yet, the mother in the play mirrors Irish motherhood which ultimately sustains 

nationhood by honoring the son’s death. In mourning her son, Maurya closely follows the 

conversion of the mother in Pearse’s The Mother, who initially protested against but 

eventually gladly accepts her son’s sacrifice for the nation. In mourning her son’s death, 

the Irish mother transcends the private crisis to the shared history.  

When Maurya personifies the archetypal motherhood, she also embodies its 

inherent limitation. She finally gains self-control when accepting her son’s death 

gracefully, but the kind of power is rather ironic. After all, this empowerment quickly 

withdraws the mother back to a symbolic position. What she eventually accomplishes 

through this dignity is to sublimate her son, and the dignity eventually confirms her 

subordinate relation to the man. In a sense, Maurya’s motherhood is elevated as a 
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“transcendental femininity” which worked toward men’s agenda.
59

 Through mourning 

and keening, the “disobedient” mother settled into a “good” mother who served the 

patriarchal political purpose.  

In short, the mother in Irish nationalism served as an emblem of selfless sacrifice 

to underscore martial masculinity. When the man builds discourse by fighting for the 

cause of nationhood, the mother sustains male discourse by sending away her sons and 

then mourning their deaths. In doing so, the mother serves as the crossroad between the 

public dimension of Irish nationalism and the private sphere of domesticity. Irish 

nationalism thus attributed to the mother somewhat paradoxical significances. She was 

marginalized and confined to the extremely private sphere in order to participate in the 

public agenda of nationalism. That is to say, the mother was sublimated in the public 

realm of Irish nationalism while being removed to the private sphere of domesticity.  

 

SEAN O’CASEY’S DISILLUSIONMENT WITH IRISH NATIONALISM  

This section examines how Sean O’Casey addressed dysfunctional nationalism by 

challenging the myths of the home and the mother. During his early life, O’Casey was 

active in Irish Nationalist movements. In 1906, O’Casey joined the Gaelic League and 

worked as a secretary in the Drumccondra branch. In Sean O’Casey: Politics and Art, C. 

Desmond Greaves argues that O’Casey’s first known article, “Sound the Loud Trumpet” 

(1907) expressed “hot unbridled nationalism” with its “bitterly satirical attack on the 

educational policy of the British government in Ireland” and “denunciation of British 

rule” (49). In 1910, in an effort to promote the Gaelic language, O’Casey played a central 

role in the foundation of the Irish Guild of the Church, which conducted services in Irish 

                                                 

59 See Chapter 1.  
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(Greaves 50). In the same year, he took an active part in establishing the St Laurence 

O’Toole pipe band and served as the first Secretary of the band. The band had active 

political affiliations. For instance, it played at the funerals of leading nationalists 

including Jeremiah O’Donovan Rossa, Arthur Griffith, and Michael Collins.
60

 In 

founding the band, O’Casey worked closely with the leading nationalists Padraig Pearse, 

Thomas Clarke, Sean McDermott, Arthur Griffith, and Douglas Hyde who later became 

the first President of Ireland. O’Casey also joined the Irish Republican Brotherhood, 

served as the first Secretary of the Irish Citizen Army in 1914 and worked as a 

propagandist.
61

 These diverse activities brought O’Casey close to leading and influential 

nationalist figures and placed him at the center of Irish cultural nationalism.
62

  

Despite his initial commitment to Irish nationalism, O’Casey gradually 

disengaged from nationalist politics. The exact time period and cause of his 

disillusionment remain unclear. Although O’Casey did not fight in the Easter Rising or 

the war of independence and was said to have called the Rising “a terrible mistake,” he 

still held a fairly favorable view of the nationalist uprisings shortly after the rising (11).
63

 

In 1917, O’Casey wrote The Sacrifice of Thomas Ashe, a biography of hunger striker 

Thomas Ashe. He glorified the Rising in a pamphlet published in the same year and 

                                                 

60 “St. Laurence O’Toole Pipe Band: a Brief History.” St. Laurence O’Toole Pipe Band. 

15 Mar. 2013 <http://www.slotpb.com/history.shtml>.  

61 Christopher Murray, “The ‘Might of Design’ in The Plough and the Stars.” Irish 

Writers and Politics eds. Okifumi Komesu and Masaru Sekine. (Gerrards Cross: C. 

Smythe, 1989) 225.  

62 In a way, O’Casey Gaelicized his identity. He was born John Casey into an Anglo-

Irish family and eventually Gealicized himself. He changed his pen name to Sean O 

Cathasaigh, to Shaun O’Casey in 1918 and finally to Sean O’Casey in 1923.  

63 qtd. in Sebastian Goetzke, Sean O’Casey’s Dublin Trilogy: A Closer Look on how 

Social Settings and Political Events Interact with the Characters and Lead to Certain 

Features in Their Portrayal (Norderstedt: Grin Verlag, 2001) 11.  

http://www.slotpb.com/history.shtml
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supported Sinn Fein in December 1918 (Greaves 10).
64

 In 1919, O’Casey wrote a book 

on the history of the Irish Citizen Army. Around the time of the Rising, O’Casey’s 

writings may have contained a hint of disappointment, but such was not a substantial 

rejection of nationalism.
65

 Whatever the cause of O’Casey’s political disillusionment, 

scholars have agreed that it occurred around 1919. Greaves speculates that O’Casey 

rejected his nationalist faith in favor of socialism: “when the revolutionary government 

abandoned its ‘Democratic Programme’ in early 1919, O’Casey condemned the Rising 

retrospectively” (11).
66

 In Twentieth-Century Irish Drama, Christopher Murray observes 

that O’Casey’s break with Irish nationalism was closely related to socialist Jim Larkin’s 

political position, which had greatly influenced the playwright. Murray argues that 

O’Casey abandoned Irish nationalism right after Larkin proclaimed his preference for 

socialism in 1918 and his involvement in the foundation of a Communist Labour Party in 

the following year. As O’Casey became distanced from Irish nationalism, he stopped 

writing propaganda. Instead, he devoted himself to literary writings. Thereafter, all of his 

dramas—which were written after 1919—are deeply predicated on his disillusionment 

with nationalism.  

                                                 

64 According to Greaves, O’Casey wrote a song for Sinn Fein in 1918 for the municipal 

elections.  

65 Greaves argued that O’Casey’s writing began to contain “a note of fatigue and 

disillusionment” around the time of the Easter Rising, but he presumes this sense of 

disillusionment was caused not purely by the playwright’s political position but by 

psychological issues (84). Around the time of the Easter Rising, O’Casey was 

approaching for forty. Greaves suspected that the playwright—being “the old rebel”—

“found himself increasingly out-rebelled and no longer a political mentor” (84).   

66 Critics like David Krause argue that O’Casey’s upbringing in poverty made him 

skeptical of the obsessive idealism of Irish nationalism. Greaves, however, repudiates this 

as “a gross over simplification,” arguing that the playwright supported Republican 

policies until 1919.  
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The shift in O’Casey’s political position affected his relations with the Irish 

literary circle, which was closely associated with nationalism. O’Casey occupied an 

ambivalent position in the Irish literary circle. On the one hand, even though he wrote 

anti-nationalist plays, he still worked for the National Theatre of Ireland. He submitted 

his Dublin Trilogy to the Abbey Theatre and had close relationships with influential 

literary figures like Lady Gregory and Yeats. On the other hand, his involvement in the 

Irish literary circle was characterized by a strong sense of alienation and he moved to 

London in 1926 in voluntary exile.   

 

O’CASEY’S LITERARY VISION: DIVERGING FROM THE REVIVALIST FAITH  

When O’Casey began his writing career as the Abbey playwright in 1923, the 

plays—all written after 1919—were predicated on anti-national sentiment. Juno and the 

Paycock bitterly portrays the Civil War, and The Plough and the Stars expresses explicit 

anti-national sentiment. Kathleen Listens In (1923), what O’Casey called his first 

“phantasy,” satirizes not only the British ruling class but also the Gaelic League, which 

compelled people to speak Irish. O’Casey proclaimed that he wrote the play “specifically 

to show what fools these mortals were in the quarrelling factions soaking Ireland in 

anxiety and irritation after the Civil War” (147).
67

  

In a sense, the playwright’s anti-nationalist sentiment was deeply rooted in his 

disillusionment with the contemporary literary movement. Even before O’Casey 

abandoned Irish nationalism, his vision had long stood in contrast to that of the 

Revivalists. In his autobiography, Mirror in My House: The Autobiographies of Sean 

                                                 

67 qtd. in Christopher Murray, Sean O’Casey: Writer at Work: a Biography (Dublin: 

Gill & Macmillan, 2004). 



 79 

O’Casey, he confessed a persistent sense of a physical and psychological isolation from 

the literary circle. O’Casey repeatedly recalled moments when his efforts to befriend 

other literary people simply failed.
68

 The playwright further portrayed this sense of 

alienation as the inevitable cause for his exile. The whole chapter on his decision to leave 

Ireland is a painful description of the emotional pressure upon the playwright after he 

wrote The Plough and the Stars. O’Casey recalled how the Abbey Theatre was against 

him and how he felt the need to put “a greater distance” between the theatre people and 

himself (390). According to O’Casey, for instance, Michael Dolan, the Abbey Theatre 

manager besought Lady Gregory “to have nothing to do with” The Plough and the Stars.” 

In a way, O’Casey justified his exile by emphasizing his feelings of rejection.
69

  

While O’Casey’s estrangement from the Irish literary group served as an external 

reason for his exile, more fundamentally, he diverged from the political vision of his 

contemporaries and particularly from the Revivalist’s vision of Irish Nationhood. 

                                                 

68 In his recollection of an Irish literary meeting at Yeats’s home, for instance, O’Casey 

remembers how he “tried to murmur a few remarks, but no head turned to listen, and the 

chatter went on as if he had been a wraith invisible” (374). Sean O’Casey, Mirror in My 

House: the Autobiographies of Sean O’Casey (New York: Macmillan, 1956).  

69 One can never be sure to what extent one can accept his recollection at face value. 

Although the playwright stressed the feeling of rejection, other people remembered 

O’Casey as a reserved figure who distanced himself from others. In his journal, Joseph 

Holloway narrated a conversation with someone who remembered O’Casey as a sarcastic 

man who “agreed with nobody and believed in nothing” (495). According to him, 

Osborne was “strangely distant and silent always” (495). Lady Gregory too confirms this 

assessment in a passing comment. In an 8 March 1924 journal, Lady Gregory records 

O’Casey repeated declination of her invitations to celebrate the great success of Juno and 

the Paycock. According to her, when she invited O’Casey to tea, he declined because he 

needed to “[work] with cement, and that takes such a long time to get off.” When she 

kept asking him to come “after that,” he again declined because he had to cook (498). 

These consistent observations of the playwright as aloof and detached question whether 

O’Casey’s argument reflects his subconscious effort to justify his exile that he was 

pressured to leave.  
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O’Casey’s skepticism about the literary Revival movement had already been 

foreshadowed in 1916. In Mirror in My House, O’Casey described an occasion on which 

he was invited to Yeats’s house to see The Hawk’s Well. His recollection of the play was 

not at all favorable. Specifically, O’Casey was skeptical about the vanity and the 

artificiality of the cultural revival that is out of context:  

Yeats had read in a big book all about the Noh Plays, had spoken about them to 

others, and had seized on the idea that he could do in an hour what had taken a 

thousand years to create. And so with the folding and unfolding of a cloth, music 

from a zither and flute, and taps from a drum, Yeats’ idea of a Noh Play 

blossomed for a brief moment, then the artificial petals faded and dropped lonely 

to the floor, because a Japanese spirit had failed to climb into the soul of a Kelt. 

(373)
70

  

O’Casey went on to give a harsh verdict: “No; charming and amiable as it all was, it 

wasn’t a Noh Play. Poet and all as he was, Yeats wasn’t able to grasp a convention, 

grown through a thousand years, and give it an Irish birth in an hour” (373-4).
71

 His 

account of the private production of Yeats’s Noh play revealed not only O’Casey’s 

criticism of the play per se, but more importantly, his cynicism about what the 

contemporary Revival Movement sought to accomplish. In a sense, what Yeats was doing 

with the Noh play paralleled what the Revivalists pursued: to revive the past tradition 

within the present context. When O’Casey disparaged Yeats’s Noh play as being out of 

context, his critique, not coincidently, paralleled his repudiation of the superficiality of 

the literary Revival. 

In addition to the intellectual superficiality, O’Casey attacked the shallowness 

embedded in the blind nationalism. When people at the Abbey, from the art director to 

actors, turned away from the playwright right after he wrote The Plough and the Stars, 

                                                 

70 Sean O’Casey, Mirror in My House: the Autobiographies of Sean O’Casey (New 

York: Macmillan, 1956). 

71 ibd. 



 81 

O’Casey mockingly pointed out the hypocrisy behind their blind nationalism. According 

to the playwright, some actors were highly annoyed about the anti-nationalistic tone of 

the play, but they still were willing to exploit it to earn money: “[…] it was very ironical 

to look back to see that some of these very actors, who had so strongly protested against 

the play, afterwards—when the tumult had died down—carried it all over the United 

States to their own advantage, bringing back many dollars which happily made their 

future a little less uncertain for them than it had been” (390).
72

 O’Casey was thoroughly 

disappointed with unprincipled blind nationalism and looked on the Revivalist vision 

with disdain.  

In short, O’Casey was a dissident in his contemporary literary circle, which was 

led mostly by the Revivalists and leading proponents of Irish nationalism. When O’Casey 

overtly attacked the Revivalists for their superficiality and hypocrisy, the playwright also 

challenged the fundamental assumption underpinning the Revivalist faith in his plays. 

First, to O’Casey, blood sacrifice of the dead generation was not necessarily regenerative. 

Second, the playwright subverted the Revivalists’ idea of the romantic Irish home. That is 

to say, when O’Casey challenged the myth of the nation, he undermined its most 

fundamental premise: the myth of motherhood.  

 

CONTRASTING RECEPTIONS OF THE PLAYS: REVISING IRISH WOMANHOOD  

O’Casey’s Dublin Trilogy, The Shadow of a Gunman (1923), Juno and the 

Paycock (1924), and The Plough and the Stars (1926) debuted in the National Theatre of 

Ireland. The three plays all deal with significant moments in the Irish Nationalist 

                                                 

72 Sean O’Casey, Mirror in My House: the Autobiographies of Sean O’Casey (New 

York: Macmillan, 1956).  
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movement. The Shadow of a Gunman is set during the Irish War of Independence. Juno 

and the Paycock dramatizes a disintegrating family in the 1920s during the Irish Civil 

War. The Plough and the Stars returns to the Easter Rising in 1916. Instead of glorifying 

nationalism, these plays explore self-interest driven nationalism. In dramatizing 

dysfunctional national discourse, Juno and the Paycock and The Plough and the Stars 

significantly echo each other. Set in domestic milieus, both plays depict disintegrating 

families that parallel the divided nationhood. While Juno and the Paycock dramatizes 

degenerating nationhood through the metaphor of a dysfunctional family, The Plough and 

the Stars expresses a complete disillusion with blind nationalism through the lives of 

boarding house tenants. Furthermore, both plays undermine the romantic notion of the 

Irish home and reject sacrificial motherhood.  

Considering the commonalities between these two plays, it is surprising to see 

how they received dramatically different public reactions. Juno and the Paycock 

succeeded in an unprecedented way. Right after its dress-rehearsal on March 2, 1924, the 

Abbey Theatre celebrated the play. Gabriel Fallon, who played Bentham in the first 

production of the play, extolled the play, equating it to John Millington Synge’s The 

Playboy of the Western World. After the dress-rehearsal, Yeats was said to have been 

stunned, and the play won mostly favorable reviews from critics and media alike.
73

 The 

                                                 

73 The Times states that “There was not a weak spot in the acting. It probably attained 

the most level standard of good work that has been witnessed on the Abbey stage of late” 

(Hogan and Burnham 192). After seeing the play, Holloway observed, “[O’Casey] is a 

strange, odd fish, but a genius in his way” (Hogan and Burnham 192). James Stephens 

also remarks, “I think everyone—the author, the actors, and the producer—is to be 

congratulated on that remarkable performance. It was the best acting I have ever seen at 

the Abbey, and I think better than could be shown anywhere in the world. It makes me 

young again to see such team work” (Hogan and Burnham 192). There were still a few 

people who recognized the play’s deficiency. In the Irish Statesman, W. J. Lawrence 

called the play’s final scene “artistically indefensible” and “a painful mistake.” Fallon 

quoted one of the critics who have claimed that “O’Casey knew nothing about the art of 
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play was a great success and saved the Abbey Theatre from bankruptcy. In her journal, 

Lady Gregory described “a long queue at the door, the theatre crowded, many turned 

away, so it will be run on next week.” Joseph Holloway also remembered how “cries of 

‘Author, Author!’ were filling the air” after the curtain went down on the first night 

(192).
74

 According to Ernest Blythe, who later became the theatre director, the play was 

the second most frequently performed play ever done at the Abbey (192). In the 

following year, the play was brought to London and achieved enormous success. With 

Juno and the Paycock, O’Casey seemed to secure his position as an influential Irish 

playwright.  

By and large, Juno and the Paycock was acclaimed with its dramatization of an 

archetypal mother figure. In her March 8 1924 Journal, Lady Gregory confessed to have 

said to Yeats, “This is one of the evenings at the Abbey that makes me glad to have been 

born,” upon hearing Juno exclaim, “give us Thine own eternal love!” (499). Recent 

critics also attributed the play’s success to its dramatization of the archetypal sacrificial 

Irish motherhood. Heinz Kosok observes that, with ideally sacrificial Juno, Juno and the 

Paycock belongs to a “literary tradition which, in realistic or symbolic form, centres on a 

dominant mother figure” (55). John O’Riordan identifies Juno as a “martyr-figure of 

Ireland’s suffering” (47). James R. Scrimgeour also argues that her life is “a never-ending 

series of sacrifices for the other members of her family” (76). To the contemporary 

audiences, reviewers, and recent critics, O’Casey created a positive moral character out 

                                                                                                                                                 

construction.” (502). Nonetheless, these negative reviews were immediately refuted by 

the play’s defenders. Fallon supported the play, arguing that the lack of construction is 

the beauty of the play. He also argued that what made the play “something greater than 

great was its final scene” (502).  

74 qtd. in The Years of O’Casey, 1921-1926: A Documentary History eds. Robert Hogan 

and Richard Burnham (Newark: U of Delaware P, 1922). 
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of Juno. As John O’Riordan observes, people’s readings of Juno’s motherhood were 

mostly positive. 

This favorable criticism changed abruptly with O’Casey’s next play, The Plough 

and the Stars. While Juno and the Paycock secured O’Casey’s position in the Irish 

literary circle, The Plough and the Stars eventually drove him out of it. Audiences and 

theatre practitioners alike were offended by the play’s anti-nationalist tone. In the second 

act of the play, characters sit and drink at a public-house while there is a political meeting 

outside the window. The audiences can see a silhouette of an orator, who delivers a 

speech to encourage people to participate in the upcoming Rising. Although the play does 

not name the orator, he repeats the exact same words by the leader of the Easter Rising, 

Pearse, “bloodshed is a cleaning and sanctifying thing and the nation that regards it as the 

final horror has lost its manhood.” Notably, the play juxtaposes this heroic speech with 

the drunkards’ vernacular and lecherous flirtation with a prostitute at the bar. The play’s 

sarcastic representation of potential participants in the Easter Rising reaches its peak at 

the end of the act. The prostitute sings a nationalist song, which encouraged people to 

join the Rising, but she changed the lyrics to make the song about seducing a men. When 

O’Casey completed The Plough and the Stars, the theatre immediately recognized the 

play’s potential to evoke public protest, and the Abbey objected to the play even before it 

was performed. In his letter to Lady Gregory, theatre manager Michael J. Dolan begged 

her to “pause and think” before producing the play “in its present form.” The play’s 

detractors particularly disapproved of the second act. Dolan protested that “[t]he song at 

the end of the second act sung by the ‘girl-of-the-streets’ is unpardonable” (282).
75

 The 
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Theatre’s new Board Director George O’Brien was also panicked about the second act.
76

 

In a letter to Yeats, O’Brien insisted on the removal of the song in the second act because 

he feared that the play “might offend any section of public opinion so seriously as to 

provoke an attack on the theatre of a kind that could endanger the continuance of the 

subsidy” (284). As O’Brien’s predicted, tension gradually built up. On the second night 

of the play’s performance, there arouse a mild hissing from some audiences, and two 

policemen came in. The next day, there were more objections from the pit, and some 

actors were disturbed while performing their lines. Finally on February 11 1926, the 

fourth performance of the play, a riot broke out during the second act. As Yeats had 

defended Synge’s The Playboy of the Western World in 1907, Yeats once again protested 

to the angry audience:  

You have disgraced yourselves again. Is this to be an ever-recurring celebration of 

the arrival of Irish genius? Synge first and then O’Casey. The news of the 

happenings of the past few minutes will go from country to country. Dublin has 

once more rocked the cradle of genius. From such a scene in this theatre went 

forth the fame of Synge. Equally the fame of O’Casey is born here tonight. This is 

his apotheosis. (231)
77

  

The hostile reaction also came from the actors, eventually letting the playwright leave the 

theatre.  

Despite the starkly opposite responses to the two plays, I argue that the 

contrasting receptions actually drew upon the same premise of ideal womanhood. While 

                                                 

76 These apprehensions were not necessarily concerned with the play’s literary value but 

more with the financial consequence which the play’s anti-nationalist sentiment might 

bring about. For instance, in his letter to Lady Gregory, Dolan wrote, “As you know we 

cannot afford to take risks especially at the present moment. The theatre is booming at the 

present and unfortunately there are too many people who are sorry that such is the case. 

We don’t want to give them anything to grasp at” (281). ibd. 

77 A. Norman Jeffares, W. B. Yeats: A New Biography (New York: Continuum, 2001) 

231.  
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the audiences celebrated Juno and the Paycock because of the play’s depiction of 

sacrificial motherhood, they condemned The Plough and the Stars because of the 

opposite. The Abbey initially worried about the anti-nationalist sentiment of the play, 

anticipated hostile public resentment and a possible public riot. Yeats, for instance, 

prepared the aforementioned speech prior to the play’s performance and sent it to media 

immediately after the public riot. Surprisingly enough, something other than anti-

nationalist sentiment seemed to more offend the audience. No one could identify the 

sudden cause of the riot, but it was almost universally accepted that the presence of the 

prostitute on stage sparked the hostile tension. Surviving descriptions of that night 

conflict with each other. Ria Mooney, who played the prostitute, Rosie Redmond, 

remembered that the riot broke out when she was on stage. According to her, McCormick 

and Yeats delivered their speeches during the second act. In contrast, in Shelah 

Richards’s version, the violence occurred during the third act—while Richards was on 

stage, and McCormick and Yeats made speeches at that moment.
78

 With all these variant 

versions, witnesses agreed that the resentment was aimed at the prostitute on stage. 

Mooney recalled the threat she felt, arguing that the violent protest targeted her character 

more than the play’s anti-nationalist sentiment: “At the time, however, the abuse and the 

missiles seemed to be directed at me. Even in the newspapers, the fuss was not, 

apparently, over the flag, or the Volunteers about to drink port on the stage—but about 

the prostitute, and the girl who played the part” (297).
79

 Clearly, the audiences were 

exasperated about the play’s representation of womanhood.  

                                                 

78 Shelah Richard played Nora in the first production of The Plough and the Stars.  

79 qtd. in The Years of O’Casey, 1921-1926: A Documentary History, eds. Robert 

Hogan and Richard Burnham (Newark: U of Delaware P, 1922). 
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While female characters provoked contrasting receptions of the plays, there seems 

to be something more profound that makes The Plough and the Stars uncomfortable and 

even offensive than the mere presence of the prostitute on stage. The play’s association 

between the rowdiness of drunkards and the rhetoric of a national hero—presumably 

Pearse—was a direct blasphemy to nationalism. Yet on a more subtle level, I argue that 

the play undermined the most fundamental faith which had sustained Irish nationalism: 

that is, the idea of the sacred home, which depended on ideal womanhood. The next 

section argues that what offended the audience in The Plough and the Stars was in fact 

carefully prepared and anticipated in his previous play, Juno and the Paycock—even 

though the immediate responses were opposite. Both plays redefine the meaning of 

motherhood. The mothers refuse to sustain male discourse, and the home in each play is 

predicated on undermined masculine authority. Deconstructing the romantic notion of the 

Irish home was thus foreshadowed in Juno and the Paycock and later reinforced in The 

Plough and the Stars. In both plays, O’Casey thoroughly shattered the myth of the home 

as a sacred place that sustained nationhood. 

 

THE REVISION OF MOTHERHOOD IN JUNO AND THE PAYCOCK AND THE PLOUGH AND 

THE STARS  

In romantic Irish nationalism, Revivalists such as Pearse and Yeats valued 

salvation through the martyrdom of those past generations and called for the sacrifice of 

the present generation. When the Revivalists sought to make heroes out of death, the 

mother served a critical role. Upon the son’s death, the mother keened, transfigured him 

into a hero, and finally marked his martyrdom. In doing so, she validated his sacrifice and 

sanctioned the nation’s cause for which he died. Conventional motherhood thus strictly 

depended on a gender dynamic. The mother was confined within the private sphere in 
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order to support the man’s public involvement in national discourse. The woman was 

extremely marginalized—not in the sense of her importance but in the sense of her 

location in constructing nationhood.
80

  

Ten years after the Rising, O’Casey revised the Revivalist faith. In Juno and the 

Paycock and The Plough and the Stars, O’Casey held a quite acerbic attitude toward 

Romantic Irish nationalism and questioned the legitimacy of sacrifice in the Rising. In 

both plays, O’Casey dramatizes dysfunctional nationhood by carefully revising the myth 

of motherhood.  

Juno and the Paycock reverses the conventional gender dynamics. In this play, the 

male characters are incompetent, and their disabled bodies symbolically manifest 

dysfunctional male discourse.
81

 Johnny, Juno’s son, was shot in the hip in the Easter 

Rising, and his arm was blown off in a fight on O’Connell Street. His alcoholic father 

also “suffers” from feigned pains in the leg. Such disability reflects a deformed male 

discourse. Male characters—largely divided into two categories, deluded idealists and 

mock heroes—are generally devoid of any practical vision. They are usually “disunited, 

                                                 

80 As the woman was expected to perform her domestic duty to support the man, her 

importance was defined in relation to her male counterpart.  

81 In a sense, the men in the family are stuck in purgatory. They are obsessed with the 

“glorious” past and unable to face the future. The future stands for a deferred dream 

without a prospect of imminent actualization. Moreover, although men are obsessed with 

“the glorious” past, their histories turn out to be shameful and haunt them like a vengeful 

ghost:  

Johnny [after taking some drink]. I seen him… I seen Robbie Tancred kneelin’ 

down before the statue…an’the red light shinin’ on him…an’when I went 

in…he turned an’looked at me…an’ I seen the woun’s bleedin’ in his 

breast…Oh, why did he look at me like that? …it wasn’t my fault that he was 

done in….Mother o’God, keep him away from me! (230).  

James Simmons observes that male discourse is extremely self-consuming. B. L. Smith 

also argues that, “[men’s] penchant for looking backward […] and their insistence upon 

looking at the shadow they cast rather than at what casts the shadow are the targets of 

O’Casey’s satire” (37).  
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quarrelsome, childishly petty, ignorant, self-centered, self deluding, self-dramatising, 

word-worshippers, negligent of their own true state and real needs, squanderers of their 

splendid energies” (Mitchell 79).  

Female characters, on the other hand, are associated with a strong sense of 

practicality. Unlike the archetypal Irish mother who was confined within the domestic 

sphere, Juno is endowed with a sense of agency. The mother in the play works as the 

breadwinner of the household and is granted mobility throughout the play, while the 

father ends up confined in the domestic realm. Her political detachment does not come 

from ignorance but drew upon a crudely realistic and practical vision of living. 

Disillusioned with abstract ideology, Juno denies the validity or worth of any political 

engagement: “Ah, you lost your best principle, me boy, when you lost your arm; them’s 

the only sort o’principles that’s any good to a workin’ man” (221). As Mitchell observes, 

“the fanatical adherence to an abstract principle,” specifically, that to Irish nationalism, 

has damaged her family and “contains no answer to her daily problems” (55).  

Juno and the Paycok challenges conventional Irish motherhood. In conventional 

Irish nationalist rhetoric, even though the mother was ignorant, she performed a political 

agenda through her domestic duties, more specifically, by mourning her son’s death. 

Through keening, the mother eventually sanctified the martyr’s physical sacrifice, 

thereby validating the nation’s cause. Juno’s mourning, however, deliberately rejects a 

political rationale. Juno’s motherhood deviates from the conventional one in that she does 

not sanctify the son’s death. The myth-making of traditional motherhood was cyclical in 

nature; the mother sent out the son for the cause of the nation and the “martyrdom” of the 

son affirmed the motherhood in turn. The death of the son in Juno and the Paycock, 

however, does not indicate sacrifice, nor can Johnny be transfigured into a martyr 
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because he is not “pure.”
82

 Juno’s son informs on and lets Mrs. Tancred’s son die. The 

former is killed because of his betrayal not because for the nation. When Juno mourns for 

her son, therefore, her mourning does not confirm his martyrdom. In other words, the 

myths of nationhood and of motherhood are now separated.  

Because the son died for his betrayal, the mother’s keening entails an 

unconventional consequence that excludes nationalist rhetoric. When she mourns Mrs. 

Tancred’s son, for instance, Juno urges her to move beyond politics: “He’s gone now-the 

Lord be good to him! God help his poor oul’ creature of a mother, for no matther whose 

friend or enemy he was, he was her poor son” (235). At this moment, her sympathy 

toward Mrs. Tancred still remains superficial, and her urge to transcend politics 

somewhat draws upon a sense of guilt.
83

 When her son dies, Juno begins keening:
84

   

                                                 

82 In Lady Gregory’s The Gaol Gate, the mother and the wife are anxious to know 

whether or not the executed son/husband is innocent. Even though the son is executed, 

the mother is exalted to confirm the son’s innocence that he was not an informer. Because 

the son is “pure,” she can now keen and mourn to transfigure him into a heroic martyr. 

83 When Mary opens the door in Act Two, Mrs. Tancred, “obviously shaken by the 

death of her son,” is seen coming down, “accompanied by several neighbours” (234). As 

the audiences see Mrs. Tancred through the gap of the door, they get a quick glimpse of 

an old vision of a conventional Irish mother who has lost her son for the country. In that 

symbolic position, she mourns: “Ah, what’s the pains I suffered bringin’ him into the 

world to carry him to his cradle, to the pains I’m sufferin’ now, carryin’him out o’the 

world to bring him to his grave!” (234). At this moment, Juno feels no empathy toward 

her. Juno almost forgot that Tancred is being brought to the church that night. Although 

she stops her husband from putting on the Gramophone when Mrs. Tancred is coming 

down, her sympathy remains somewhat superficial. After all, she is not with the other 

neighbors to console Mrs. Tancred. Even at the moment Mrs. Madigan wraps a shawl 

around Mrs. Tancred, Juno keeps a distance from them and states rather bluntly: “In wan 

way, she deserves all she got; for lately, she let th’ Diehards make an open house of th’ 

place” (236).  

84 Upon the news of her son’s death in Act Three, Juno, with all her frantic worries 

about her son, is similar to Maurya of Riders to the Sea. In the beginning of the play, 

Maurya wails for the death of her sons and husband. She lacks any kind of agency, and 

compared to her daughters, she is generally excluded from what is going on. Only when 
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Ah, why didn’t I remember that then he wasn’t a Diehard or a Stater, but only a 

poor dead son! It’s well I remember all that she said--an’it’s my turn to say it 

now: What was the pain I suffered, Johnny, bringin’ you into the world to carry 

you to your cradle, to the pains I’ll suffer carryin’ you out o’the world to bring 

you to your grave! Mother o’God, Mother o’God, have pity on us all! Blessed 

Virgin, where were you when me darling’ son was riddled with bullets (253).  

Significantly enough, this mourning repeats exactly the same words Mrs. Tancred said 

earlier over her son’s death. The formula of mourning passes from mother to mother as if 

it were an incantation that affirms motherhood. Recognition of other mothers, including 

those of the “enemy,” is also notable in their mourning. Mrs. Tancred refers to Mrs. 

Mannin’, the mother of a Free State soldier son, while Juno refers to Mrs. Tancred. 

Although Mrs. Tancred is the mother of the betrayed while Juno is the mother of the 

informer who is responsible for the death of Mrs. Tancred’s son, the motherhood they 

express remains the same. The core of motherhood, therefore, embraces all the political 

spheres—whether it is the Free Staters or the Diehards. Juno’s motherhood thus proposes 

a potentially alternative discourse that is capable of unifying the divided nation and heals 

the wounds caused by split nationhood.  

In fact, Juno’s performance of motherhood loses a grand political rationale, which 

used to be associated with the men’s sacrifice.
85

 In contrast to conventional motherhood 

which confirmed men’s glorious sacrifice for the nation, in Juno and the Paycock, the 

                                                                                                                                                 

the death of the son is confirmed, is she able to control the ritual of mourning and to be 

transformed into a heroic tragic figure. Juno undergoes the same process and first wails: 

“I’ll not wait much longer…what did they bring him away in the mothor for? Nugent 

says he thinks they had guns…is me throubles never goin’ to be over? … If anything ud 

happen to poor Johnny, I think I’d lose me mind. …I’ll go to the Police Station, surely 

they ought to be able to do somethin’” (252). Upon confirming the death of her son, Juno 

immediately gains self-control and performs the conventions of Irish motherhood by 

mourning and keening.  

85 In romantic Irish nationalism, the myth of motherhood strictly drew upon a 

conventional gender dynamics in that the mother supported the son. In Juno and the 

Paycock, motherhood is available only to the daughter.  
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daughter’s personal victimhood demands Juno’s motherhood. After all, having been 

wronged by her lover, the daughter becomes a victim. Sacrifice, which has been 

connected to masculinity, now lost its position as part of a nationalist discourse. After the 

truce, in which the play is set, the conflict was no longer between Ireland and Britain. 

Instead, the Civil War made the tension and conflict internal. The idea of nationhood was 

still there, but it was muddled, and so was the significance of sacrifice and victimhood. It 

was now reduced to the stark meaning of crude betrayal as would happen in any dirty 

war. In this play, it is manifested by a girl betrayed by a boy.  

In leaving the home, Juno finally subverts the two fundamental premises of 

conventional motherhood. She disconnects herself from the domestic sphere and refuses 

to support her male counterparts. In doing so, Juno explicitly proposes an alternative 

motherhood that excludes fatherhood. When Mary is about to give birth to a baby without 

a husband in the end, she exclaims, “My poor little child that’ll have no father!”, Juno 

responds, “It’ll have what’s far better--it’ll have two mothers” (253). Juno disengages 

herself from the dysfunctional domestic setting: “We will go. Come, Mary, an’ we’ll 

never come back here agen” (252). When Juno leaves the stage, Boyle comes in. Juno’s 

departure and Boyle’s entry represent a stark separation between motherhood and 

fatherhood. This malfunctioning domestic realm now solely belongs to dysfunctional 

manhood. Boyle’s ignorance of his son’s death as well as the whereabouts of Juno and 

Mary demonstrates how the home remains without any hope of salvation or redemption.  

O’Casey’s next play, The Plough and the Stars, further subverts the conventional 

idea of motherhood. More specifically, O’Casey challenged the significance of the 

sacrifice, death and martyrdom which Irish motherhood embodied. While the Revivalists 

were devoted to making heroes out of death, O’Casey intensely de-romanticized heroes. 

The Revivalists believed in salvation through sacrificial death, but death in The Plough 
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and the Stars—wherein nearly half of the characters die—is devoid of any hope of 

salvation. In the second act of the play, an unnamed orator, presumably Pearse, exclaims, 

“[W]e must be ready to pour out the same red wine in the same glorious sacrifice, for 

without shedding of blood there is no redemption!” (164). The ensuing scenes of the play, 

however, thoroughly undermine the Revivalist faith in sacrifice. There is no “hero” 

whom the mother can transfigure into a martyr, and the play ultimately separates 

motherhood from nationhood.  

The Plough and the Stars challenges the myth-making quality of motherhood. All 

the female characters in the play are endowed with the role of a mother: Mrs. Gogan as 

the most visible mother with her daughter on stage, Nora first as the pregnant woman and 

then as a mother (of a dead baby), and Bessie with her son off stage. In particular, Bessie 

functions as a potential mother figure to everyone in the final act. In Sean O’Casey, 

James Scrimgeour stresses the importance of the setting of Act IV where the characters 

are seen huddled together in Bessie’s attic apartment (95). There, Bessie, as a shelter 

provider, enacts the role of a comforting mother like Juno. She takes care of domestic 

affairs, assists other tenants and nurses Nora. All the mother figures in this play 

eventually lose their children, but these deaths deviate from the conventional nationalistic 

one.  

In The Plough and the Stars, death loses its sacrificial significance. The 

meaninglessness or arbitrariness of death arrives at its peak in Act IV with Bessie’s 

accidental death. Nora initially stood by the window. While comforting the aggrieved 

Nora, Bessie is accidently shot by a British soldier in place of Nora. The play presents 

this “heroic” act in an extremely sarcastic way. When Bessie is about to die, she becomes 

hysterical:  
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Bessie (with an arrested scream of fear and pain). Merciful God, I’m shot, I’m 

shot! … Th’life’s pourin’ out o’ me! (To Nora) I’ve got this through … through 

you … through you, you bitch, you! … O God, have mercy on me! … (To Nora) 

You wouldn’t stop quiet, no, you wouldn’t, you wouldn’t, blast you! Look at what 

I’m afther getting’, look at what I’m afther getting’ … I’m bleedin’ to death, an’ 

no one’s here to stop th’ flowin’ blood! (Calling) Mrs. Gogan, Mrs. Gogan! 

Fluther, Fluther, for God’s sake, somebody, a doctor, a doctor! (215).  

As Smith observes, Bessie is slain “in the most unheoric and unromantic way possible” 

(51). She literally swears and curses. Death in this play is not a glorious ritualistic 

sacrifice. Rather, it is an arbitrary incident in which innocent people get hurt.
86

  

Bessie’s death embodies the ugliness of blind sacrifice instead of selfless, 

sacrificial martyrdom. Her sacrifice is not even properly recognized or appreciated. Even 

though Nora was saved by Bessie, Nora is horrified to see Bessie’s corpse: “Hide it, hide 

it; cover it up, cover it up! […] Hide it, hide it; don’t let me see it! Take me away, take 

me away, Mrs. Gogan!” (217). While Juno suggests a new prospect of motherhood with 

the dissolution of nationhood, motherhood in The Plough and the Stars is barren. There is 

no baby to be born; nor is there a mother to mourn the death. The women display female 

solidarity in Juno and the Paycock, but in The Plough and the Stars, there is no mother, 

or other woman, to mourn Bessie. Upon her death, therefore, Bessie sings for herself:  

Bessie. I’m dyin’, I’m dyin’ … I feel it. … Oh God, oh God! (She feebly sings)  

I do believe, I will believe  

That Jesus died for me;  

That on th’cross He shed His blood,  

From sin to set me free. … 

 

I do believe … I will believe  

                                                 

86 In addition, death in this play is something dreadful that everyone wants to avoid. 

Even soldiers are afraid of death and showed the “the fear in the eyes.”  
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… Jesus died … me;  

… th’ cross He shed … blood,  

From sin … free. (216)  

Notably in the song, Bessie connects herself to Jesus, the original or ultimate model of 

sacrifice and martyrdom. Nonetheless, what Bessie is actually performing is quite the 

opposite of that. While martyrdom normally implies saintliness because of the 

willingness to accept the sacrifice involved in the act, Bessie’s sacrifice is devoid of her 

willingness to die. In a way, Bessie performs motherhood by keening upon her own 

death. However, the motherhood she expresses is channeled through the emotion of 

anger. War, martyrdom, and death were once considered to be sacrificial rites promising 

redemption. Bessie, however, curses in protest, and her death is not glorified as 

martyrdom. Her death instead illustrates the reality of the violence inherent in 

martyrdom.  

After Bessie’s death in the final scene, the space quickly resumes “ordinary” 

domesticity. British soldiers, who shot Bessie, come in and help themselves to tea. In a 

sense, the ending disturbs the conventional gender division of space. Within the 

conventional framework, the domestic space belongs to women while the public space 

belongs exclusively to men. A persistent theme in which the son leaves the home 

pervaded Irish drama. For instance, the final scene of Cathleen Ni Houlihan is an 

emblematical illustration of a man disconnecting himself from the familial setting and 

rejecting his domestic role as a son and as a husband. The play ends with the man’s 

departure. Presumably, he will not return. The son’s departure symbolically illustrates 

disengagement from the domestic realm in favor of national political engagement. In 

contrast, men come back and reoccupy the domestic sphere in O’Casey’s Juno and the 

Paycock and The Plough and the Stars. The construction of these two plays is strikingly 
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the same in that two women leave the stage while two men return in the final scene. At 

the end of The Plough and the Stars, Nora and Mrs. Gogan go slowly out as Sergeant 

Tilney and Corporal Stoddart come in. As in Juno and the Paycock, men occupy female 

space. In contrast to the men in Juno and the Paycock, who are left ignorant about what 

had happened, the men (British soldiers) in The Plough and the Stars have witnessed 

everything. In fact, they are the actual cause of the tragedy.  

The men’s appropriation of domesticity is therefore more pessimistic and 

threatening than in Juno and the Paycock. At this final moment, the audience witnesses 

the domestic ritual of afternoon tea. Bessie’s sacrifice preserves the ritual of ordinary 

household routine, but the irony is that what she preserves is not even worth saving. 

Although the act of drinking tea indicates the height of civility, in The Plough and the 

Stars, this civilized act is subverted when performed by the two soldiers. In fact, it is the 

lowest form of civility with an extreme sense of barbarity and grossness because the 

soldiers are aware of Bessie’s corpse next to them. Moreover, the afternoon tea not only 

indicates domestic ritual but also preserves colonial ritual. Bessie’s “martyrdom” thus not 

only dissolves the boundary between civility and violence but also restores colonial 

violence as British soldiers appropriate Bessie’s space and goods. Ironically then, her 

“sacrifice” fails to curb the colonial act, and her death simply undoes conventional 

motherhood, which was supposed to engender nationhood.  

In short, the domestic sphere becomes a political arena for the mother figures. The 

dead female body on stage, along with Nora’s madness, signals the death of archetypal 

motherhood. As archetypical motherhood is demolished, there is no replacement for 

nationhood and people have nothing to hold onto. After the Truce, the myth of the nation 

as a family was utterly shattered. The sacrifice loses its significance as martyrdom, and 

nationhood undergoes utter demystification. It is now imperative to revise motherhood. 
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Mary will be a new mother. What kind of mother will she be, or what kind of 

motherhood should she embody? Women are now obliged to face the challenge of this 

malfunctioning familial sphere. O’Casey proposes an alternative motherhood, through 

which they can make whole the wounds of the disintegrating nation and bring the family 

together on both individual and communal levels.  
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Chapter 3 The Quest for the Home in John Osborne’s Dramas    

 

INTRODUCTION  

As early twentieth-century Ireland revised its single-minded nationalism after the 

failure of the Rising and the subsequent Civil War, so did Britain experience a thorough 

disillusionment with nationhood after World War II. With the war just ended, the 1950s 

witnessed the downfall of the British Empire. The Empire suffered from economic 

decline and handed its authority as a world leader over to the US and the Soviets. The 

feelings of the postwar generations were mixed. On the one hand, they raged against 

outdated imperial values. On the other hand, they mourned the declining Empire and its 

lost grandeur.  

The 1950s marked a critical stage in the history of British theatre, ushering in the 

major theatrical movements of absurdist theatre and the theatre of anger. These postwar 

theatrical movements reflected a strong sense of discontent with the dysfunctional status-

quo. In particular, this chapter investigates how the theatre of anger envisioned the loss of 

national ideals through the framework of domestic drama. The previous chapter 

examined how the de-mystification of Irish Nationalism further de-mythologized the idea 

of the home. This chapter traces a similar process, yet in another context. While the 

characters in O’Casey’s plays negotiate Irish Nationalism against the British Empire, the 

characters in the theatre of anger confront the end of their own Empire. Consequently, the 

feeling of disillusionment was often mixed with a painful lament for the dying empire.  

In addressing nationhood, the theatre of anger revisited the Victorian vision of 

domesticity. In a sense, postwar British male anxiety regarding a new female workforce 

echoed Victorian/Edwardian male fear of the New Woman. The insecurity surrounding 
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male identity in crisis further paralleled Britain’s anxiety for its undermined imperial 

power. While the home in the conventional framework worked toward enhancing 

nationhood, the home in postwar British theatre reflected dysfunctional nationhood. In a 

literal sense, the home in the theatre of anger reflected the revolutionary social changes of 

the period, such as class conflicts and subverted gender role expectations. In a 

metaphorical light, the home, as an abused patriarchal entity, represented the recently 

undermined authority of the nation.  

This chapter examines how John Osborne addressed nationhood by inverting the 

conventional Victorian discourse of domesticity. First, the chapter examines the political 

atmosphere of postwar Britain and the meaning of the home in the 1950s. It then 

investigates how Osborne’s perception of domesticity aligns with his political vision of 

nationhood. Finally, the chapter examines the representation of the home in Osborne’s 

Look Back in Anger. The last section argues that Jimmy Porter’s obsession with 

masculinity coupled with his inability to father a child aligns with contemporary Britain’s 

anxiety over its emasculated national identity.  

 

DOWNGRADED IMPERIAL POWER AND EMASCULATED NATIONAL IDENTITY IN 

POSTWAR BRITAIN  

Postwar Britain struggled to negotiate the consequences of the war just as it 

endured radical social changes. The troops returning from war to civil life confronted the 

hard task of adjustment, which necessitated careful preparation on society’s part. Ernest 

Bevin, wartime Minister for Labour, expected 750,000 men to be back by the end of 1945 

and organized to accommodate them effectively (Lee 232). According to Christopher 

Lee, these returnees were categorized into two classes: A or B. The former constituted 

unskilled, regular men while the latter were tradesmen and craftsmen (232). The 
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government prioritized class B, bringing them home sooner so they could help rebuild 

infrastructure (Lee 232).  

Despite these systematic plans, years of hardship awaited the nation. After the 

war, as individuals struggled to adjust to their everyday lives, the nation also settled into 

a changed global position. Most of all, Britain suffered the decline of its imperial power. 

As a member of the allied forces, Britain emerged victorious in 1945, but the nation 

gradually ceded its hegemony to the US and the Soviets. Immediately after the war, 

Britain borrowed $375,000 million at 2 percent from the US (James 520).
87

 While the 

old empire survived the war as a debtor, the US now “held two-thirds of the world’s gold 

reserves, aerial and naval supremacy and, most importantly, the technology to produce 

atomic bombs” (James 251). Then, the Soviet Union rejected the Marshall Plan and 

annexed Eastern European countries to fortify its power against the US. The rivalry was 

set thus between the US and the Soviets, and Britain fell to a secondary position.
88

  

Britain’s global influence gradually waned as its colonies in Asia and in Africa 

struggled for political sovereignty as well as economic independence. Early in the 1940s, 

Britain had sensed the impending dissolution of its colonial empire and had cautiously 

prepared for the upcoming era. In relation to its colonies, Britain changed its authoritarian 

and controlling approach to what James calls “benevolent imperialism” (516). The 

empire, for instance, promised many of its colonies home rule, in an effort to ensure an 

                                                 

87 For more discussion on how “Britain had been mortgaged to the United States”, see 

Lawrence James, The Rise and Fall of the British Empire (London: Little, Brown and 

Company, 1994) 511 and 520.  

88 Churchill’s famous 1946 speech about “an Iron Curtain” well recognized this newly 

established rivalry. By acknowledging the US being “at the pinnacle of world power,” 

Churchill recognized that the US’s global position was recently fortified to parallel that 

of the British Empire. He then proclaimed communism to be the communal enemy. By 

emphasizing the tie between the US and the Britain, Churchill sought to continue 

Britain’s role as a leading representative of Western Europe.  
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intimate partnership in the postcolonial era to come. Britain had anticipated maintaining 

its contemporary economic control even after its colonies achieved political sovereignty. 

However, Britain’s lingering imperial authority and colonial relationships, instead of 

creating profits, hindered the nation’s economic growth. In order to maintain its colonies, 

Britain spent a substantial amount of money.
89

 After the war, the British government had 

to cope with domestic affairs and found the “colonial demands for finance assistance” to 

be challenging (Hinds 130). The past glory of the empire had now become a burden and 

ultimately resulted in long-term economic stagnation. Although Britain did not lose any 

territory from the world war, it lost “two-thirds of her pre-war export trade and a quarter 

of her stored wealth” (James 520). Britain’s GNP had steadily increased since the end of 

the war, but the nation underwent what Alan Sked and Chris Cook call “a relative 

decline” compared to other countries in Europe (9).  

Indeed, the victory in the great wars ironically ensnared the old empire. The moral 

obligation as a winner led Britain into a series of international wars as a world police 

nation. Britain fought in the Korean War from 1950 to 1953. It also participated in 

conflicts in Cyprus, Malaya, Kenya and Aden. Britain came out as a victor mostly in 

these wars, but these victories hardly yielded economic gain.
90

 Nor did the triumph boost 

the nation’s morale. The British no longer cared about the outcome of these wars, which 

did not directly affect the nation’s territory. Rather, the absence of a legitimate rationale 

involved in these wars simply exhausted the contemporary people.  

                                                 

89 According to Allister Hinds, between 1946 and 1948, Britain cut the colonial 

expenditure due to the nation’s economic problems (132). For statistical quotes, see 

Allister Hinds, Britain’s Sterling Colonial Policy and Decolonization, 1939-1958 

(Westport: Greenwood Press, 2001)  

90 Korean War ended in a truce in 1953.  
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In addition, Britain made a series of decisions that gradually alienated the nation 

from the center of Europe. In 1950, for instance, Britain did not join the Schuman plan to 

launch a European Coal and Steel Community, which later became the European Union. 

In 1951, Britain violently reacted to Iran’s nationalization of oil refinery by sending a 

gunboat. Britain’s military resolution, however, failed to gain international support, 

particularly from its supposed ally, the US.  

The climax of Britain’s political downfall was the Suez Crisis. On July 26, 1956, 

the president of Egypt criticized Britain and the US’s recently withdrawn offer to jointly 

fund the Aswan High Dam and retaliated by nationalizing the Suez Canal. Britain saw 

this decision as a threat to the Western nations, interpreting it as a move to strengthen 

political ties with the Soviet Union. In an effort to regain control over the Suez region, 

Britain and France joined forces with Israel and attacked Egypt. Although the allied 

forces occupied the region within ten days, international opinions quickly became hostile. 

The UN finally intervened to prevent the invasion, and in 1957, Britain and France 

returned the Suez to Egypt.  

The Suez affair was a humiliating fiasco that marked Britain’s political demise in 

the international arena. Built with Britain and France’s capital and technology in the 

1860s, the canal long stood for imperial power. In Orientalism, Edward Said argues that 

the canal project both drew upon and reinforced the hypocritical rationale behind 

colonialism. According to him, the rationale of the Suez project justified the imperialists’ 

colonial exploitation as a benevolent improvement of the Orient with the financial and 

technological resources, which the colonialists claimed that the natives did not and would 

not have (91). If the control of the canal represented Britain’s imperial ascendancy, the 

nation’s failure to uphold the region signaled the end of its former glory. Suez confirmed 

Britain’s dependence on US approval for international and foreign policy—and even for 
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domestic affairs to some extent. When Prime Minister Sir Anthony Eden resigned after 

the affair, it was speculated to have been the result of pressure from the Eisenhower 

administration.  

The British painfully admitted the dismantling of imperial power, and this 

recognition of the national identity crisis seriously undermined the nation’s morale. In his 

1957 diary, one of the British representatives to the UN depicted the feeling of shame 

when acknowledging the nation’s shrinking global power:  

[…] I remember feeling very strongly that we had by our action reduced ourselves 

from a first-class to a third-class power. We revealed our weakness by stopping; 

and we threw away the moral position on which our world status largely 

depended. We were greater than our actual strength so long as people knew that 

we went to war in defence of principle—which is what we did in 1914 and 

1939…
91

  

Notably, when the representative observed the damaged national authority, he equated 

the nation’s authority to its moral position. When Britain stepped down from its role as a 

world leader, therefore, the nation also lost its moral authority and legitimacy in 

international affairs.  

Such was the political condition on which the theatre of anger was predicated. 

The 1950s marked the end of British power in the international context. As Britain 

receded from its former prominence, its national identity and authority were called into 

question. Naturally then, postwar generations’ feelings toward nationhood were mixed. 

On the one hand, they painfully saluted the downfall of the Empire and lingered on past 

glory. On the other hand, they suffered the consequences of waning imperial power. 

Osborne’s The Entertainer (1957) addresses the contemporary national crisis through the 

tragedy of the Rice family, the death of youngest son, Mick, in Egypt during the Suez 

                                                 

91 qtd. in Alan Sked and Chris Cook, Post-war Britain: a Political History 

(Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1984) 136. 
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affair. The three generations of the family hold different political visions. Billy is quite 

conservative regarding British national identity. Jean objects to the government’s 

handling of the Suez and participates in an anti-Suez rally held in Trafalgar Square, while 

Frank resists the draft. The youngest, Mick, who remains off-stage, is referred to as a 

“patriot” by other characters. Yet, at the same time, the characters’ political positions are 

often mixed with a sense of uncertainty as they undergo internal conflict of their own. As 

such, the play reflects the contemporary British anxiety about national uncertainty.  

 

THE FEAR OF THE WOMAN IN PUBLIC AND THE CRISIS OF BRITISH MASCULINITY  

Just as postwar Britain struggled to negotiate its undermined position in the 

international context, so did British men experience an identity crisis at home. The two 

world wars in the beginning of the twentieth century rigorously challenged the gendered 

division of labor and invited women, who were formerly confined within the domestic 

setting, to the workplace. The wars valorized women’s roles both in the public and 

domestic sphere. Women made critical contributions to the war by participating in the 

workforce in place of men who had joined the Armed Forces.
92

 Women also functioned 

within the sphere of the home to maintain “civilian health and morale” (Zweiniger-

Bargielowska 2).
93

 Although many women lost their jobs right after the war, women’s 

                                                 

92 For more discussion on the government’s campaign, see Nationalising Femininity: 

Culture, Sexuality and British cinema in the Second World War, eds. Christine Gledhill 

and Gillian Swanson (Manchester: Manchester UP). 

The high profile of gender issues in the Second World War presented a new 

challenge for a range of government and social agencies whose role it was to 

mobilise women: the need to address women as part of a national community 

pulling together in the interests of Britain at war. (4)  

93 In “‘Bombs don’t discriminate!’ Women’s Political Activism in the Second World 

War,” Alison Orma argues that during the war, the home became part of war effort. In 
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employment steadily increased after 1947.
94

 Shortages of workforce in areas such as 

hospitals encouraged women’s labor. In 1947, for instance, a Central Office of 

Information film released a recruitment campaign, which was titled Women must work 

(Webster 19). The Welfare system also supported married women’s financial abilities. 

Family allowances were paid directly to mothers in 1944, and women had full access to 

health care in 1948. With improved opportunities for higher education, women gained 

growing access to the labor market.  

As diverse social transformations revised the idea of traditional femininity and 

promoted women’s participation in the public, men became insecure about their invaded 

territory.
95

 Male territory was not necessarily confined in a physical space. More 

significantly, an increasingly prominent female sexuality, a clear subversion of domestic 

femininity, also threatened male security.
96

 For instance, while the wide-spread use of 

birth control increased women’s control over their bodies and freed women from the 

traditional yoke of morality, it also accelerated women’s incursion into men’s territory. 

As Zweiniger-Bargielowska pointed out, the widespread use of birth control caused a 

decline in fertility, which further resulted in women’s increasing employment (11). After 

all, as women were no longer bound to unwanted maternity, they could devote more time 

                                                                                                                                                 

particular, the housewife was encouraged to collect “salvage, conserve[e] food or 

billet[…] evacuees and service personnel” (58).  

94 For more discussion, see Tessa Perkins, “Two Weddings and Two Funerals: the 

Problem of the Post-War Woman,” Nationalising Femininity.  

95 Zweiniger-Bargielowska quotes Richard Titmuss’s 1950 statement: “[t]he typical 

working-class mother of the 1890s […] experienc[ed] ten preganincies, spent about 

fifteen years in a state of pregnancy and in nursing a child for the first year of its life” 

while a “typical mother” in the 1950s “the time so spent would be about four years” (6).  

96 In deconstructing the myth of domesticated femininity, postwar feminists rejected the 

myth of womanhood. Such feminist critique of womanhood was anticipated in Simon de 

Beauvoir’s The Second Sex (1949) which famously claimed that womanhood was not 

biological inherited but socially constructed. 



 106 

and energy to work (Zweiniger-Bargielowska 11). The female invasion into men’s 

territory thus directly resulted from the subversion of women’s patriarchal, domestic role 

to reproduce.  

As a consequence, there was a growing impulse to put women, who had entered 

the male domain, back into the domestic sphere. Working women were often blamed for 

the consequences of domestic problems, such as juvenile crimes.
97

 The emphasis on 

women’s moral responsibility for domestic issues both derived from and further 

reinforced the conventional idea that women’s primary place was the home. The war had 

encouraged women’s participation in the public sphere—and society still emphasized 

women’s continuous work after the war—but postwar popular culture in the late 1940s 

and 1950s promoted a reactionary ideology by portraying women who functioned 

securely within the traditional heterosexual patriarchal home. For instance, postwar 

British cinema revived the Victorian discourse of domesticity that cherished women’s 

virtue in relation to domestic sanctity. Both in the UK and the US, the theme of 

punishment of the transgressive heroine dominated the postwar popular films. As Janet 

Thumim observes, postwar cinema often presented a melodramatic portrayal of a 

transgressive heroine. The postwar British film witnessed the re-emergence of the 

Victorian melodramatic story, as in They Were Twins (1945) and Brief Encounter (1945), 

wherein the heroine is either punished or re-positioned within the domestic sphere.
98

 

Such depiction of women was clearly a step back, which Thumim calls rather 

                                                 

97 For more discussion, see Alva Myrdal, Women’s Two Roles: Home and Work 

(London: Routledge & Paul, 1956).  

98 For more examples, see Michael W. Boyce, Lasting Influence of the War on Postwar 

British Film (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012) 12.  
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sarcastically “the ‘rebirth’ of the domestic, dependent woman fulfilled by her 

dependence, sated with her domesticity” (253).  

While the war experience endowed women with the so-called masculine qualities 

such as independence and autonomy, it also undermined men’s masculinity. The war 

valued comradeship and manhood, but it also promoted “feminine” behaviors and 

sentiments among men. For instance, Perkins points out that films about war let men 

“show emotion, to touch each other, to express love, compassion, grief, and even a strong 

desire for wife and family”(269). Furthermore, after the war, society put much emphasis 

on the home’s function for the returning men. At home, men were expected to find 

comfort and to prepare their way back to society. The repulsion of women in public was 

equally felt with that of men at home, whom Wendy Webster identifies as “domesticated 

men.” According to Webster, postwar society emphasized “home-centred and family-

centred life,” and this stress on domesticity ultimately worked toward feminizing and 

therefore undermining masculinity (68). After all, the process of “domestication” 

eventually distanced men from public meetings and weakened male solidarity (Webster 

68). Webster further stresses the anxiety over undermined manhood in postwar Britain by 

tracing the pervasive theme of “loss of vitality” in contemporary culture. To her, Jimmy 

Porter in Look Back in Anger is a domesticated man of the period, who is rigidly confined 

within a domestic world (85). She then argues that although Jimmy assaults others 

verbally, psychologically and physically, his “violent energy” differs from “vitality” (85). 

Indeed, as Webster points out, Jimmy’s manhood is confirmed by a series of losses: his 

loss of his father, of Hugh’s mother and of his own child. In Look Back in Gender: 

Sexuality and the Family in Post-war British Drama, Michelene Wandor also points out 

that in Look Back in Anger, Jimmy’s territory is the domestic space, although the home is 

supposed to be “female territory” (13).  
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This sense of threat to masculinity further aligned with an anxiety over national 

identity in crisis. As discussed in the previous section, postwar Britain went through a 

series of international affairs including the Suez crisis that seriously undermined the 

nation’s global power. Contemporary popular culture promoted traditional femininity and 

heterosexual masculinity, thereby reinforcing masculine national identity. For instance, 

Webster argues that while postwar British society struggled with undermined 

masculinity, popular culture of the 1950s also asserted hyper-masculine heterosexuality. 

According to her, the prevalent homophobia or the pervasive misogyny in the 

contemporary working-class realism reflected the fear of the “contraction of Englishness” 

and ultimately of national decline after the Suez crisis: “the intense homophobia of the 

1950s illustrates how postwar Britain saw gay men both as a symptom and a cause of 

national weakness” (69). In short, the fear of undermined masculine authority in the 

personal sphere of the home expanded into the public dimension of the nation.  

 

THE HOME IN POSTWAR BRITISH SOCIETY AND IN THE THEATRE OF ANGER  

By and large, the term “angry young men” refers to those postwar generations that 

expressed outrage against the dysfunctional status-quo. Significantly, the term emerged in 

theatrical territory. It was inspired by the angry hero in John Osborne’s Look Back in 

Anger who quickly became an icon of the young postwar generation. Shelagh Delaney’s 

A Taste of Honey (1958) and John Arden’s Live Like Pigs (1958) followed Look Back in 

Anger in presenting an angry young person who was exasperated with the contemporary 

social conditions that surrounded him or her. The theatre of the anger became a dominant 

theatrical movement in the 1950s and the 1960s and expressed the period’s angst toward 

Britain’s social conditions.  
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The theatre of anger playwrights frequently employed the discourse of 

domesticity to dramatize the status-quo of postwar Britain. From Look Back in Anger 

(1956) and Arnold Wesker’s Chicken Soup with Barley (1958) to A Taste of Honey 

(1958), the theatre of anger was often set within a domestic setting and developed its 

main conflicts around characters’ domestic relationships. More specifically, the 

disintegrating family coincided with the downfall of the nation. In Chicken Soup With 

Barley, the changes in society contributed the Kahn family’s disillusionment with their 

ideals. Likewise Osborne’s The Entertainer evolves around the disintegrating family of 

the Rices, whose personal history parallels the decline of the British Empire.
99

 When 

Osborne observed in the note to the play that “The music hall is dying, and, with it, a 

significant part of England,” he clearly equated the rundown music hall to the collapsing 

empire. The physical condition of the home parallels that of the old empire. According to 

the stage direction, the house of the Rice family “is one of those tall ugly monuments 

built by a prosperous business man at the beginning of the century” (7). In a rather blatant 

sense, the “prosperous business man at the beginning of the century” symbolizes the old 

empire which formerly enjoyed prosperity while “the ugly monument” hints at the 

nation’s fallen glory. The home in this play thus functions as a metaphor for the nation 

while its family members, the three generations of the Rice family, perform as British 

citizens. In “Britannia Waives the Rules: National Icons Profaned in John Osborne’s The 

Entertainer and Joe Orton’s What the Butler Saw,” for instance, Patricia Juliana Smith 

argues that with Mick’s death and Frank’s departure, the future of Britain falls to the 

daughter who survived (211). Indeed, postwar British playwrights repeatedly set their 

                                                 

99 “[The Entertainer] is a play about personal failure, individual desolation, the 

frustration of the soul into which we are entitled to read the frustration of a community. 

One of the reasons why Osborne changed the face of the English theatre is that he made 

passionate personal drama out of a national malaise” (Peter 4).  
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dramas within domestic spheres. There is something about the home that appeals to the 

playwrights’ desire to address the nation.  

In an explicit sense, the home, as the primary social unit, served as a place 

wherein the postwar British negotiated re-defined gender, domestic and social roles. 

Radical social changes in postwar Britain ushered in a fundamental reconstruction of the 

home, both in a literal and metaphorical sense. In a literal sense, providing houses was an 

urgent project. The Blitz during the Second World War destroyed more than one million 

houses in London, and the planned 500,000 pre-fabricated homes were insufficient to 

accommodate all those who had lost their homes (Lee 232). The lack of housing was a 

big concern, and rebuilding homes became central to the post-war political agenda. In 

“The Meanings of Home in Postwar Britain,” Claire Langhamer identifies “the failure to 

provide homes” as the cause of Churchill’s defeat in 1945 election (348). Accordingly, 

the Tories had planned to build 300,000 homes yearly and 340,000 homes were built in 

1954 (Lee 272). The postwar housing crisis fundamentally changed the social 

infrastructure. Rebuilding homes involved not only reconstruction of physical domestic 

structures but also re-establishment of conventional values and labor involved in 

domesticity.
100

  

                                                 

100 In a positive light, decent houses were available even to the working class for the 

first time in British history (Langhamer 341).The 1959 Conservative Party’s election 

slogan “You’ve never had it so good” celebrated the progress in postwar Britain:  

A generation ago, the English suburban house—and garden—still belonged 

largely to a middle-class way of life beyond the reach of the mass of the workers. 

Today the whole nation feels entitled to this privilege: hence you have the 

sprawling suburban housing estates.  

qtd. in Wendy Webster, Imagining Home: Gender, ‘Race’ and National Identity, 

1945-64 (London: UCL Press, 1998) 70. While the postwar housing project resulted 

in the improvement of the material dimension of the home, this sense of progress did 

not extend toward the values the “new” home contained. 
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The postwar British home drew upon a thorough re-definition of the gender 

division of human labor. According to Wandor in Look Back in Gender: Sexuality and 

the Family in Post-war British Drama, the war deconstructed the conventional gender 

division of domestic and public work. With men away at war, women had to perform 

public work not only as breadwinners for their families but also as social practitioners for 

public functions in place of their absent male counterparts. By the same token, men in the 

army had to manage “feminine” work such as sewing, washing and cooking (Wandor). 

While the war troubled gender role expectations, the end of the war did not restore them. 

Domestic tasks were no longer exclusive to women, nor were public works to men. The 

idea of the home as a private and feminine sphere underwent a rigorous revision.  

When the war drastically revised gender norms of domestic labor, diverse social 

reforms further altered the way the home was constructed. These changes drew upon 

social progress, particularly advances in women’s status. As noted, the implementation of 

birth control in the 1950s and 1960s and the legalization of abortion—known as the 

Abortion Act—in 1967 directly affected women’s lives. As women could control their 

pregnancies, they not only enjoyed more sexual freedom and control over their own 

bodies but also subverted the traditional idea of “domesticated” femininity. In the past, in 

order for a woman to get divorced, she had to prove her innocence and her husband’s 

fault. In 1969, divorce became easier. In the same year as the Abortion Act, the Sexual 

Offences Act decriminalized homosexual acts. Although Britain did not legalize same-

sex marriage yet, the abolition of the Sexual Offences Act certainly resulted from 

progress in homosexual rights.
101

 These changes ultimately revised the ideas revolving 

around the home. The home as a monolithic idea, which was composed of a married 

                                                 

101 The abolition of theatre censorship in 1968 also changed the representation of 

gender role expectations on stage.  
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(heterosexual) couple and their biological child(ren), now brought about a new definition. 

Marriage, which once was the only socially acceptable way to form and maintain the 

home, became only one of the options, and diverse forms of homes through re-marriage 

and co-habitation also gained popularity.  

The contemporary perception toward the newly established domesticity remained 

fairly ambivalent. In a positive light, the meaning of the home changed as a result of the 

improved human rights that helped construct a more egalitarian community.
102

 In 

response to radical changes in family, however, there was also a reactionary anxiety to 

preserve the traditional domesticity. As the previous section discussed, contemporary 

popular films frequently cherished the idea of the conventional home in an effort to put 

women back into the traditional boundary of a patriarchal home. While postwar Britain 

celebrated the “modern” home as a product of social progress, particularly women’s 

rights, society also feared the disintegration of traditional domestic values. The changes 

in the postwar British family promoted what Jane Lewis calls “a moral panic about 

family disintegration” (79).
103

  

                                                 

102 Zweiniger-Bargielowska emphasizes the double-ness of progress in postwar Britain, 

arguing that it is a “question of perspective whether to stress” achievements and advances 

or to highlight “the lack of real equality between the sexes” (1). As she observes, the 

aforementioned social changes were at the beginning stage. It was too soon to celebrate 

complete equality. For instance, prior to 1948, “a British woman would lose her 

nationality on marriage to a foreigner, and women were excluded from the House of 

Lords until 1958” (Zweiniger-Bargielowska 10). In addition, although women 

increasingly participated in the workforce with a high degree of organizational capital, 

they still faced barriers. Nonetheless, meaningful advances took place in postwar British 

society.  

103 Central to this “moral panic about family disintegration” lies the contemporary 

insecurity about the male identity in crisis. The perceived threat to traditional values, or, 

more specifically to masculine identity, further expanded onto the consciousness of the 

national crisis. That is, postwar British society’s perception of the home parallels that of 

the national identity in crisis. Although the British painfully accepted the responsibility of 

their imperial past, they also had a certain nostalgia toward the former glory of the old 
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The home in the theatre of anger reflected the anxiety surrounding domesticity. At 

home, characters struggle with tremendous social changes of the period. For instance, 

Delaney’s A Taste of Honey (1958) carefully places social issues within the domestic 

setting. The play begins as Josephine, the heroine, moves into an apartment with her 

single mother, Helen. Helen soon gets married to her boyfriend Peter and moves out, 

leaving Jo alone in the house. Jo is left pregnant by her black sailor boyfriend while 

Geoff, a homeless homosexual art student, moves in to take care of her. When Jo’s due 

date approaches, her mother returns and Geoff, after arguing with Helen, decides to leave 

the house. The play ends as Jo goes into labor. Premiering at the Theatre Royal Stratford 

East in 1958, A Taste of Honey was a huge success with its realistic portrayal of 

contemporary social issues, especially those of the working class. By dramatizing Jo’s 

struggle to survive, A Taste of Honey brings attention to contemporary social issues. 

More specifically, with an interracial relationship and single motherhood, Jo’s home 

demolishes the traditional sense of family.
104

 Likewise, Osborne’s Look Back in Anger 

stages interclass marriage which does not work out well. The disintegrating home in the 

theatre of anger thus served as a microcosm of changing society in the absence of 

functioning communal values. Often characters’ domestic failures signal public crisis.  

                                                                                                                                                 

empire. In The Rise and Fall of the British Empire, Lawrence James argues that the 

disintegrating home in postwar Britain was not only the result but also the cause of the 

demolition of the empire. He identifies the postwar social changes which brought about 

the revision of the idea of the home—such as the Abortion Act or the social policies 

which made divorce much easier—as “the collapse of the old order.” He then attributed 

the cause of “the collapse of the old order” to the “break-up of empire”: First, it 

encompassed a radical assault on traditional values and attitudes, many of which were 

closely associated with the empire and those who had made and ruled it” (James 597).  

104 Here, a “semi-whore” mother, as Delaney terms her, and a homosexual man replace 

traditional paternal roles.  
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At a deeper level, the disintegrating home in the theatre of anger called 

nationhood into question. In A Taste of Honey, Jo’s home draws upon dysfunctional 

parenthood. Jo’s promiscuous mother leaves her daughter behind while fatherhood is 

virtually absent in the play. Jo was fathered by a mentally challenged man whose 

whereabouts are unknown, and the baby’s sailor father never returns.
105

 This sense of 

orphanhood strongly resonates with Look Back in Anger. While A Taste of Honey ends as 

the two mothers (Jo and Helen) resume the former domesticity in the absence of the 

father, the couple in Look Back in Anger does so by excluding the prospect of a newborn. 

As will be fully explored in the last section, the vulnerability of patriarchal authority in 

Look Back in Anger parallels the condition of Britain with the nation’s recently waning 

global power. In A Taste of Honey, the re-defined motherhood that excludes fatherhood 

also calls the prospect of the nation into question. The play, for instance, remarkably 

parallels O’Casey’s Juno and the Paycock. As Mary in Juno and the Paycock is wronged 

by a British man, Jo in A Taste of Honey is impregnated by her sailor boyfriend, who 

never returns. Both plays end with the impending birth of the baby in the presence of the 

two mother figures on stage. The ending of Juno and the Paycock proposes an alternative 

motherhood that would heal the disintegrating nation after the Civil War. The 

denouement of A Taste of Honey poses a similar question: what kind of motherhood will 

Jo and Helena will perform?
106

 Would the revised motherhood work as an alternative 

discourse in postwar British society? The sense of orphanhood as well as dysfunctional 

                                                 

105 Geoff, an effeminate art student, takes up the role of a substitute mother, not a father.   

106 In a sense, the relationship between the daughter and the “semi-whore” mother 

recalls Shaw’s Mrs. Warren’s Profession. In contrast to the daughter in Mrs. Warren’s 

Profession, who is well-educated and therefore can afford to maintain herself after the 

ending, Jo is a dropout and does not have a secure job.  
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parenthood recalls the idea of the nation as a family, and Jo’s and Jimmy’s homes expand 

the local context of the domestic situation into the larger context of the nation.  

Another important aspect of domesticity in the theatre of anger is its direct 

confrontation of human labor. The theatre of anger is often referred to as “kitchen sink 

drama.”
107

 The term “kitchen sink” originated from the art world and was quickly 

attached to a particular school of theatre which was often associated with social realism. 

Those dramas, which were produced by The English Stage Company at the Royal Court 

Theatre and Theatre Workshop led by John Littlewood, were generally called “kitchen 

sink” dramas. Intellectuals hesitated to adopt the term. Playwrights who were generally 

considered to be kitchen sink dramatists expressed discomfort with this association. In an 

e-mail to King (March 2005), for instance, Arnold Wesker stated, “Kitchen Sink Drama 

is a lazy description of a group that didn’t exist. I certainly was not a conscious party to a 

‘countermovement to the drawing-room theatre’. We were all so diverse.”108  

Set around a kitchen sink or in other domestic working spaces, the theatre of 

anger centralized domestic labor, thereby bringing not only class but also gender issues to 

the foreground. As discussed in the Introduction, central to the conventional myth of the 

home was the myth of human labor. Plays had been domestic prior to these postwar 

                                                 

107 It was the British art critic David Sylvester who first used term “Kitchen Sink 

School.” In 1954 Encounter article, Sylvester discussed John Bratby’s painting of a 

kitchen sink. The focus on everyday banal life was soon expanded into theatrical territory. 

In Western Drama Through the Ages, Kimball King situates the Kitchen sink drama in 

opposition to the conventional drama. In contrast to traditional theatre, King argues that 

kitchen sink drama “depicted, sometimes with raw realism, the everyday lives of ordinary 

people in a struggle against the degradation of powerlessness, the loss of community, or 

the deadening influence of suburbia. Often it dealt with young people in domestic settings 

who protested with direct, straightforward, outspoken dissatisfaction against the status 

quo” (452).  

108 qtd. in Western Drama Through the Ages: A Student Reference Guide, Volume 2, ed. 

King, Kimball (Westport: Greenwood Publishing Group Inc., 2007) 453.  
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British dramas, but these earlier domestic plays were mostly set in the drawing room and 

thus somehow ignored the issue of domestic labor. The theatre of anger, or the so-called 

kitchen sink drama, directly confronted gender dynamics in the myth of the home by 

centralizing domestic labor. 

The nature of domestic labor, which surrounds the kitchen sink, points to an 

important relationship between the discourse of domesticity, class dynamics and gender 

relations. Clearly, one important aspect of “kitchen sink” dramas was the class issue. 

These dramas were particularly concerned with the conditions of working class people 

partly because the so-called kitchen sink dramatists such as Wesker and Delaney came 

from a social realist tradition. I emphasize that kitchen sink labor ultimately complicated 

the issue of class with that of gender because the labor was essentially gendered. 

Domestic labor, especially kitchen work, had generally been defined as a feminine duty, 

but upper class women were exempt from this labor which includes cooking, washing 

and cleaning.
109

 The myth of the home, which drew upon the myth of human labor, thus 

solidified upper middle class values that rest upon patriarchal ideology. This expectation 

surrounding domesticity was called into question in postwar British society. In “A view 

from the interior,” Alison Ravetz points out that in the 1950s, “the middle-class wife had 

finally and irrevocably lost her servants and the working-class wife had gained, or was in 

the process of gaining, a whole house to look after” (189).
110

 In a rather ironic sense, the 

demolition of traditional class system reinforced the conventional gender roles 

surrounding domestic labor. The 1950s thus witnessed the demolition of class system, 

                                                 

109 Wesker’s The Kitchen (1957) is set within the kitchen of a restaurant. Although the 

play takes place in an industrialized kitchen, characters are still engaged in “feminine” 

labor.  

110 A View From the Interior: Feminism, Women and Design, eds. Judy Attfield and Pat 

Kirkham (London: Women’s Press, 1989) 189.  
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revision of conventional gender roles and a reactionary urge for old values, all of which 

were attached to domestic sphere, all at the same time. By centralizing domesticity, the 

theatre of anger, or kitchen sink drama, confronted the conventional gender dynamic.  

I argue that, in the theatre of anger, the gender dynamic surrounding domesticity 

worked as a critical trope to address the undermined nation, particularly in Look Back in 

Anger. While the play begins with and reinforces a scene in which the woman takes up 

domestic labor in service of her male counterparts, the play problematizes the nature of 

patriarchy, which the hero establishes. As the last section will explore, the hero’s 

obsession with masculinity coupled with his inability to continue his lineage reflects the 

anxiety over the national identity in crisis. In doing so, the play eventually undermines 

the premise of domestic discourse, which traditionally sustained patriarchal ideology and 

also nationhood.  

 

OSBORNE’S VISION OF DOMESTICITY AND OF THE NATION  

A Better Class of Person (1981), John Osborne’s first autobiography, opens with a 

paragraph that introduces three significant moments in his life which happened to occur 

on the same date:  

May 8
th

 is the one unforgettable feast in my calendar. My father, Thomas Godfrey 

Osborne, was born in Newport, Monmouthshire, on May 8
th

. Had he lived he 

would now be the age of the century. The Second World War ended on 8 May 

1945, a date which now passes as unremembered as 4 August 1914. On 8 May 

1956, my first play to be produced in London, Look Back in Anger, had its 

opening at the Royal Court Theatre. This last particular date seems to have 

become fixed in the memories of theatrical historians. (13)  

It is certainly a coincidence that these three incidents took place on the same date. Yet 

this coincidence leads us to an important insight about Osborne’s dramatic world. That is, 
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his drama brings together the author’s personal family life, the question of dying empire, 

and the trauma at end of the second war.
111

  

At the age of ten, Osborne had lost his father to tuberculosis and lamented his loss 

throughout his life. The day of his father’s death marked the most critical moment in his 

life, and, throughout his life, Osborne commemorated the day in his private entry, “My 

father died today.” To Osborne, the death of his father signaled the irrevocable end of 

patriarchy and the beginning of matriarchy, which he loathed so much. As much as 

Osborne cherished the memory of his father, he detested his mother and openly 

proclaimed his hatred.
112

 He labeled her a terrible mother whose selfishness, indifference 

and insensitivity baffled her own son: “But, watching her, not listening to her, I felt, as 

always, dislike for myself. But, this time as if it were distaste and a verdict on myself. A 

caricature, an embarrassment” (Heilpern 40). To Osborne, her indifference was hardly 

                                                 

111 To Osborne, this coincidence was an important sign. As early as in 1963 Sunday 

Telegraph, he already pointed out this connection: “[My father] was born on 8 May 1900, 

at Newport, Monmouth. Fifty-six years later my first play to be produced in London 

opened on his birthday at the Royal Court Theatre. To me it seemed an exact omen” 

(240-241). qtd. in John Osborne, Damn You England: Collected Prose (London: Faber, 

1994)  

112 Although his mother was confident that Osborne had never been ashamed of her, 

Osborne denied her observation. Early in his 1955 notebook, Osborne wrote: “I am 

ashamed of her as part of myself that can’t be cast out, my own conflict, the disease 

which I suffer and have inherited, what I am and never could be whole” (271). When his 

mother died in 1983, Osborne did not even attend the funeral. In fact, Osborne had not 

seen his mother for seven years by the time of her death. When the actress Eileen Atkins 

performed Osborne’s mother rather sympathetically in the TV screenplay of A Better 

Class of Person in 1985, Osborne broke his friendship with the actress and never spoke 

with her again. His hate for his mother did not diminish even after her death. One cannot 

know whether or not Osborne’s judgment of his mother is fair. Atkins found Osborne’s 

mother sympathetic. In his interview with Heilpern, Osborne’s cousin did not remember 

the playwright’s mother to be cruel or selfish as Osborne described. People who knew 

Nellie Beatrice did not have particularly bad memories about her, and Osborne seemed to 

have been harsh on his mother.  
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innocent but contained deliberate cruelty. In his 1955 notebook, Osborne criticized his 

mother whose “malice directed at innocence” made anyone in her company “feel weary 

and depressed,” depicting her as a vampirish figure: “There is a particular kind of cruelty 

which she had inherited. She would play off her victim (i.e.—me) to her gallery—of 

often unwilling spectators—in the bus queue, restaurant or train” (268-9).
113

  

Osborne confessed that his abhorrence for his mother began with his father’s 

death: “Those hours after he died, when I was dragged back from the corpse, the hatred 

between us” (271).
114

 Moreover, when Osborne blamed his mother for being cold and 

cruel, he attributed the same quality to his paternal grandmother. In the 1963 Sunday 

Telegraph, Osborne painfully remembers how his grandmother would not sympathize 

with her son: “My grandmother despised him for his physical weakness and never 

forgave him or allowed him to forget it or what he [and his illness] had cost in anxiety 

and hard cash” (244).
115

 Osborne suggested that his grandmother’s icy indifference and 

contempt contributed to his father’s death: “I was convinced that her dismissive smile 

was aimed only to chill my father’s coffin yet again” (15). Osborne thus consistently 

envisioned his abhorrent mother(s) in relation to his father’s weakness and eventually to 

his death. Osborne lamented the damaged patriarchy while loathing the matriarchy that 

followed it.  

Osborne’s suffering from seeing his dying father underpinned his perception of 

the nation, the dying old empire. His resentment toward Britain’s political condition was 

mostly concentrated on the nation’s decline. In “A Letter to My Fellow Countrymen” 

                                                 

113 qtd. in John Osborne, A Better Class of Person: An Autobiography (New York: 

Dutton, 1981) 

114 ibd.  

115 qtd. in John Osborne, Damn You England: Collected Prose (London: Faber, 1994) 



 120 

(1961), an editorial letter which appeared in the leftwing weekly Tribune, Osborne 

condemned the nation’s handling of the Suez crisis:  

There is murder in my brain, and I carry a knife in my heart for every one of you. 

Macmillan, and you, Gaitskell, you particularly. I wish we could hang you all out, 

with your dirty washing, on your damned Oder-Neisse Line, and those seven out 

of ten Americans, too. I would willingly watch you all die for the West, if only I 

could keep my own minuscule portion of it, you could all go ahead and die for 

Berlin, for Democracy, to keep out the red hordes or whatever you like. (18 

August 1961)  

Although he fiercely indicted contemporary politicians, he remained quite vague about 

the root of his resentment.  

Occasionally, Osborne criticized the nation’s political decisions like when he 

denounced Britain’s “H-Bomb” as “the most debased, criminal swindle in British 

history” in his article “They Call it Cricket” (65). Yet, he was mostly quite reluctant to 

participate in political activism, and his criticisms remained somewhat superficial. When 

he described his participation in the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament in his 

autobiography Almost a Gentleman, Osborne sounded fairly hesitant to get involved in 

this political activism (149). Osborne once observed that his writing drew upon a sense of 

disillusionment, which resulted from the collapse of empire and the Suez crisis: “It was a 

dull time, joyless and timid. This was followed by the collapse of the empire and the Suez 

crisis. We became very disillusioned, and out of this feeling came our writing” (Langford 

249). The fact that Osborne identified “the collapse of empire” and “the Suez crisis” as 

the causes of his disillusionment suggests that he was discouraged not necessarily with 

the empire’s moral failure but perhaps with its failure to maintain its former imperial 

power.  

In short, an intimate link between Osborne’s private turmoil and public history 

underpinned his dramatic world. The playwright’s personal mourning for the supplanted 
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father and his fury toward the terrible mother served as a metaphor for his political 

concern. That is, Osborne agony of the collapse of the patriarchy within his own family 

strongly resonated with his perception of the downfall of the nation after the Suez crisis.  

 

THE HOME IN OSBORNE’S DRAMATIC WORLD AND THE CONVENTIONAL DISCOURSE OF 

DOMESTICITY  

Osborne was well acquainted with the conventions of drawing-room melodrama. 

Duet for Two Hands, the first play he performed as an actor, and Resting Deep, his first 

play as a playwright, were both melodramas.
116

 Osborne’s exemplary work Look Back in 

Anger is also heavily melodramatic in its plot. Although critics generally differentiate 

Look Back in Anger from preceding drawing room plays by Rattigan and Coward, the 

play still retains conventions of drawing-room drama. Like Rattigan’s The Deep Blue 

Sea, Look Back in Anger stages a suffering heroine who has fallen from her former class 

because of her relationship with her male counterpart. Both heroines descended from the 

upper class where they once belonged, and both are abused by their working class male 

partners. Osborne once identified himself as a formal, old-fashioned playwright, and 

some critics also associate him with his precursors. In “The Enduring Importance of Look 

Back in Anger,” for instance, Luc Gilleman quotes a review that relates Look Back to 

Coward’s The Vortex (1924): “It has the same air of desperate sincerity. The heroes of 

both plays are neurotics, but they suffer, and when an author can convey that suffering on 

the stage is genuine it matters not how thin-spirited the sufferer. We are moved” (105).  

Situating the playwright within the convention of nineteenth century drama is not 

a wholly novel approach, and critics who tease out this connection often associate 

                                                 

116 Resting Deep was later re-titled as The Devil Inside Him. qtd. in John Osborne, A 

Better Class of Person: An Autobiography (New York: Dutton, 1981) 226.  
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Osborne with G. Bernard Shaw. In Modern British Drama: The Twentieth Century, for 

instance, Christopher D. Innes observes that Osborne’s The Entertainer overlaps with 

Shaw’s Heartbreak House in its address to the declining nation: “Osborne’s setting is 

reminiscent of Shaw. The dilapidated music-hall stage presents the same kind of 

metaphor for the state of England as the symbolic ship of Heartbreak House” (94). In a 

similar sense, John Russell Taylor in Anger and After positioned Osborne in a continuum 

that starts with Shaw: “Osborne himself remains …the first of the angry young men and 

arguably the biggest shock to the system of British theatre since the advent of Shaw” 

(39). Nonetheless, Osborne himself rejected any kind of association with Shaw. In an 

editorial letter to the Guardian, Osborne called Heartbreak House “Chekhov-for-

philistines” and openly disparaged Billington’s admiration of Shaw as “the greatest 

British dramatist since Shakespeare”:  

To call [Shaw] ‘the greatest British dramatist since Shakespeare’ is close to 

having a critical brainstorm, as well as perpetuating an exam-crazy classroom 

myth. Having recently seen St Joan in London and Caesar and Cleopatra in 

Sydney, it is clearer to me than ever that Shaw is the most fraudulent, inept writer 

of Victorian melodramas ever to gull a timid critic or fool a dull public.  

Osborne’s aversion to Shaw is not surprising. Both critics and audiences praised—or 

despised—Osborne’s works for their unfiltered emotions of passion and fury. The 

playwright himself proclaimed that he “want[s] to make people feel, to give them lessons 

in feeling. They can think afterwards” (65).117 Osborne’s dramatic pieces thus stood in 

contrast to Shaw’s, which were purely rational.
118

 Scholars like Innes were quick to point 

                                                 

117 Osborne, John, “They Call it Cricket,” Declaration ed. Tom Maschler (London: 

MacGibbon & Kee, 1957) 65. 

118 For more discussion on the comparison between Osborne and Shaw, see 

Christopher. D. Innes, Modern British Drama: The Twentieth Century (Cambridge: 

Cambridge UP, 2002):  
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out the essential difference masked by the superficial similarity between these two 

playwrights. Innes observed that the echoes of Shaw in Osborne’s dramas were deliberate 

because the latter employed the Shavian model in order to challenge it: “In exactly the 

same way that Shaw had borrowed from nineteenth-century theatre to challenge its 

premises, Osborne inverts the Shavian model” (94).
119

  

In fact, if we compare Osborne to a nineteenth-century playwright, it should be 

Pinero, not Shaw. In A Better Class of Person, Osborne confessed that he was inspired by 

Pinero. According to him, while struggling to construct Look Back in Anger, he was 

advised to read Pinero’s The Second Mrs. Tanqueray: “Had I read The Second Mrs 

Tanqueray? I had not. There was the key. What I needed was a short sharp lesson in 

Pinero” (195). Although Osborne never specified what the lesson was, his passing 

comment on Pinero reveals an important fact that Osborne’s dramas were deeply 

influenced by the turn-of- the-century melodrama.  

In particular, Osborne revisited the way Pinero’s The Second Mrs. Tanqueray 

inverts the conventional discourse of domesticity to disclose dysfunctional nationhood. 

                                                                                                                                                 

‘Shaw avoided passion almost as prudently as Coward. Frigidity and caution 

demand an evasive style and they both perfected one.’ Thus the references to 

Shaw within Osborne’s plays are designed to emphasize the contrast, his aim 

being ‘to make people feel, to give them lessons in feeling. They can think 

afterwards.’(94-5)  

119 For more discussion on the discrepancy between the conventional structure of 

domestic drama and the play’s subversion of the convention, see Eugene Greeley Prater, 

An Existential View of John Osborne (Freeman: Pine Hill Press Inc., 1993). In this book, 

Prater observes that: “His dramas retain the standard three acts, psychological 

characterizations, and realistic staging devices of Arthur Pinero, Noel Coward and James 

Barre. […] Osborne writes plays that seek to transcend exterior action to interior 

suggestion. […] John Osborne, therefore, can best be understood as a “transitional” 

dramatist who delighted in the brusque wit or charm suggested in the drawing room 

comedy of Noel Coward, and the newer era of Harold Pinter that focused attention on the 

angst or anxiety of contemporary Englishmen” (Prater 1-2).   
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As discussed in Chapter 1, The Second Mrs. Tanqueray disrupts the conventional 

expectation of female virtue in support of patriarchal stability and further questions the 

legitimacy of the nation’s imperial project. While Osborne admitted Pinero’s influence on 

Look Back in Anger, I also argue that Pinero’s lesson continued in Osborne’s next play. 

The Entertainer uses the female body as a trope of dysfunctional nationhood. Within a 

conventional framework, the pure female body served as an emblem of sacred 

nationhood. The physical beauty of the woman manifested her inner virtue, and her purity 

ultimately became the projection of the nation’s virtue. From Britannia in England and 

Marianne in France to Germania in Germany, the female body personified nationhood 

and reproduced national ideals and values.  

The Second Mrs. Tanqueray disturbs the idea of the female body as an icon of the 

sanctity of the home and the nation.
120

 The play presents two archetypal, melodramatic 

female figures: Paula as the sexually transgressive woman and Ellean as an icon of 

innocence. The play then disrupts the expectation of the female body. As much as the 

play presents Paula as a sympathetic fallen woman, it also envisions Ellean as an 

appallingly cold woman who lacks compassion. These portrayals further question the 

function of the female body as a project of the nation’s value.
121

 In The Entertainer 

(1957), Osborne directly employs the trope of the female body in expressing 

dysfunctional nationhood. In the seventh scene, the play presents a “nude in Britannia’s 

helmet and holding a bulldog and trident” (55). This profaned Britannia visually 

                                                 

120 While the innocent female body serves an icon of national purity and works toward 

assuring sacred nationhood, it also functions similarly within a local context of the home. 

The woman with a past is thus threatening because of her potential to violate the sanctity 

of the home. 

121 In a sense, the lack of inner virtue under Ellean’s seeming purity reinforces the 

discrepancy between the grand rationale of the imperial project and its deceptive reality, 

which was also suggested by Ardale’s hypocritical exploration.  
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manifests dysfunctional nationhood. Placed under a sexual gaze, Britannia becomes an 

object of lust. In other words, the female body, instead of guarding national values, only 

preserves lecherous desire. When the national values, which she is supposed to maintain, 

become debased, the validity of the nation is subsequently called into a question.
122

 The 

female body in The Entertainer thus no longer serves as a national icon that promises the 

ideal vision of nationhood.  

In short, I would argue that “the sharp lesson” Osborne took from Pinero’s The 

Second Mrs.Tanqueray is how to twist the conventions of nineteenth century melodrama 

to question sacred nationhood. As in Pinero’s plays, the discourse of domesticity is 

central to Osborne’s dramatic world. While Pinero’s The Second Mrs. Tanqueray 

implicitly discloses dysfunctional empire—its cruel colonial exploitation and hypocritical 

imperial agenda—through the false story of Captain Ardale, Osborne’s Look Back in 

Anger expresses a strong sense of disillusionment with the post-colonial Empire through 

Jimmy’s home. In doing so, Look Back in Anger addresses the undermined communal 

integrity and the loss of communal consensus.
123

  

                                                 

122 For more discussion, see Patricia Juliana Smith, “Britannia Waives the Rules: 

National Icons Profaned in John Osborne’s The Entertainer and Joe Orton’s What the 

Butler Saw”:  

If Britain’s future is in her hands, clearly Osborne’s implication is that it is 

surely confused and uncertain—and one that for Britain and its men promises 

little less than emasculation. The collapse of gender roles—a trend that would 

become far more evident in British culture within a decade—is yet one more 

indication that the foundations of the British Empire have crumbled. Even that 

most basic national institution, the traditional paternalistic family, has been 

undermined and profaned—ironically, in this case, by the head of the household. 

(Smith 212) 

123 During his early writing career, Osborne once attempted to write a play, Happy 

Birthday, in collaboration with Stella Linden, an actress in the company in which 

Osborne worked. In A Better Class of Person, Osborne recalls that the play took place “in 

a middle-class house and concerned the events during the birthday celebrations of a 

middle-aged woman,” who was modeled after Stella’s mother. (208). Osborne also 
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CRITICS’ RESPONSES TO LOOK BACK IN ANGER: SUBVERSIVE? OR STILL TOO 

CONSERVATIVE?  

Immediately after its first production, critics celebrated Look Back in Anger. 

Although the playwright had left the theatre before the play was over, discouraged and 

believing that the play had failed, five days after the play’s first production, prominent 

theatre critic Kenneth Tynan wrote a passionate review on the play in the Observer, 

thereby re-directing the course of other critics’ responses:  

Look Back in Anger presents post-war youth as it really is, […]. All the qualities 

are there, qualities one had despaired of ever seeing on the stage—the drift 

towards anarchy, the instinctive leftishness, the automatic rejection of ‘official’ 

                                                                                                                                                 

defined what he thought of a “formula” of conventional domestic drama which the couple 

tried to follow:  

Using a family celebration where people gather and are reunited was a favourite 

device in the playmaking manual. Weddings (not funerals), birthdays, weekends, 

Christmas, even honeymoons, had all been used successfully as a dramatic 

structure from Dodie Smith to Coward, Priestley, Ben Travers, N. C. Hunter. 

The form solved a lot of dramatic problems. For instance, characters could 

confide themselves, explain their pasts under the duress of a special occasion 

and react quickly and, with their bourgeois emotions usually well under control, 

it could all be expressed in short, ‘effective’ (instantly grasped) scenes. 

Strangers or families who had seen little of each other for years could bare their 

hearts at a rattling speed during the preparations for weddings, birthdays, 

Christmas, the New Year, which provided lots of useful stage business with 

packages or plates. These plays with their meals, drinks, parcels and decorations, 

were repertory stage managers’ nightmares. (209)   

From the moment the couple started on the play, Osborne and Stella feuded, and they 

never completed the piece. In a way, it seems natural that they did not finish the play 

because their “formula” was completely opposite to that of Osborne’s plays. For one 

thing, the above passage shows the archetypal pattern of domestic drama in which 

domestic stability is disturbed by special occasions. In contrast, when Osborne wrote 

Look Back in Anger, the playwright excluded any kind of cataclysm and emphasized 

the repetitions of domestic routine instead. The domestic space in Look Back in 

Anger endlessly repeats domestic routine and ritual. These repetitions of incidents 

emphasize the banality of their domestic conditions, thereby perpetuating the gloomy 

vision of the status-quo.  
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attitudes, the surrealist sense of humour…the casual promiscuity, the sense of 

lacking a crusade worth fighting for and, underlying all these, the determination 

that no one who dies shall go unmourned…[…] I doubt if I could love anyone 

who did not wish to see Look Back in Anger. 

On the same day in the Sunday Times, Harold Hobson also rejoiced over the discovery of 

Osborne: “John Osborne is a writer of outstanding promise, and the English Stage 

Company is to be congratulated on discovering him.” Suddenly, Look Back in Anger was 

acclaimed as a breakthrough in the history of British theatre, and the play’s hero Jimmy 

Porter had become an icon of the new generation. As Heilpern observes in John Osborne, 

Look Back in Anger became one of the few plays that enjoyed the privilege of being 

remembered by the year of its first production. Indeed, critics have celebrated May 8 

1956 as the birthday of modern British drama.  

By and large, these critics admired the play’s revolutionary quality. In the 

Observer, John Russell Taylor observed that Look Back in Anger “has its inarguable 

importance as the beginning of a revolution in the British theatre.” Arthur Miller claimed 

that the play is “the only modern English play that [he has] seen” (40).
124

 Years later 

after Osborne’s death, Arnold Wesker confessed that Look Back in Anger changed his life 

and acknowledged that the play made him begin to write Chicken Soup with Barely 

(65).
125

 Significantly, while these critics acclaimed Look Back in Anger for the play’s 

breaking away from convention and its revolutionary qualities, they remained quite 

unclear what changes the revolution brought about.
126

 As a rule, critics admired Look 

                                                 

124 qtd. in The Encore Reader, eds. Charles Marowitz, Tom Milne, and Owen Hale 

(London: Methuen, 1970). Miller was so enthusiastic towards the play that he introduced 

Laurence Olivier to the play, who later played Archie in The Entertainer.   

125 qtd. in Andrew Wyllie, Sex on Stage: Gender and Sexuality in Post-War British 

Theatre (Bristol: Intellect, 2009).  

126 The play’s title itself implies progress. According to Heipern, before Osborne 

came up with the current title Look Back in Anger, the author had already vacillated 

between six other titles: Farewell to Anger, Angry Man, Man in a Rage, Bargain 
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Back in Anger as the first British drama to express an outburst of pure emotions.
127

 But, 

these favorable reviews rarely assigned specific grounds to their celebrations. Just as the 

target of Osborne’s political indictment was obscure, the ground of these celebrations 

was quite vague.  

When the initial excitement waned, some critics began to question the play’s 

significance. In his influential work, 1956 and All That, Dan Rebellato reassessed Look 

Back in Anger. As Osborne’s fame and influence as a theatrical figure declined toward 

his late career, the re-evaluation of his plays seemed unavoidable. Gilleman pointed out 

Look Back in Anger’s “inflated reputation” as he phrases it (108). Quoting Fintan 

O’Toole who “called Osborne ‘the most significant minor playwright in the history of 

English theatre’,” Gilleman suggested that the play’s success was somehow “artificially 

inflated,” partially because of Britain’s urgent need for a “theatrical renewal” (107). 

According to him, while a theatrical renewal took place in Germany with Brecht and in 

France with Sartre, Giraudoux, Anouilh, Beckett, and Ionesco, Britain lacked a similar 

theatrical revolution. Critics interpreted Look Back in Anger’s unprecedented outburst of 

unfiltered emotions against the Establishment as a signal of the British theatrical 

                                                                                                                                                 

from Strength, Close the Cage Behind You and My Blood is a Mile High (163). 

While the other tentative titles emphasize the emotion of anger, the current title 

implies that progress had been made. The only tentative title that does not embody 

the emotion of anger is Close the Cage Behind you, which is also indicative of 

progress.  

127 Heilpern observes that what makes the play discernable from the preceding 

theatrical convention was the outburst of its pure emotion:  

What made Look Back thrillingly new among the plays of the twentieth century 

is that in the blazing heat and vitality of its language, in its unstoppable 

grievance and need, it spoke directly to England. It was the first British play that 

openly dramatized bruising emotion, and it was the first to give the alienated 

lower classes and youth of England a weapon. The immensity of feeling and 

class hatred that Osborne poured into its traditional outer from was a shock to 

the entire system and made history. (183)  
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revolution. Similarly in John Osborne, Harold Ferrar saw that the emergence of Look 

Back in Anger, which he defined as a theatre of protest, was inevitable because of the 

contemporary political situation: “With England testing H-bombs and approaching the 

Suez fiasco, that desperate Tory endgame of empire, the time was overripe for a theater 

of protest” (5).
128

 In other words, critics sought a National Theatre in England, British 

theatre was eager for a “powerful anti-Establishment drama,” and Osborne’s prominence 

was all about timing.  

With this criticism in mind, is Look Back in Anger subversive or conventional? I 

argue that the play is essentially conservative. Central to the aforementioned debate lies 

the play’s ambivalent stance toward Jimmy’s misogynistic hyper-masculinity. While 

early admirers of the play hailed the play as groundbreaking, more recent critics have 

questioned the play’s “radical” nature, arguing that Jimmy simply reinforces conservative 

ideology. These detractors find Look Back in Anger to be too male-centered, and some 

feminist critics even label the play as misogynistic. To them, the play only portrays the 

angst of post-war men, and they refuse to read the play as a political outcry of the 

contemporary young generation. In the first edition of Look Back in Gender, Wandor is 

disturbed to see how Alison is excluded from the angst of the post-war generation: “It is 

Jimmy’s search for a social/class identity, and an individual/male identity which is the 

central subject matter of the piece. There is no equivalent focus given to Alison” (13).  

                                                 

128 Kenneth Tynan lamented that “How is it that political plays aren’t being turned out 

in England at the present time? How is it that we have no tradition of political theater?” 

(40). qtd. in The Encore Reader: a Chronicle of the New Drama, eds. Charles Marowitz, 

Tom Milne, and Owen Hale (London: Methuen, 1970). Ferrar also argues that the 

absence of political theatre was partly due to the Lord Chamberlain’s theatrical 

censorship that controlled public theater.  
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In the 2001 revised edition of Look Back in Gender, Wandor’s judgment is even 

harsher than in the first edition. She excoriates the fact that Alison is solely defined by 

her relationship to her male counterpart. To Wandor’s dismay, the play never follows 

women’s stories, nor does it explicate Alison’s agony and struggle. The play simply 

addresses male identity in crisis. In “Anger, Nostalgia, and the End of Empire in 

Osborne’s Look Back in Anger,” Nandi Bhatia also argues that the play “seeks to liberate 

the underprivileged but brutalizes women” (398). She further criticizes the way both 

genders in the play accept patriarchal norms without ever questioning them. These critics 

repeatedly point out that the play’s two male characters take the conventional gendered 

role division of domestic labor for granted. While Jimmy and Cliff take up public issues, 

Alison and Helena are confined by their domestic duties. The end result of the male 

characters’ attitude is “[t]he overwhelming impression […] of rampant misogyny and 

pervasive sexism”—as Anne Karpf phrases it.129  

Although I agree with these critics who find the play conservative, I argue that the 

play’s conservative nature does not come from Jimmy’s masculinity.
130

 Rather, the play 

is conservative because Jimmy’s obsessive masculinity ultimately supports his 

sentimental respect for and nostalgic gesture toward the old empire. In this light, I find 

Bhatia’s article quite useful. Bhatia attacks Jimmy’s ambivalent attitude toward British 

imperialism as an “ideological contradiction.” The author criticizes the play not simply 

for the presence of politically incorrect ideology, but also for the absence of necessary 

criticism. She found the play to be unsettling because Jimmy’s anger does not properly 

                                                 

129 qtd. in File on Osborne, eds. Simon Trussler and Malcolm Page (London: Methuen, 

1988) 15.  

130 In “The Logic of Anger and Despair: A Pragmatic Approach to John Osborne’s 

Look Back in Anger,” Gilleman also disparages the feminist reading of the play.  
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target Britain’s imperial history—what she called “masculine imperialism.” Bhatia 

further argues that while Jimmy despises the Establishment in the post-war British 

society, he deliberately ignores the racial issues of the period. To Bhatia, therefore, 

Jimmy became too hastily a left-wing hero, and his vehement attack on the Establishment 

is hypocritical because it is simply for his own good. Her verdict on Jimmy’s hypocritical 

nature may be too radical. Jimmy is not so much hypocritical as contradictory. Yet, her 

observation effectively shows how Jimmy’s political standpoint is vulnerable to political 

criticism, which ironically Jimmy so furiously attacks. After all, Look Back in Anger 

lacks an ethical critique of British imperialism.  

 

JIMMY’S FATHERHOOD AND ALISON’S MOTHERHOOD IN LOOK BACK IN ANGER  

Look Back in Anger takes place in a “one-room flat in the Midlands.” Jimmy, 

Alison and Cliff, one of Jimmy’s friends, share that flat. As the play opens, Jimmy is seen 

as an “angry young man,” who lambasts virtually everything that surrounds him. Jimmy 

indicts not only the press, women, and the class system but also his wife, who comes 

from an upper-class background. Jimmy’s verbal harassment of Alison ends with 

physical abuse when he pushes Cliff toward Alison. Alison, who was working at the 

ironing board, burns her arm. When Jimmy goes out, Alison confides in Cliff that she is 

pregnant. Helena, Alison’s actress friend, arrives. Helena calls Alison’s father, Colonel 

Redfern, to take Alison home. After Alison leaves, Helena confronts Jimmy about 

Alison’s pregnancy. The act ends as the two embrace each other. The opening of Act III 

virtually repeats that of Act I, in which the female character (now Helena) is ironing 

Jimmy’s shirt. Alison, who suffered a miscarriage, returns and Helena leaves. After a 
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hostile confrontation, Jimmy and Alison finally reconcile. The play ends with the couple 

repeating their marital ritual of playing squirrels and bears.  

Critics who attack the play’s chauvinism often base their criticism on the opening 

scene. As the curtain opens, Look Back in Anger quickly establishes a domestic scene 

whose routine solidifies conventional gender expectations. Audiences see Jimmy and 

Cliff reading the newspaper while Alison irons:  

AT RISE OF CURTAIN, JIMMY AND CLIFF are seated in the two armchairs R. 

and L., respectively. All that we can see of either of them is two pairs of legs, 

sprawled way out beyond the newspapers which hide the rest of them from sight. 

They are both reading. Beside them, and between them, is a jungle of newspapers 

and weeklies.  

[…]                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    

Standing L., below the food cupboard, is ALISON. She is leaning over an ironing 

board. Beside her is a pile of clothes. Hers is the most elusive personality to catch 

in the uneasy polyphony of these three people. She is turned in a different key, a 

key of well-bred malaise that is often drowned in the robust orchestration of the 

other two. (1-2).  

This pattern of gendered domestic labor repeats as a dominant picture of the play. In the 

opening scene of Act II, Alison is seen “standing over the gas stove, pouring water from 

the kettle into a large teapot. She is only wearing a slip, and her feet are bare” (41). The 

feminine role in domestic labor stands in contrast to that of Jimmy who is “playing on his 

Jazz trumpet” at the same moment (41). Again, the opening scene of Act III mirrors 

Scene 1 in Act I, in which the two men are reading the newspaper while the female 

character—this time, Helena—is ironing. The final scene of the play once again stages 

the two female characters engaging in domestic chores. As the curtain opens, Helena 

serves tea, and Alison cleans up ash from Jimmy’s pipe while he plays the trumpet. The 

play repeats the same pattern: women are involved in domestic chores while men 

entertain themselves. This tenacious image of gendered domestic labor actually 
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highlights the vulnerability of Jimmy’s manhood—and furthermore, dysfunctional 

nationhood.  

This domestic setting clearly derives from the myth of the home which both 

conceives and reinforces the conventional gender division of human labor. At the core of 

the opening scene lies a refracted image of the nuclear family. Until the last moment 

when Cliff and Helena leave the flat, three people share the couple’s domestic sphere. 

First, the flat is shared by Jimmy, Alison and Cliff: then, by Jimmy, Helena and Cliff. 

These triangulated relationships maintain artificial roles of a father, mother and child
.
 

Wandor is right when she argues that Cliff functions as a surrogate child figure to the 

couple. Although he flirts with Alison at one point, he is hardly a serious threat to Jimmy. 

Cliff acts quite asexually and needs constant care. When Alison leaves, Helena comes in 

for her substitute and continues the triangulated residence. This picture of a nuclear 

family mockingly supports Jimmy’s patriarchal home. After all, Jimmy’s home lacks a 

real biological child.  

More significantly, this alternative image of a nuclear family reinforces Jimmy’s 

inability to deal with a domineering mother. Although Helena evokes a certain erotic 

tension with Jimmy—as in Act II when she ends up kissing him—the play emphasizes 

her role as a surrogate mother with her domestic labor. The play’s depiction of Helena’s 

entrance, for instance, immediately recognizes her maternal qualities:  

While she is doing this, the door opens and HELENA enters. She is the same age 

as ALISON, medium height, carefully and expensively dressed. Now and again, 

when she allows her rather judicial expression of alertness to soften, she is very 

attractive. Her sense of matriarchal authority makes most men who meet her 

anxious, not only to please but impress, as if she were the gracious representative 

of visiting royalty. (41) 

Notably, the stage direction instantly foreshadows Helena’s temporary stay because her 

maternity embodies the potential to undermine Jimmy’s authority. The stage direction 
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states her power to make men “anxious” and envisions her as “royalty” although she does 

not have an aristocratic background. Helena’s ascendancy explains Jimmy’s initial 

discomfort upon hearing of her arrival in town. Helena somewhat echoes Osborne’s 

perception of the “bad mother”—although in a softened version—who potentially 

weakens her male counterparts. Clearly, Helena is not the kind of mother figure whom 

Jimmy’s domestic sphere would preserve. In the end, she departs, and Alison returns.  

Jimmy desires the kind of mother figure who would function within a patriarchal 

framework. From the patriarchal perspective, female sexuality is of a double nature. On 

the one hand, female sexuality critically serves to maintain patriarchal structure by 

bearing and reproducing namesakes. On the other hand, it embodies a threatening 

potential to undermine patriarchal structure with the ever-present possibility of sexual 

disloyalty. Once a woman is successfully incorporated into domesticity, therefore, a 

patriarchal impulse arises to erase female sexuality, and motherhood best serves as a 

convenient myth to induce voluntary submission on women’s part. Jimmy reinforces this 

patriarchal rhetoric with his idea of the “good” mother and the “bad” mother. When 

Jimmy denounces Alison’s mother, he envisions her wanton sexuality: “She’s as rough as 

a night in a Bombay brothel” (60). In contrast, he remembers Hugh’s mother in light of 

her humane aspect. Jimmy’s description of Hugh’s mother is his only sentimental 

narration throughout the whole play:  

I remember the first time I showed her your photograph—just after we were 

married. She looked at it, and the tears just welled up in her eyes, and she said: 

“But she’s so beautiful! She’s so beautiful!” She kept repeating it as if she 

couldn’t believe it. Sounds a bit simple and sentimental when you repeat it. But it 

was pure gold the way she said it. (74-75)  

While Jimmy appears to admire Hugh’s mother purely from the humanistic aspect, not 

associated with any interest, other characters repeatedly point out that she supported 
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Jimmy financially by giving Jimmy the money to open a sweets stall. Hugh’s mother thus 

enables Jimmy’s class mobility. Jimmy is vulnerable—and arguably emasculated in 

society to some extent—due to his class position, and Hugh’s mother serves as the 

selfless mother figure, who supports him both emotionally and practically. In short, 

Jimmy envisions motherhood in light of patriarchal norms and desires to boost his 

masculine authority.
131

  

Nonetheless, the nature of patriarchy Jimmy wishes to preserve is essentially 

ironic because his virility is predicated on death. In ACT II of the play, Jimmy 

remembers how he watched his father dying when he was ten years old:  

All that that feverish failure of a man had to listen to him was a small, frightened 

boy. I spent hour upon hour in that tiny bedroom. He would talk to me for hours, 

pouring out all that was left of his life to one, lonely, bewildered little boy, who 

could barely understand half of what he said. All he could feel was the despair 

and the bitterness, the sweet, sickly smell of a dying man. (69)  

This recollection is heavily autobiographical plot point. The playwright’s suffering from 

observing his dying father and life-long lamentation are strongly echoed here. More 

importantly, this quotation informs the vulnerability of Jimmy’s manhood. Oddly 

enough, Jimmy relates the suffering of watching a dying person to the loss of virginity: 

“Anyone who’s never watched somebody die is suffering from a pretty bad case of 

virginity” (68). Jimmy gives a skewed definition of sexual intercourse. By equating sex 

to the painful experience of witnessing his father’s death, he suggests that his manhood 

strictly relies upon a sense of orphanhood.  

By the same token, the play’s most ironic moment occurs when Jimmy preserves 

his patriarchal authority by frustrating Alison’s potential to be a mother. When Alison 

returns home, Jimmy refuses to see her. In fact, he does not even speak to her but says to 

                                                 

131 In a sense, he persistently infantilizes himself.  
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Helena, referring to Alison as “your friend”: “Is your friend still with you?” (113). Only 

when he notices Alison’s pale complexion, does he change his attitude toward her, “Is 

this another of your dark plots? (He looks at Alison.) Hadn’t she better sit down? She 

looks a bit ghastly” (113). It is certainly a softened move. Jimmy finally accepts her, 

when Alison confirms her miscarriage: “Don’t you understand? It’s gone! It’s gone! 

That—that helpless human being inside my body. I thought it was so safe, and secure in 

there. Nothing could take it from me. It was mine, my responsibility. But it’s lost” (118). 

Right after she discloses her miscarriage, Alison declares her complete defeat to Jimmy:  

I thought: if only—if only he could see me now, so stupid, and ugly and 

ridiculous. This is what he’s been longing for me to feel. This is what he wants to 

splash about in! I’m in the fire, and I’m burning, and all I want is to die! It’s cost 

him his child, and any others I might have had! But what does it matter—this is 

what he wanted from me! […] Don’t you see! I’m in the mud at last! I’m 

groveling! I’m crawling! Oh, God—[…].” (118)
132

  

Jimmy’s patriarchal authority is thus bizarre. He confirms his authority only when he 

fails to father a child. In a strange way, he disowns his own patriarchy.  

The play expands Jimmy’s personal crisis into a larger context of the nation as his 

male insecurity parallels the national crisis. Because Jimmy secures his patriarchal 

authority through his inability to father a child, the British manhood he performs is 

thoroughly impotent. Jimmy seldom evokes national identity. But when he does, his 

perception remains quite conservative as he only values Englishness. In fact, Jimmy’s 

recognition of Cliff’s Welshness arises with hostility. Jimmy calls Cliff “a Welsh ruffian” 

and “sexy little Welshman.” More specifically, Jimmy mocks Cliff’s “Welshness” when 

he notices the intimacy between Alison and Cliff. In Act I, Jimmy pushes Cliff toward 

Alison, who was at the ironing board. Alison burns her arm, and Cliff dresses her wound. 

                                                 

132 Notably, the rhetoric expressed here echoes Osborne’s indictment of his 

contemporaries, the impotent politicians, in his “A Letter to My Fellow Countrymen.”  



 137 

In a moment of intimacy, Cliff kisses her. Jimmy enters and sees them kissing. Upon 

noticing Jimmy’s presence, Cliff says, “She’s beautiful, isn’t she?” (30). Jimmy seems to 

be offended, saying, “You seem to think so” (30). Cliff further provokes him, “Why the 

hell she married you, I’ll never know,” and finally mocks Jimmy’s inability to admit his 

wife’s sexuality without losing a sense of security: “I think she’s beautiful. And so do 

you, only you’re too much of a pig to say so” (31). Cliff’s remarks may not contain a 

sincere threat, yet, it is clearly a rebellious gesture toward Jimmy. Jimmy immediately 

retorts back, making fun of Cliff’s national identity and sexuality: “You’re just a sexy 

little Welshmen” (31). Jimmy’s consciousness of national identity is preceded by a sense 

of threat to his manhood. Or, put differently, the threat to masculine authority is repelled 

with a reference to national identity as Jimmy dispels Cliff’s possible sexuality by 

mocking the latter’s national identity. Jimmy’s anxiety over the national identity becomes 

further explicit in his consciousness of America. At one point, Jimmy says, “I must say 

it’s pretty dreary living in the American Age—unless you’re an American of course. 

Perhaps all our children will be Americans,” which clearly reflects “a national sense of 

emasculation in the face of American ascendancy”—as Smith phrases it (204).
133

  

In short, Osborne’s painful experience of seeing his dying father together with the 

years of enduring his “terrible” mother contributed to the idea of the home in his dramatic 

world. While Osborne expresses his frustration toward the kind of the home he had, he 

did not offer a solution. Nor could he have done, even if he was willing. As Heilpern 

                                                 

133 Bhatia, for instance, identifies the home in Look Back in Anger as a microcosm of 

British society of the period: “the spatially reduced attic of the naturalistic setting can 

also be seen as an analogue to the reduced space of an empire now in a shambles with a 

depressed economy and jobless for the educated” (397). While Jimmy loathes Alison’s 

mother and brother, who represent the Establishment, Jimmy holds a surprisingly 

favorable attitude toward the colonel and the Edwardian values. In fact, Jimmy’s and 

Colonel Redfern’s recollection of India’s independence are remarkably similar.  



 138 

aptly suggested in his biography, Osborne was a lost child, yearning for a home. In a 

sense, this quest for “the home” closely reflected the anxiety which the “angry young 

men” of the period confronted to negotiate a working alternative discourse. The domestic 

setting in Look Back in Anger is full of ambiguous paradoxes: childless parents, the 

hyper-masculine man who persistently infantilizes himself, the inability to stage an ideal 

mother, and a lack of a way out.
134

 The play refuses to resolve these dilemmas at the end, 

wherein the couple repeats their ritual role playing of the squirrel and the bear. Alison 

willingly succumbs to the domestic routine, perpetuating the cycle of history. Instead of 

offering redemption, therefore, the home in Look Back in Anger offers an idea of 

nationhood that is immersed in uncertainly.   

                                                 

134 Hugh’s mother is the only ideal mother whom Jimmy admires. Yet, in the middle of 

the play, she dies.  
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Chapter 4 The Politics of Homemaking in Harold Pinter’s Dramas 

 

INTRODUCTION  

This chapter explores the meanings of the home and the mother in Harold Pinter’s 

plays. The previous chapters examined how twentieth-century political dramas addressed 

dysfunctional nationhood in the specific political context of the playwright’s biography. 

This chapter has a slightly different focus in that it does not deal with a distinct 

nationhood. Instead of addressing the British political agenda, Pinter was preoccupied 

with diverse political injustices in the international context, particularly with US 

imperialism. While Pinter’s political concerns went beyond his home country and 

expanded into an international setting, his plays concentrated mostly on the local sphere 

on the home. The de-localization of political context gave the playwright a space to 

explore more universal human suffering and to emphasize communal responsibility when 

violence occurred. In articulating his political vision, Pinter contested the myth of the 

home. Pinter’s perception of the home as a cauldron of aggression and conflict in his 

early dramas anticipated the kind of political injustices he attacked—particularly his 

critique of US imperialism—in his political commentaries during his later life. Thus, 

Pinter’s early dramas anticipated his later political vision, and his later dramas further 

reinforced the connection between domesticity and politics.  

This chapter first examines Pinter’s concern with political injustices in the world. 

Next, it examines how Pinter’s plays stage the home as a political arena. The chapter 

finally discusses the representation of domesticity and motherhood in Pinter’s The 

Homecoming (1965) and Ashes to Ashes (1996). In both plays, the mother preserves the 

home and the family by reviving and perpetuating a history of violence. By examining 
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one play from his early career and another from his late career, the section teases out the 

continuity in Pinter’s vision of the home and motherhood.  

 

THE THEATRE OF THE ABSURD, THE THEATRE OF ANGER AND PINTER’S POLITICAL 

CONCERN  

In Harold Pinter’s Politics: a Silence Beyond the Echo, Charles Grimes observes 

that postwar British theatre of the 1950s and 1960s fell into two categories: either as the 

theatre of the absurd or the theatre of commitment. Grimes first identifies these two 

theatrical schools as diametrically opposed, arguing that the former addressed the absence 

of conventional values in post-war society while the latter urged people’s political 

commitment to better society. Grimes then reinforces the opposition between the two 

theatrical schools by re-quoting the 1955 debate between theatre critic Kenneth Tynan 

and French absurdist playwright Eugene Ionesco:  

Tynan urged the political commitment of the author, while Ionesco argued for 

independence from all external obligations, specifically to fixed political 

viewpoints (Ionesco 1964, 87-108). According to this supposed opposition 

between absurdist drama and the theater of commitment, a playwright may 

address contemporary concerns or humanity’s timeless confrontation with a 

meaningless or hostile universe—yet not both. […] [Post-war British] 

[p]laywrights were either in one camp or the other: either followers of Beckett’s 

and Ionesco’s absurdism, such as N.F. Simpson and Tom Stoppard, or political 

authors linked to the Angry Young Man movement, sparked by John Osborne, 

and inspired by Brecht, such as Edward Bond and John Arden. (14-5)  

According to this dichotomy, the theatre of commitment articulated specific 

contemporary political concerns, but the theatre of the absurd addressed universal human 

conditions and remained essentially apolitical with its propensity to “[ratify] an agenda of 

social indifference” (Grimes 14).  
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Critics often used this dichotomous framework to place Pinter’s early dramas in 

opposition to the theatre of commitment. Ever since Martin Esslin, in The Theatre of the 

Absurd, situated Pinter within the tradition of the theatre of the absurd, Pinter’s early 

dramas were generally labeled as absurdist. Christopher Bigsby also discussed Pinter’s 

early dramas on a continuum of the works of Beckett or Ionesco (393). Central to this 

identification lies the belief that Pinter’s early dramas were deeply rooted in existential 

questions. In a sense, the playwright himself once confirmed this identification. Shortly 

after Pinter began writing dramas, he proclaimed his faith in moral ambiguity: “There are 

no hard distinctions between what is real and what is unreal, nor between what is true and 

what is false. A thing is not necessarily either true or false; it can be both true and false” 

(321).
135

 The playwright’s equivocation about moral certainty significantly echoes 

Beckett, Ionesco, or Kafka, who refused to provide a clear-cut vision of the human 

condition. Pinter’s The Dumb Waiter, for instance, echoes Beckett’s Waiting for Godot. 

In both plays, the two characters, confined within enigmatic conditions, struggle to 

follow the order of an unknown authority, but the arbiter of power remains unrevealed.  

In addition, critics distinguished Pinter’s early plays from the theatre of 

commitment because of their different focuses of political concern.
136

 By and large, the 

                                                 

135 qtd. in European Literature from Romanticism to Postmodernism: A Reader in 

Aesthetic Practice, ed. Martin Travers (New York: Continuum International Publishing 

Group, 2001). 

136 Pinter was opposed to the idea of theatre as an institution with an agenda. Even after 

Pinter overtly announced his political views on specific political issues, he was still 

hesitant about the idea of theatre to express explicit arguments. In an interview with 

Mireia Aragay and Ramon Simo in 1996, Pinter observed that: “Political theatre now is 

even more important than it ever was, if by political theatre you mean plays which deal 

with the real world, not with a manufactured or fantasy world. We are in a terrible dip at 

the moment, a kind of abyss, because the assumption is that politics are all over. That’s 

what the propaganda says. But I don’t believe the propaganda” (60). qtd.in Harold Pinter, 

Various Voices: Prose, Poetry, Politics, 1948-1998. (London: Faber and Faber, 1998) 60.  
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postwar British theatre of anger was predicated on class-consciousness. In Strategies of 

Political Theatre: Post-War British Playwrights, Michael Patterson stressed the amoral 

function of twentieth-century political theatre in contrast to traditional political theatre, 

which he argued relied on moral concern. Patterson traced the origin of political theatre 

back to Aristotle’s notion of “catharsis,” arguing that tragedy eventually bettered society 

by relieving tension and anxiety. According to him, political theatre continued in 

Eighteenth-century utilitarianism which sought social usefulness, and playwrights such as 

Friedrich Schiller regarded theatre as a moral institution (I).
137

 Patterson further pointed 

out that postwar British theatre differed from its precursors because it based its 

propaganda on Marxism: that is, the theatre of commitment questioned “not so much 

social morality as the fundamental organization of society, with the emphasis on 

economics rather than on ethics” (I).  

Within this framework, Pinter’s early dramas differed from the political theatre of 

the period, especially from the kitchen sink drama, because the basis of his political 

claims was fundamentally rooted in ethics. When Pinter discussed the abuse of power, he 

seldom addressed class conflict or economics. Occasionally—as in The Room and The 

Birthday Party—Pinter’s characters come from humble conditions. But more often, as in 

                                                 

137 Grimes also discussed the political function of Ibsen’s and Shaw’s dramas in light of 

their didactic and moralistic dimensions:  

Bernard Shaw established twentieth-century political theatre as a moralistic 

attack upon its audience. […] Shaw embraces the highest possible moral goals 

as those of his theater. The association of terms he hints at is theological, 

referencing the notions of knowledge of sin, shame, moral self-awareness, and a 

new, cleansed self. He imagines, or pretends to imagine—or pretends to pretend 

to imagine—that he can make his audience better people intellectually and 

morally. He wishes to use the stage to convert individual minds to a more 

correct, enlightened, progressive awareness. Pinter follows Bernard Shaw in 

using political theater to address the audience’s need for a new moral self-

definition. (28)   
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The Collection and The Lover, characters shelter in bourgeois comfort. Pinter did not 

share a vision with contemporary radical leftist playwrights such as Wesker, Arden, 

Bond, Churchill and Hare who believed that economic reform could better the social 

good. Rather, Pinter was concerned with a more universal belief.
138

   

While Pinter’s early dramas deviated from the contemporary political theatre, I 

would argue that they still incorporated elements of the theatre of anger. Grimes 

contrasted Pinter’s dramas to the theatre of commitment on the grounds that the former 

lacked a political agenda and was politically “indifferent” (14). I, however, emphasize 

that Pinter’s early plays concentrated extensively on how characters suffer from abuse, 

which clearly demonstrated the playwright’s preoccupation with injustice.
139

  Indeed, 

Pinter’s characters constantly suffer from violence. In The Room, a “blind Negro” comes 

in, and Rose is suddenly stricken with blindness. The Birthday Party ends as Stanley is 

physically taken away for “special treatment.” Even though Pinter deliberately obscured 

the source of violence, he still emphasized the characters’ physical suffering from that 

violence. Pinter’s early dramas may lack an explicit agenda, but the recurrent theme of 

physical suffering illuminated Pinter’s political consciousness of the abuse of power—

and of questions of (in)justice.
140

  

                                                 

138 Grimes, too, argues that the nature of Pinter’s political concern differs from his 

contemporaries “such as Hare, Howard Brenton, and Caryl Churchill” with “little 

investment in the politics of class” (23).   

139 From The Dumb Waiter and The Hothouse to The Birthday Party, characters suffer 

from the abuse of power. In “‘Nowhere to Go’: Society and the Individual in Harold 

Pinter’s The Hothouse,” Francis Gillen argues that the asylum in The Hothouse reveals 

“how any organization or society […] eventually runs on its own momentum and 

demands the sacrifice or denial of the human personality” (87).  

140 In fact, the political implications of Pinter’s early absurdist dramas were so intense 

that some critics relate the source of violence to particular political incidents, more 

specifically, to fascist violence. Grimes identified the Holocaust as the playwright’s 

central concern in his plays. First, Grimes quoted Pinter’s 1994 interview in which the 
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Furthermore, a strong sense of resentment—rather than indifference—

underpinned Pinter’s early focus on political injustice. In his 1966 interview with Bensky, 

Pinter expressed a thorough disgust with contemporary politicians:  

I like living in England. I don’t care about political structures-they don’t alarm 

me, but they cause a great deal of suffering to millions of people.  

I’ll tell you what I think about politicians. The other night I watched some 

politicians on television talking about Viet Nam. I wanted very much to burst 

through the screen with a flamethrower and burn their eyes out and their balls off 

and then inquire from them how they would assess this action from a political 

point of view. (132)
141

 

Pinter’s resentment strongly resonated with Osborne’s anger in his “letter to my fellow 

countrymen” five years earlier: “There is murder in my brain, and I carry a knife in my 

heart for every one of you. Macmillan, and you, Gaitskell, you particularly.” Although 

                                                                                                                                                 

playwright claimed that, “I think The Birthday Party is certainly shaped by persecution. 

[…] It always surprised me then, the fact that people seemed to have forgotten the 

Gestapo had been knocking on people’s doors not too long ago”(38). Grimes then 

pinpointed the play’s allusions to Nazi violence. For instance, he brought attention to the 

scene in which Goldberg tells Petey that Stanley needs “special treatment” (41). 

According to Grimes, the term “special treatment” is the “English translation of the 

official Nazi euphemism for gassing Jews, Sonderbehandlung” (41). Grimes further 

argued that Goldberg’s description of his car—how his car has just the right amount of 

room in the front and the back—“may allude to the Nazi invention of gas vans to kill 

Jews prior to the gas chambers” (42). Grimes also identified Pinter’s use of language and 

silence in One for the Road as a tactic to address the Holocaust experience, arguing that 

the silence in the final scene suggests the horror of atrocity:  

This silence indicates that no words could adequately describe the horror of 

what has happened—as Primo Levi (whose works Pinter is familiar with) noted 

of the Nazi death camps, ‘Then for the first time we realized that our language 

has no words to express this offence, the demolition of a man’ (1985, 26). This 

culminating silence is in another sense a product of pain: […]. (83)  

Esslin similarly related the violence in The Birthday Party to the Holocaust experience. 

The violence in Pinter’s plays clearly suggests more complex dimensions. Nonetheless, 

this political reading of the play demonstrates how Pinter’s violence is specific enough to 

be identified as a recognizable political incident.  

141 Harold Pinter, “Harold Pinter: The Art of Theatre.” 1966. The Paris Review 

Interviews, III, ed. Gourevitch, Philip (New York: Picardor, 2008) 117-141.  
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Pinter rarely identified the source of violence—while Osborne’s fury directly targeted a 

welfare state and class conflict—Pinter still channeled his resentment into what he 

believed to be political injustice. Ruby Cohn was right when she claimed that Pinter “is at 

least a cousin of the Angry Young Englishmen of his generation” (55).
142

  The strong 

sense of rage lurked under Pinter’s early dramas and became even more overt in his later 

plays.  

Pinter’s dramas thus overlapped the theatre of anger—however obliquely. Despite 

their differences from Osborne’s political concerns, Pinter’s plays were consistently 

predicated on the strong sense of anger toward the state—or System as Cohn labeled it. In 

addition, Pinter’s early dramas surprisingly shared a pattern with kitchen sink drama. 

They were frequently set within a domestic situation through which kitchen sink drama 

also examined the banal life of the lower class. More specifically, Pinter’s early dramas 

repeatedly reproduced the ghost image of the opening scene in Look back in Anger—a 

persistent pattern in which a couple engages in their domestic routine. From The Room 

(1957), The Birthday Party (1957) and The Lover (1962) to Old Times (1970), each 

opening scene sets up a picture of “conventional” domestic routine of a couple. The fussy 

wife prepares meals while the reserved husband reads the newspaper at the table. 

Audiences confront the lingering image of the domestic scene between Alison and Jimmy 

when they see Rose and Bert in The Room, Meg and Petey in The Birthday Party, and 

Max and Lenny in The Homecoming.
143

 Pinter’s dramas thus enhance the vision of 

domesticity in the theatre of anger. 

                                                 

142 In “The World of Harold Pinter,” Cohn refused to confine Pinter’s early dramas 

within the tradition of Beckett: “Pinter’s anger, like theirs, is directed vitriolically against 

the System” (55).   

143 1956 marked a critical year in post-war British Theatre that distinguished 

contemporary British theatre from the conventional tradition. Given the significance of 
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PINTER’S PREOCCUPATION WITH POLITICAL INJUSTICES  

Pinter worked actively both as a playwright and as a political commentator. 

Because these two careers were largely chronologically divided—he was a prolific 

playwright during his early career and an active political commentator during his later 

life—these two careers were often discussed separately. In a sense, Pinter himself 

confirmed this opposition. During his early career, he proclaimed his political detachment 

while he later announced that he would leave writing to focus on his political criticisms. 

Yet, Pinter’s dramatic and political visions closely supported each other and eventually 

dovetailed. Both as a dramatist and a political activist, Pinter addressed human suffering 

from political abuse.  

Pinter’s preoccupation with political injustice started in his early career even 

when he proclaimed his political detachment. In 1963 and 1967, Britain’s application to 

join the European Economic Community—which was commonly referred to as the 

Common Market—was denied. When asked by Encounter about Britain’s entry into the 

Common Market, Pinter replied, “I have no interest in the matter and do not care what 

happens” (24).
144

 In his interview with Lawrence M. Bensky in 1966, Pinter observed, “I 

don’t feel myself threatened by any political body or activity at all” (132). In this 

interview, Pinter said, “Generally I try to get on with what I can do and leave it at that. I 

don’t think I’ve got any kind of social function that’s of any value, and politically there’s 

no question of my getting involved […]” (131).
145

 Nonetheless, one can hardly accept 

Pinter’s early announcement of his political detachment at face value. Grimes argued that 

                                                                                                                                                 

Look Back in Anger in history of British theatre, in addition to the fact that all of Pinter’s 

plays were written right after that, one cannot dismiss this overlap as a coincidence.   

144 qtd. in Martin Esslin, The Peopled Wound: The Works of Harold Pinter (Garden 

City: Doubleday, 1970).  

145 “Harold Pinter: The Art of Theatre.” 1966. The Paris Review Interviews, III, ed. 

Gourevitch, Philip (New York: Picardor, 2008) 117-141. 
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Pinter’s proclaimed political detachment was inherently political because it revealed 

Pinter’s gut reactions toward current events (18). In The Peopled Wound: The Works of 

Harold Pinter, Esslin also argued that despite Pinter’s declared lack of political interest, 

his comment on the Common Market did not indicate the playwright’s political 

detachment. In addition, Pinter later retracted his initial political apathy. In his interview 

with Nicholas Hern in 1985, Pinter admitted to his political consciousness and political 

metaphors in his early dramas. In 1999, he even confessed that he had lied when he 

announced his political detachment back in the 1960s and 1970s. Furthermore, as 

evidenced by the interview with Bensky, Pinter’s political disengagement during his early 

career informed an extreme sense of resentment rather than that of indifference.  

Starting in the early 1980’s, Pinter became aggressively involved in political 

debates in literary genres ranging from prose, poems, and dramas to diverse forms of 

media such as interviews and open letters to newspapers. His political criticisms had 

various targets. He protested the oppression of the Kurds under the Turkish government, 

the NATO bombing of Yugoslavia, and the US invasion of Iraq. Above all, Pinter’s 

attacks mostly concentrated on US foreign policy. He criticized US intervention in 

Nicaragua. He then condemned US support for military dictatorships throughout Latin 

America, the Middle East, and Southeast Asia.
146

  

While Pinter pinpointed diverse political incidents, his ultimate political concern 

moved beyond specific contexts. I argue that this intensification of his political vision 

was not a sudden conversion but an extension of his earlier vision as a dramatist. As 

much as Pinter indicted specific political injustice, he also emphasized the universal 

dimension of violence and critiqued the abuse of political power and the general 

                                                 

146 Pinter also indicted the brutality that occurred in the US detention camp in 

Guantanamo Bay and denounced the US economic control of the Middle East.  
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individual suffering that resulted. In doing so, Pinter stressed communal responsibility for 

atrocities. When Pinter excoriated US imperialism, for instance, he equally criticized 

British and other countries’ support for it.
147

 In addition, Pinter’s political criticism did 

not merely target politicians. To him, people’s ignorance or political unawareness was 

another form of participating in collective violence.  

Although Pinter did not support the idea of the theatre as propaganda, he regarded 

the writer’s main function as to increase people’s political awareness. Pinter’s vision of a 

political commentator’s role and that of an artist fundamentally coincided. Pinter began 

his 2005 Nobel speech by separating the role of an artist (writer) from that of a citizen. 

He argued that a citizen must face the truth, but an artist cannot articulate what is right 

and what is wrong. Notably, however, Pinter ended his speech by emphasizing the 

writer’s role to expose the truth:   

When we look into a mirror we think the image that confronts us is accurate. But 

move a millimeter and the image changes. We are actually looking at a never-

ending range of reflections. But sometimes a writer has to smash the mirror—for 

it is on the other side of that mirror that the truth stares at us.  

Given Pinter’s emphasis on the writer’s role to promote people’s political awareness, his 

dramas served a political agenda. While Pinter as a political commentator articulated the 

specific cause of political violence, as a dramatist, he located a fundamental universal 

context and emphasized communal responsibility.  

 

                                                 

147 Billington pointed out that Pinter focused “his protest on areas where he feels 

Britain and the West have a direct responsibility” (373). 
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POLITICAL CONTEXT, OR THE LACK OF IT, IN PINTER’S DRAMAS: DECONSTRUCTING 

POLITICAL GEOGRAPHY AND EXTENDING THE POLITICAL BOUNDARY  

Pinter’s dramas extend the boundary of political concern by de-specifying the 

political context. The introductory stage directions in Pinter’s early plays frequently 

detail theatrical scenes with meticulous descriptions of props, settings, and locations. The 

Dumb Waiter (1957) takes place in a basement room. Landscape (1968) is set in a 

kitchen of a country house and Old Times (1971) takes place in a converted farmhouse. 

Quite often, these details include geographical indicators. The Birthday Party (1958) is 

set in “a house in a seaside town” while The Caretaker (1959) takes place in “a house in 

west London.” The action of The Homecoming happens in “an old house in North 

London,” and No Man’s Land (1975) is set in “a large room in a house in North West 

London.” Pinter set his early dramas mostly within a specific English milieu.  

In contrast, Pinter’s later plays —even though they were written after specific 

political incidents—often erase regional indicators. One for the Road (1984) was inspired 

by Pinter’s visit to Turkey, where he investigated the recent imprisonment of writers, and 

Mountain Language (1988) by the suppression of the Kurdish language under the Turkish 

government. One for the Road takes place in an interrogation room, and Mountain 

Language is set in a prison. These locations, however, exclude topographical allusions. In 

his interview with Pinter in 1985, Nicholas Hern observed that One for the Road differs 

from the playwright’s previous works.
148

 Hern pointed out that in contrast to Pinter’s 

early plays, One for the Road is characterized by “particularity”: “It does seem to me that 

your attitude to your work has changed in that you wrote One for the Road as a particular 

response to a particular situation, whereas plays such as The Birthday Party were written 

                                                 

148 qtd. in Harold Pinter, Harold Pinter: One for the Road (New York: Grove 

Weidenfield, 1985 
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with no particular end in view” (7). Hern’s observation reflected the prevalent 

assumption that Pinter’s later political plays derived from his specific political concern. 

Ironically, however, the particularity of Pinter’s vision as a political commentator did not 

assure specificity in his dramatic world. When Pinter admitted to the shift to particular 

purpose and concern in his later political vision, he also made it clear that his dramas 

were intended to be non-specific:  

HP: […] One thing I tried to do, however, when I named the characters—which 

was later, as I always write A, B, and C initially; I never think of names at the 

time of writing—was to make the names non-specific…  

NH: Multi-national names, in a sense…  

HP: Yes, Whether this was right or wrong is another matter. I remember that 

Michael Billington had a reservation as far as I recall which was to do with the 

fact that the play wasn’t specific.  

NH: And their offence was never named… 

HP: That’s right, their offence was never named. […] (15).  

As Pinter observes, One for the Road removes distinct political contexts by deliberately 

not specifying characters’ nationality and their political offenses.  

Hern’s observation of and Pinter’s confirmation of the “non-specificity” 

pinpointed an important relation between Pinter’s political vision and his dramatic world. 

While it was a common assumption that the vagueness (plot-wise) in Pinter’s early 

dramatic world aligned with the ambiguity of his political position—and that particularity 

in his later political position created specificity in his later plays—the settings in Pinter’s 

later dramas in fact complicated this expectation. Although Pinter’s political concerns 

became more explicit in his later career, his plays did not provide particular political 

context but continued to obscure the source of violence just as in his early dramas.  
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From the 1990s onward, as Pinter’s attack on the US’s global imperialism became 

intensified, his plays further deconstructed spatial boundaries. In criticizing US foreign 

policies of the 1990s, Pinter repeatedly compared contemporary US imperialism to 

Nazism and Fascism. In a letter to the New York Reviews in June 1994, Pinter likened US 

foreign policy to that of Hitler, Stalin, and Mao. Two years later when Pinter’s indictment 

of the US foreign policy reached its peak, he wrote Ashes to Ashes (1996). First, the play 

evokes Holocaust trauma.
149

 By situating the memory of Holocaust suffering in a private 

domestic setting, Pinter brings the history of Nazi violence down to the most personal 

level. Second, despite the play’s repetitive allusions to the Nazi terror, the play does not 

limit its context to World War II. Instead of indicating a specific timeline, the play’s 

opening line says, “Time: Now.” While the characters’ trauma of Fascism works as a 

political metaphor for the playwright’s contemporary preoccupation with US foreign 

policy, the de-contextualization of temporal dimension further expands the play’s 

political context into a far more universal human experience.  

Pinter’s penultimate play, Celebration (2000), written during his most prolific 

period of political criticisms, also lacks a political context. The play is set in a first-class 

restaurant. Two couples are dining at separate tables. The characters are engaged in a 

mostly personal conversation about their marriage, affair and betrayal. Celebration’s 

seeming dissociation from the political arena actually reinforces the playwright’s 

                                                 

149 The heroine’s memory of her ex-lover elicits the trauma of political atrocity. Pinter 

wrote Ashes to Ashes after he had read Gitta Sereny’s biography of Albert Speer, Hitler’s 

Chief Architect and Minister for Amaments and War Production (Billing 374). Indeed, 

Rebecca’s narration teems with allusions to the Holocaust experience. The recurrent 

image of a train echoes that of a deportation train while the former lover’s occupation as 

a travel agent reminds readers of Nazi soldiers who relocated Jews. The story of a mother 

having her baby taken away from her also intimates the breakdown of the home due to 

the Nazist classification of Mischling (who had one-quarter Jewish blood were 

considered to be Jews).  
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contemporary political concern. While Pinter’s political criticism had concentrated on US 

foreign policy starting in the 1990s, his attack on global imperialism was expanded into a 

capitalist dimension. In his protest against NATO action in Serbia (1999), Pinter said 

“[imperialism] remains an active and vibrant force in the world today, through the vehicle 

of financial institutions such as the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank; 

imperialism is in a position to dictate policy to smaller states which rely on their credit” 

(36).
150

 Pinter’s renewed definition of imperialism with an added capitalist dimension 

strongly resonates in the characters’ dialogue in Celebration. While Pinter’s previous 

political plays investigated military abuse or physical torture by a totalitarian authority, 

Celebration explores capitalist imperialism as another version of political brutality. 

Lambert and Matt, the play’s main characters, are strategy consultants, and Russell is a 

banker. In introducing themselves to Russell, Lambert and Matt reveal the kind of 

capitalist malice which Pinter attacked.  

LAMBERT Well, we’re consultants, Matt and me. Strategy consultants.  

MATT Strategy consultants.  

LAMBERT It means we don’t carry guns.  

Matt and Lambert laugh.  

LAMBERT (cont.) We don’t have to! 

MATT We’re peaceful strategy consultants.  

LAMBERT Worldwide. Keeping the peace.  

RUSSELL Wonderful.  

LAMBERT Eh? 

                                                 

150 qtd. in Dilek Inan, “Public Consciousness Beyond Theatrical Space: Harold Pinter 

Interrogates Borders and Boundaries,” Nebula (2005) 36.  
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RUSSELL Really impressive. We need a few more of you about.  

Pause.  

RUSSELL (cont.) We need more people like you. Taking responsibility. Taking 

charge. Keeping the peace. Enforcing the peace. Enforcing peace. We need more 

like you. I think I’ll have a word with my bank. I’m moving any minute to a more 

substantial bank. I’ll have a word with them. I’ll suggest lunch. In the City. I 

know the ideal restaurant. All the waitresses have big tits (379).  

The characters’ private conversation takes a sudden political turn when these capitalists 

begin to talk about “taking charge” and “enforcing peace.” The rhetoric of the capitalist 

“enforcing world peace without carrying guns” clearly reminds the readers of Pinter’s 

indictment of US imperialism and its foreign policy.   

In fact, capitalist malice was also anticipated in Russell’s observation prior to this 

scene:  

RUSSELL But when I’m sitting in this restaurant I suddenly find I have no 

psychopathic tendencies at all. I don’t feel like killing everyone in sight, I don’t 

feel like putting a bomb under everyone’s arse. I feel something quite different, I 

have a sense of equilibrium, of harmony, I love my fellow diners. Now this is 

very unusual for me. Normally I feel—as I’ve just said—absolute malice and 

hatred towards everyone within spitting distance—but here I feel love. How do 

you explain it? (370).   

Russell’s violent instinct, which is concealed by “harmony and love,” is confirmed by his 

wife, Julie, when she makes a cynical observation about him: “He usually disguises it 

under honeyed words” (372). Julie’s condemnation of her husband aligns with Pinter’s 

political denunciation of US foreign policy as not only brutal but also hypocritical.
151

 To 

                                                 

151 In an editorial letter to The New York Review of Books (1994), Pinter criticized US 

hypocrisy. According to him, the atrocities done by the US foreign policy paralleled 

those by Hitler, Stalin and Mao. The only difference was that the US masked its brutality 

under the name of democracy:   

The great difference between the ruthless foreign policy of the United States and 

other equally ruthless policies [mass murder by Hitler, Stalin and Mao] is 

that US propaganda is infinitely cleverer and the Western media wonderfully 
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Pinter, US deception takes the form of extreme capitalist hypocrisy masked by civility. 

Celebration thus mocks US global imperialism without even bringing up the political 

context.
152

  

In “Public Consciousness Beyond Theatrical Space: Harold Pinter Interrogates 

Borders and Boundaries,” Dilek Inan observes that the “unspecified,” “unlocalised,” and 

therefore “global” space in Pinter’s political plays is deliberate. Inan argues that Pinter’s 

intention was to address “an alarming, vast, incomprehensible world,” instead of reducing 

“the play’s meaning to certain countries” (39). Indeed, the playwright’s de-localization of 

his plays expresses his protest against global imperialism, particularly US foreign policy. 

By excluding “particularity”, the plays’ focuses are further expanded into a universal 

context. It could mean any political violence anywhere in the world. What Pinter’s plays 

ultimately dramatize thus is not merely specific political incidents. By de-contextualizing 

political injustice, his dramas universalize political atrocities and human suffering. More 

fundamentally, through universalization, the plays attack communal involvement in 

violence, the kind of collective responsibility which Pinter addressed in his Nobel speech.  

 

THE HOME AS A METAPHOR FOR THE NATION   

In place of geographical borders or boundaries, domestic space functions as a 

concrete spatial reference—more precisely, as a signifier of political context—in Pinter’s 

dramas. Pinter’s plays are frequently set in a home or depict familial relationships. Even 

                                                                                                                                                 

compliant. The responsibility for the countless atrocities committed in the name 

of “democracy” is perhaps something which Mr. Epstein might also consider.   

152 The de-contextualization in the play actually extends the context of the play’s 

political concern. The globalization of the play’s political concern was anticipated as 

early as in 1985 when Hern interviewed Pinter about One for the Road. When Pinter 

mused upon the “non-specificity” of the play, Hern immediately relates this “non-

specificity” to the global dimension of Pinter’s drama.  
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in the plays which lack obvious familial connections among characters, pseudo familial 

relationships still control their interactions.
153

 Throughout Pinter’s dramatic works, 

characters negotiate domestic relationships either literally or figuratively. In a literal 

sense, the home serves as a physical space of abuse and violence. In a figurative sense, 

Pinter uses familial relationships as a stand-in for human relationships to depict power 

imbalances. At home, family members strive to gain authority and control.  

Strangely enough, Pinter’s plays preserve the stability of the family unit despite 

the extreme hostility among its family members. With a few exceptions such as Betrayal, 

characters seldom leave the home but maintain the domestic relationships. In The 

Caretaker, when an intruder disturbs the “peace” of the home, territorial struggles 

subsequently develop. As the play goes on, Davies, the intruder, comes between the two 

brothers. Although the two brothers initially are in conflict, they eventually preserve their 

family unity and abandon Davies. From Family Voices, A Night Out and The Birthday 

Party, to The Homecoming, Pinter’s characters finally return to the domestic routine and 

stick together.
154

 Despite the extreme sense of hostility, familial “integrity” is almost 

always preserved, and the ties among its members seem oddly tenacious.  

As a frequent setting in Pinter’s plays, the home effectively delivers the 

playwright’s political concern. In a sense, Pinter’s home functions as a metaphor of the 

abusive state which Pinter attacked throughout his career. To Pinter, the nation/state is an 

institution wherein a power imbalance and violence occur, and it represents abusing 

authority. Pinter’s plays never revere the idea of the home so much as the playwright 

                                                 

153 In The Birthday Party, for instance, Meg the landlady acts like a mother to Stanley 

the tenant, even when she flirts with him.  

154 Arguably this restoration of domestic unity may not seem to apply to The 

Homecoming, because Ruth is the intruder. Nonetheless, because Ruth substitutes for the 

lost mother figure, she actually maintains the former domestic structure. 
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loathed that of the nation. Pinter’s dramas do not cherish the biological ties of family—

despite the stubborn familial affiliation. Rather, Pinter’s home works as a dysfunctional 

community. His plays frequently stage married couples but rarely parents/children. When 

they do, as in The Homecoming, these family members are in conflict, instead of bonded 

in devotion and deference. To venture more boldly, Pinter’s home serves as a macrocosm 

of territorial struggle and a microcosm of the nation.  

I argue that the home in Pinter’s dramas often mirrors the idea of the nation as 

Benedict Anderson defined it in Imagined Communities. According to Anderson, the 

nation is a community which is imagined by its members with a sense of unity. The home 

in Pinter’s dramas functions as a “community,” driven by a shared interest. In particular, 

the home in The Homecoming serves as an “imagined community.” The family members 

in the play share economic resources. Sam, a taxi driver, and Lenny, presumably a pimp, 

financially support other family members. Together, family members share territory, the 

London home, over which each one claims ownership. Anderson identifies “the sense of 

unity” as a vital dynamic that maintains the nation. Communal history, for instance, 

creates and maximizes the sense of unity among the group members, and thereby 

perpetuating the nation. In a similar sense, family members in The Homecoming are 

obsessed with the memory of the dead mother, and their family history preserves the 

home’s unity. In short, even though Pinter did not address specific nationhood in his 

plays, the home serves as a kind of metaphor of the nation, which the playwright 

persistently identified as the source of abuse.  
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THE DOUBLENESS OF THE HOME IN PINTER’S DRAMAS   

In 2002, Pinter received an honorary doctorate degree from Turin University. In 

his acceptance speech, Pinter vehemently disparaged US foreign policy—particularly the 

US war against Iraq. Notably, Pinter began his speech by introducing his personal 

experience before moving into the political sphere:  

Earlier this year I had a major operation for cancer. The operation and its after-

effects were something of a nightmare. I felt I was a man unable to swim bobbing 

about under water in a deep dark endless ocean. But I did not drown and I am 

very glad to be alive. However, I found that to emerge from a personal nightmare 

was to enter an infinitely more pervasive public nightmare - the nightmare of 

American hysteria, ignorance, arrogance, stupidity and belligerence; the most 

powerful nation the world has ever known effectively waging war against the rest 

of the world. "If you are not with us you are against us" President Bush has said. 

He has also said "We will not allow the world's worst weapons to remain in the 

hands of the world's worst leaders". Quite right. Look in the mirror chum. That's 

you.  

This urge to translate a private moment into public terror reflected Pinter’s yearning as an 

artist to address the transcendental human experience. More importantly, Pinter’s Turin 

speech illuminated the central drive of his dramatic works. The transition from private 

nightmare to public terror resonated with the persistent theme in Pinter’s plays: that the 

most intimate moments and spaces embody the most threatening public discourse. More 

specifically, the home in Pinter’s plays works as a metaphorical space wherein private 

suffering evolves into communal history.
155

  

By setting most of his plays within the intimate space of the home, Pinter placed 

the consequences of violated comfort in a familial context—close to home—and delved 

                                                 

155 In Pinter’s dramas, the home functions both as an object and subject of violence. On 

the one hand, the home is repeatedly threatened by an outside force that disturbs domestic 

stability. On the other hand, the home embodies inherent violence, and the members do 

not remain innocent victims. Quite often, the plays suggest that these family members 

also participate in communal violence as agents of abuse. Or at other times, the 

intruders/perpetrators overlap with victims. 
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into the most personal dimension of abuse.
156

 From The Room, The Birthday Party, The 

Caretaker, The Homecoming and The Basement to Old Times, the home in Pinter’s early 

dramas was frequently intruded upon by strangers. In Pinter’s Comic Play, Elin Diamond 

identifies the violated room as a “dramatic focus” in Pinter’s early play:  

On Pinter’s stage, the room is both metaphor and situation. From the insider’s 

perspective the room epitomizes security and privacy; when someone intrudes 

tensions arise, for the intruder brings new rhythms that must in some way be 

altered or absorbed or both. The process of absorption implies the subtle frictions, 

the territorial battles that are the fertile core of Pinter’s early drama. (65)  

The metaphor of the room as a “shelter,” whose security is violated, engenders the so-

called “Pinterian themes of menacing intrusion, dominance and subservience, sexual and 

territorial combat” (Diamond 14).
157

 This image of a violated territory emerged in 

Pinter’s first play, The Room.
158

 As the play opens, Bert and Rose perform their domestic 

                                                 

156 Instead of directly addressing public issues, Pinter’s plays investigate private 

incidents—how people struggle with each other while negotiating the most personal 

memory of abuse. In “A Kind of Alaska”: Women in the Plays of O'Neill, Pinter, and 

Shepard, Ann C. Hall discusses the home in Pinter’s dramas in relation to the settings in 

Brecht’s plays. According to her, while Brecht chose “unusual settings in order to 

dislocate the audience,” Pinter used “the familiar in unfamiliar ways in order to disrupt 

their audiences” (61). According to Hall, the traditional setting of the home in Pinter’s 

plays let audiences view familiar “dramatic settings, forms, and social institutions” in a 

critical way (61). As Bruce A. McConachie also aptly phrases, “the domestic microcosm 

[embodies] the social macrocosm” (59).  

157 In The Peopled Wound: the Work of Harold Pinter, Esslin defines the image of 

Pinter’s space as “a room enclosed by a dark, mysterious world outside [… in which] the 

people in the room are watching, in dreadful suspense, a door which is certain to open” 

(67). 

158 Pinter supported these readings of space as a metaphor of violated security. In an 

editorial letter to The Play’s the Thing, Pinter described how the space in his dramas 

expects an intruder, thereby creating an impending sense of fear:  

Given a man in a room and he will sooner or later receive a visitor. A visitor 

entering the room will enter with intent. If two people inhabit the room the 

visitor will not be the same man for both. A man in a room who receives a visit 

is likely to be illuminated or horrified by it. The visitor himself might as easily 

be horrified or illuminated. The man may leave with the visitor or he may leave 
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routine. Rose serves him tea. Rose is happy to be in this room which she constantly 

compares to the outside world: “If they ever ask you, Bert, I’m quite happy here where I 

am. We’re quiet, we’re all right. You’re happy up here. It’s not far up either, when you 

come in from outside. And we’re not bothered. And nobody bothers us” (95). Rose’s 

perception of the room as a shelter to the outside clearly echoes the Victorian idea of the 

home. As in Victorian domestic drama, this sense of safety is soon violated when a “blind 

Negro” comes in, and Rose is suddenly stricken blind.  

The room in The Room serves as the epitome of Pinter’s space, and critics read 

space in Pinter’s subsequent plays as a reproduction or evolution of “The Room.” 

Diamond defines Pinter’s early plays from The Room, The Birthday Party and A Slight 

Ache to The Caretaker as Pinter’s “room” plays. She argues that the situations in these 

plays share a common pattern “in which intruders threatened the security of room 

dwellers” (17). Similarly in Butter’s Going Up: A Critical analysis of Harold Pinter’s 

work, Steven H. Gale traces this pattern throughout Pinter’s plays. For instance, The 

Birthday Party continues the focus on “the threat to a person’s security by unknown 

outside powers and the disintegration of his individuality under the onslaught of the 

attacking force” (Gale 38). As these critics point out, the threat to the space pervades 

                                                                                                                                                 

alone. The visitor may leave alone or stay in the room alone when the man is 

gone. Or they may both stay together in the room. Whatever the outcome in 

terms of movement, the original condition, in which a man sat alone in a room, 

will have been subjected to alterations. A man in a room and no one entering 

lives in expectation of a visit. He will be illuminated or horrified by the absence 

of a visitor. But however much it is expected, the entrance, when it comes, is 

unexpected and almost always unwelcome. (He himself, of course, might go out 

of the door, knock and come in and be his own visitor. It has happened before.) 

(14)  

qtd. in Harold Pinter, Various Voices Harold Pinter: Prose, Poetry, Politics, 1948-

1998 (London: Faber and Faber, 1998) 14.  
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Pinter’s early works, and his characters persistently negotiate the fear of a stranger in 

one’s own territory.   

Pinter’s later political plays continued to stage the home as a violated shelter. In 

contrast to Pinter’s early dramas in which the perpetrator/intruder remains unidentified, 

his later political plays externalize the cause of abuse. More specifically, the family often 

suffers from physical torture by totalitarian states.
159

 In Pinter’s first political play, One 

for the Road, the family is tortured by the totalitarian government. Nicolas, the 

authoritative figure, destroys the domestic sanctity of Victor’s family: first by torturing 

Victor, then by raping Victor’s wife Gila, and finally by killing little Nick, their son. 

When Nicolas interrogates the family, his concern is not so much about their involvement 

in possible anti-government protests but rather about the family’s history. As Nicolas 

tortures the couple, he evokes the memory of how they first met. When Nicolas abuses 

the little boy, the torturer evokes the memory of his parents. Nicolas’ violence is 

atrocious not simply because of his acts of physical torture, such as rape and child-

murder, but also because of the way he undermines the integrity of the family. Pinter’s 

next political play, Mountain Language, also dramatizes the suffering of a family by the 

oppression of language. As the play opens, a wife and a mother visit a jail to see their 

husband/son, who is imprisoned for having spoken a forbidden language. Again, the play 

dramatizes violated domestic stability by focusing on the suffering of the prisoners’ 

families rather than on that of the prisoners per se. By destroying the most intimate 

relationships, Pinter’s dramas maximize the audience’s emotional responses in critiquing 

the political injustice.  

                                                 

159 These plays personify the source of violence as a bully. In Mountain Language, the 

sergeant, officer and guard enact political violence. In One for the Road, Nicolas the 

torturer represents the abuse of the state.   
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When Mel Gussow asked Pinter how he wrote his first play, The Room, the 

playwright observed that the whole process began with an image:  

Oh, yes, I know the image. I know what happened. I was at a party in a house and 

I was taken for some reason or other to be introduced to a man who lived on the 

top floor, or an upper floor, and went into his room. He was a slender, middle-

aged man in bare feet who was walking about the room. Very sociable and 

pleasant, and he was making bacon and eggs for an enormous man who was 

sitting at the table, who was totally silent. And he made his bacon and eggs, and 

cut bread, and poured tea and gave it to this fellow who was reading a comic. And 

in the meantime he was talking to us—very, very quickly and lightly. We only 

had about five minutes but that, really, something like that remained. I told a 

friend I’d like to write a play, there’s some play here. And then it all happened. 

(24)  

Notably, The Room was created not out of a sense of imminent threat but out of a vision 

of a pleasing and cozy place. This “sociable and pleasant” resident is engaged in a 

domestic routine of cooking for and serving the other man. The fact that the impending 

disruption of domestic stability in The Room lurks under this “agreeable” domestic 

picture is alarming. For Pinter, domestic stability is vulnerable, and violence is something 

inherent.
160

  

Indeed, the home in Pinter’s plays also acts as a source of violence. For instance, 

The Birthday Party’s opening sets up an “ordinary” domestic scene in which a couple 

engages in gendered domestic roles. Meg, the landlady, fussily prepares her husband 

Petey’s cornflakes while he sits at a breakfast table with a newspaper. These gender-

oriented domestic roles evolve into paternal roles for Stanley, the tenant. Meg performs 

the role of a caring maternal figure and food provider. The couple patronizes Stanley, 

even throwing him a birthday party. Nonetheless, the birthday party turns into a festival 

of violence. Moreover, the couple ultimately participates in violence as bystanders when 

                                                 

160 For more discussion on the vulnerability of domestic stability, see Chapter 1.  
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the visitors take Stanley away. Petey does not lose his paternal attitude even at this 

moment: he says, “Stan, don’t let them tell you what to do!” (101). Although this paternal 

outcry reveals Petey’s sympathy toward Stanley, it does not affect the couple’s domestic 

routine.
161

 In the ensuing scene, Petey returns to his ordinary domestic ritual while Meg 

does not even register Stanley’s absence. The Caretaker similarly perpetuates domestic 

tranquility. The play begins as the two brothers’ domestic peace is disturbed by a 

stranger, but the brothers harass him toward the end. In The Lover, the husband becomes 

increasingly nervous and obsessed about his wife’s infidelity. He is anxious that the 

domestic sanctity of his home has been threatened. However, the wife’s lover, who 

threatens the couple’s relationship, turns out to be the husband himself. Domestic 

stability in Pinter’s plays is thus vulnerable because it is predicated on a strong sense of 

communal involvement in violence. No one is innocent.   

Even in Pinter’s later political plays, wherein external political abuse causes 

domestic crisis, the home is not entirely innocent. In One for the Road, Pinter blurs the 

line between the perpetrator and the victim by giving them the same name. The most 

ironic moment in the play occurs when Nicholas amusingly recognizes that the seven-

year old boy whom he tortured to death has the same name as his. In a more explicit 

sense, in Ashes to Ashes, an “innocent” husband becomes the perpetrator. As the play 

opens, Devlin interrogates Rebecca about her ex-lover. Her past remains extremely 

vague, and Devlin asks her increasingly pointed questions about how her ex-lover 

physically abused her. At first, Devlin seems to sympathize with Rebecca, who endured 

the violence. As the story goes on, however, he becomes extremely obsessed with 

recapturing moments of violence in her past. In the end, Devlin repeats the past in the 

                                                 

161 Petey—quite affected by the consequence of violence—feels some after-effects but 

shields Meg from the painful truth. 
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present context by replicating the exact kind of physical abuse the ex-lover had enacted 

upon Rebecca. At this moment, the idea of the violated home and the outside force—the 

memory of the ex-lover—dovetail in the person of the husband.
162

 The circularity of the 

victim and perpetuator informs the ironical nature of the domestic tranquility in Pinter’s 

plays. As the home persists with domestic peace, an aftermath of violence and abuse, its 

family members share trauma of the recalled history of violence.  

By evolving private memories into collective history, Ashes to Ashes emphasizes 

communal responsibility for violence. As Devlin strives to decipher Rebecca’s past, he 

involves himself in her experience. Devlin eventually participates in this communal 

experience of violence when he re-enacts the abuse Rebecca endured. In addition, as will 

be fully discussed in the final section, when Rebecca recalls her past, the subject of her 

memory constantly changes. At one point, she positions herself as a victim. At another, 

she situates herself as a perpetrator, and at still another, as a bystander. Toward the end, it 

is not clear whose past Rebecca refers to. Both as an observer and the observed, Rebecca 

personifies a communal trauma of violence.
163

 The home in Pinter’s dramas thus 

expands private suffering into communal experience, and the most private memory 

evolves into collective history. In doing so, Pinter’s home embodies the kind of impulse 

to transform the most private fear to public terror, which Pinter employed in his Turin 

speech.  

                                                 

162 Although the ex-lover is absent, the recollection of his violence pervades the whole 

play as a dominant outside force.  

163 The sense of guilt is ultimately related to Pinter’s political vision. As a political 

commentator, Pinter strove to motivate people’s political consciousness. He argued that 

political ignorance or bystanding is another form of political injustice.  
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NORA’S HOMECOMING AND RUTH’S DOLL’S HOUSE: THE CRITICAL TRADITION OF 

THE HOMECOMING  

This section examines The Homecoming as Pinter’s archetypal domestic drama.
164

 

The plot of The Homecoming is simple. A couple from America visits the husband’s 

family in England. Upon meeting the wife, the husband’s two brothers and his father 

express their sexual desire for Ruth, the wife. With the husband’s consent, the men 

propose to Ruth that she become a prostitute. Ruth does not resist and begins to negotiate 

the terms of her prostitution. In the end, the husband departs, leaving the rest of his 

family members to hover around her.
165

 The home in The Homecoming features the 

Pinteresque territorial struggle, power imbalances and conflicts, and the play’s plot 

centers on accepting a new family member (Ruth, the daughter in law) while 

commemorating another (Jessie, the dead mother). While Pinter positioned himself as 

central within the tradition of the twentieth-century British political theatre, I emphasize 

that Pinter was also a successor of the nineteenth-century Victorian melodrama. The so-

called Pinteresque territorial struggle mirrors the nineteenth-century tradition of 

melodrama in which a stranger intrudes in the home and threatens the domestic stability. 

                                                 

164 In the article, “Pinter’s Achievement and Modern Drama,” Kimball King 

investigates recent trends in Pinter scholarship, focusing on how Pinter’s plays had been 

discussed in the MLA International Bibliography from 1963 to 1999. In this article, King 

observes that The Homecoming is Pinter’s most frequently discussed play in the MLA. 

According to King, critics discussed the play more than the playwright’s so-called 

canonical early absurdist plays such as The Birthday Party and The Dumb Waiter, or his 

later political works such as One for the Road and Mountain Language. King then 

identifies the topic frequently addressed by scholars as women, language, silence, 

influence, menace, cruelty, violence, memory and time. Apparently, The Homecoming 

encompasses all of these. The play exemplifies the Pinteresque menace of territorial 

struggle and sexual politics while its central conflict revolves around memory and time.  

165 The play is invested with a strong sense of impending violence. Characters harass 

each other with verbal and physical abuse. Most significantly, the play teems with hints 

about sexual abuse to Ruth. 
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More specifically, the play echoes Ibsen’s A Doll’s House, which provoked a public 

sensation by challenging the conventional woman’s position in the domestic space.  

Scholars have often noted the connection between Ibsen’s A Doll’s House and 

Pinter’s The Homecoming. In “Pinter’s The Homecoming: Displacing and Repeating 

Ibsen,” Thomas Postlewait stressed Pinter’s deliberate appropriation of Ibsen’s 

convention. In “Ruth: Pinter's The Homecoming Revisited,” Penelope Prentice also noted 

the similarity of these two plays. She observed that Ruth overlaps with Nora in the final 

scene when she disconnects herself from her husband. According to Prentice, Ruth’s final 

word to her husband, “Don’t become a stranger,” echoes Nora’s retort to Torvald, “I 

accept nothing from strangers.” Ruth’s last line upon her husband’s impending departure, 

not to mention the scene where Ruth shows her leg to the male characters—which is 

reminiscent of Nora’s showing her silk stocking to Dr. Rank—raises a question: “To 

what extent does Pinter have A Doll’s House in mind in envisioning Ruth’s 

homecoming?” Apart from random allusions to A Doll’s House, the audience’s stunned 

reaction to Ruth’s decision to stay home in the end echoed the public’s initial response to 

Nora’s decision to leave home in Ibsen’s A Doll’s House, a play that was first produced 

in 1879, almost a century prior to the production of The Homecoming.  

While Ibsen’s audiences were offended when the heroine decides to leave the 

home, Pinter’s were shocked when Ruth decides to remain in the house. When The 

Homecoming was first produced at the Aldwych Theatre in 1965, the play provoked a 

heated controversy over the final scene, in which the male characters propose to make the 

heroine a prostitute, thereby securing economic means as well as sexual satisfaction for 

themselves. The final scene invited audiences to witness the shocking proposal. The 

audiences were even more astonished at the heroine’s casual reaction to the plan. Because 

the characters collaboratively participate in this disturbing bargain, there seems to be no 

http://www.jstor.org.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/view/0041462x/ap020098/02a00080/0?currentResult=0041462x%2bap020098%2b02a00080%2b0%2cDFFF3D&searchUrl=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.jstor.org%2Fsearch%2FAdvancedResults%3Fhp%3D25%26si%3D1%26q0%3DPinter%2Bhomecoming%26f0%3D%26c0%3DAND%26wc%3Don%26sd%3D%26ed%3D%26la%3D
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sense of morality whatsoever. The play’s “moral vacuum” provoked much outrage, and 

some people accused the author of misogyny. In The Plays of Harold Pinter: An 

Assessment, Simon Trussler identified the play as the only one by Pinter that makes him 

“feel soiled” and even argued that the play can fall into a pornographic category as it 

“toys with the most easily manipulated human emotions—those of sex and (more 

especially) violence—without pausing to relate cause and effect” (134).  

Considering the abusive nature of the home, the heroine’s reclamation of the 

domestic space seems strange, and critics have sought to legitimize Ruth’s decision to 

stay at home. While some initial responses attacked the play as chauvinistic, few critics 

since have read the heroine’s immediate agreement to the men’s plan as indicative of her 

eventual victimization by male desire. Because Ruth does not take any action in the end, 

it is unclear what will happen beyond the final scene, and critics cling to that uncertainty 

of the ending in order to argue for Ruth’s empowerment. In The Life and Work of Harold 

Pinter, Billington first acknowledged the shock value of the play:  

One’s first reaction to The Homecoming is almost inevitably one of shock. How 

can Ruth be persuaded into abandoning home and family, and allowing her 

predatory in-laws to set her up as surrogate mum and Soho prostitute? And how 

can husband Teddy stand by and simply let it happen? But the more you see or 

read the play, the clearer it becomes that Ruth is no hapless victim but a shrewd 

manipulator, and that Teddy is no tragic cuckold but a hard-hearted bystander. 

The play is the story of Ruth’s triumph and ultimate empowerment (171).  

After introducing this shock, Billington immediately “defended” the play by validating 

Ruth’s actions and agency and concluded that “the play is the story of Ruth’s triumph and 

ultimate empowerment” over the male power structure (171).  

Billington’s observation reflected a constant impulse in the critical tradition of the 

play to recognize Ruth’s agency in this domestic violence. Instead of reading the final 

scene as the heroine’s lack of confrontation or her surrender to male violence, critics 
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generally interpreted the contract scene as Ruth’s challenge to male desire. In “Pinter’s 

Game of Happy Families,” John Russell Taylor observed that Ruth finally dominates 

Max, Lenny, and Joey when they gather around her like her children in the end (63). 

Prentice too characterized the play as a story of Ruth’s empowerment. Prentice stressed 

that Ruth deliberately skirts commitment by negotiating working conditions, thereby 

delaying the satisfaction of male desire.  

In a sense, critics’ preoccupation with Ruth’s victory derived from an urge to 

legitimize the play. While Billington succinctly recapitulated the gut reaction of the 

audience to the play, his observation reflected critics’ prevailing tendency to reassure the 

audience. Critics’ effort to redeem Ruth attested to their anxiety to ease the discomfort 

raised by the play’s “immoral” violence.
166

 In particular, some feminist critics readily 

identified the main conflict as that between Ruth and a traditional patriarchal structure.
167

 

In Pinter’s Female Portraits: a Study of Female Characters in the Plays of Harold 

Pinter, for instance, Elizabeth Sakellaridou argued that Ruth’s decision to remain in the 

London house of her in-laws mockingly replicates patriarchal abuse. To Sakellaridou, 

Ruth’s decision to stay indicates her subversion of traditional patriarchal hierarchy. 

                                                 

166 Prentice even examines Ruth’s empowerment in light of moral struggles. Prentice 

identifies the nature of dominance in Pinter’s plays as the struggle to gain attention, 

admiration, respect, and ultimately love. Because the dominant-subservient relationship 

does not allow equals, the struggle then destroys the possibility of love and leads 

inevitably to betrayal (Prentice 469). Prentice announces that Ruth is in fact a model of 

virtue as her empowerment is life-affirming rather than destructive. While all the male 

characters express love as a need, argues Prentice, Ruth is the only one who understands 

not only her circumstances, but also the people around her, and whose struggle for 

dominance, therefore, is linked to virtue.  

167 The idea of patriarchy implies the presence of a woman who gives a birth to a baby. 

However, the woman had long been absent in this London house.   
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Sakellaridou even went on to celebrate that “Pinter has finally made his decisive move, 

his breakthrough to an unprejudiced, objective portrayal of the woman” (119).
168

   

As much as I agree with scholarly emphasis on Ruth’s agency in the ending, I 

would like to stress that Ruth’s control has been carefully prepared right from the 

moment she enters the home. Often, scholars focused on the ending because they 

identified the main tension as a sexual conflict between men and Ruth. To them, whether 

or not Ruth becomes a prostitute is indicative of Ruth’s ability to have control over her 

male counterparts. Those critics who celebrated Ruth’s empowerment frequently 

grounded their argument on Pinter’s later confirmation of Ruth’s “freedom.” In an 

interview, Pinter explicitly stated that “She does not become a harlot. At the end of the 

play she’s in possession of a certain kind of freedom. She can do what she wants, and it is 

not at all certain that she will go off to Greek Street. And even if she did, she would not 

be a harlot in her own mind” (110).
169

 In fact, Pinter’s observation stands oblique to—

instead of reinforcing—general scholarly readings. To Pinter, it did not matter whether or 

not Ruth becomes a prostitute because the core of struggle she undergoes is not a sexual 

conflict. If Ruth still possesses freedom even if she works for the men, as Pinter argues, 

this freedom comes not simply from a gender battle but from something else. I argue that 

                                                 

168 While the controversy over the play’s ending even provoked a debate about whether 

Pinter is a misogynist or feminist, Sakellaridou claimed that Ruth is the first female 

character in Pinter’s plays that possesses a human quality. She argued that after Ruth, 

Pinter’s women “stop being puppets. They gain autonomy and verisimilitude like the men 

[…]” (119).  

169 qtd. in Elizabeth Sakellaridou, Pinter’s Female Portraits: A study of Female 

Characters in the Plays of Harold Pinter (Totowa, Barnes & Noble Books, 1988).  
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her freedom is determined by her capacity to control the construction of the myth/history 

of the home.
170

  

Thomas P. Alder was right when he attacked the conservative nature of the 

essentialist approach to the play. In “Notes toward the Archetypal Pinter Woman,” Alder 

observed that the psychologically oriented criticism mostly examined Pinter’s women “as 

victimizers of their men.” Alder feared that such an essentialist reading would define 

Pinter’s women simply in relation to their counterparts and would not properly address 

the complex dynamics among the characters. As Alder argued, the prevalent criticism of 

The Homecoming discussed Ruth mostly in relation to her male counterparts. But I 

emphasize that Ruth functions as more than an object. Ruth persistently centralizes 

herself in this domestic sphere. The sexual tension between Lenny and Ruth is extremely 

high right from the moment they first meet. Ruth invites Lenny to sit on her lap and to 

take a sip from the glass she holds. All of these events happen within a few minutes of 

their first encounter. Later in the play, Ruth exposes her leg to Lenny, an even more 

aggressive sexual movement on her part. While she immediately frustrates Max’s or 

Joey’s desire, Ruth consistently elicits sexual tension in Lenny’s presence. Clearly, 

Lenny becomes Ruth’s primary target, not the other way around. The essence of the 

sexual tension in the play centers on the intense conflict for domestic control, and Ruth 

centralizes her presence in this territorial struggle through her sexuality.  

                                                 

170 If we focus on the sexual politics in the play, the main attention will be on the 

tension between Lenny and Ruth. But if we focus on the politics of homemaking, then the 

focus will be on that between Teddy and Ruth. Reading The Homecoming in light of the 

politics of homemaking effectively explains the play’s allusions to Ibsen’s A Doll’s 

House. The references to A Doll’s House suggest that the main tension in The 

Homecoming actually occurs between the husband and his wife. The final confrontation 

of the couple in A Doll’s House, for instance, anticipates that between Teddy and Ruth in 

The Homecoming.  
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Ruth’s presence is intimidating because of her potential to undermine Teddy’s 

domestic position. Ruth persistently intervenes in the conflict between Teddy and Lenny. 

In doing so, she transforms the conflict between the two brothers into that between Teddy 

and herself. The core conflict in the play thus arises between Teddy and Ruth. Ruth’s 

empowerment is defined in her relationship to Teddy, and she wins the power game when 

she gets rid of Teddy. Interpreted this way, the ending is not as disturbing. Ruth may 

seem like a victim when Teddy “abandons” her in this decadent space, but Teddy’s 

agreement to leave her is actually his recognition of defeat. With a casual question like, 

“Has your family read your critical works?” Ruth manipulates Teddy to feel 

uncomfortable, provokes hostility between Teddy and his family, and finally displaces 

him from his London family (236).  

In short, instead of remaining as a victim, the heroine struggles for domestic 

control in the process of homemaking. References to Ibsen’s play in The Homecoming 

thus are not random allusions. Rather, the construction of these two plays is strikingly 

similar with each heroine’s connection to and disconnection from her domestic space. 

After all, A Doll’s House is a play about the politics of homemaking. The play is all about 

constructing, maintaining and then deconstructing an illusory home. Like A Doll’s House, 

The Homecoming also inverts the conventional idea of the woman and her domestic 

position, thereby continuing the vision of the turn-of-the century Victorian domestic 

drama. The next section examines how the heroine in The Homecoming sustains the 

dysfunctional family. This analysis reads the home as the playwright’s metaphor for the 

nation.   
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THE HOME AND THE MOTHER IN THE HOMECOMING AND ASHES TO ASHES 

The home in The Homecoming clearly contains representative elements of the 

English domestic milieu. The play locates the home in North London and establishes an 

English domestic ritual with serving tea.
171

 With characters’ lingering memory of the 

Second World War and their reference to the bomb site from the Blitz, the play alludes to 

the history of twentieth-century England. With all these specific references to English 

history, however, the home in the play does not address a specific nationhood. Unlike 

those in Osborne’s The Entertainer, family members in The Homecoming are not 

conscious of national crisis. Instead, the home as a collective entity in the play strikingly 

resonates with the idea of the modern nation, particularly with Anthony D. Smith’s 

definition. In National Identity, Smith defines a nation as “a named human population 

sharing an historic territory, common myths and historical memories, a mass, public 

culture, a common economy and common legal rights and duties for all members” (14). 

The home in The Homecoming preserves each element identified in this classification. 

The play’s characters share the domestic space as an historical entity and are obsessed 

with the memory of the dead mother. In addition, they share economic resources. The 

home in The Homecoming thus functions as an allegory for the nation, or the imagined 

community. In this dysfunctional community, its members—like the characters in the 

previous chapters—suffer from the dysfunctional myth of the nation.  

In the conventional framework, both the Victorian mother and Irish mother 

legitimized the rationale of nation-making. In The Homecoming, the mother also 

continues the family history. Yet, what she ultimately re-establishes is the end-result of 

grotesque violence, which is predicated on the lust of incest and betrayal. Pinter’s mother 

                                                 

171 The play also sets up the home as a strong contrast to the American home which 

Ruth leaves behind. 
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thus exposes the dysfunction of the community, instead of validating that community. As 

this section argues, Ruth’s preservation of the home, not her resistance to it, discloses the 

absurdity of the community, in which she is situated.  

In The Homecoming, the opening scene immediately inverts the premise of the 

myth of the home, which is predicated on conventional gender dynamics. As the play 

opens, two people are preoccupied with their domestic roles, with one person coming 

from the kitchen while the other is reading a newspaper:  

Evening.  

Lenny is sitting on the sofa with a newspaper, a pencil in his hand, He wears a 

dark suit. He makes occasional marks on the back page.  

Max comes in, from the direction of the kitchen. He goes to sideboard, opens top 

drawer, rummages in it, closes it.  

He wears an old cardigan and a cap, and carries a stick.  

He walks downstage, stands, looks about the room. (185)  

The play curbs the expectations of gendering domestic labor by presenting a father and 

son instead of a married couple. In place of the wife, Max, the father, performs the 

feminine role while the son enacts the role of the husband, reading a newspaper. The 

absence of the mother, who is supposed to perform the domestic task, suggests that 

something in this domestic scene is awry.  

In The Homecoming, the power game in the territorial struggle parallels that in 

reconstructing the characters’ own versions of the family history, particularly the memory 

of the mother. Each one narrates his own account of the home, but there is no means to 

verify it. In order to secure their domestic authority, they need to legitimize their own 

version of family history. The home becomes a political battleground of conflicting 

memories, and the proximity to family history determines the level of characters’ 
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dominance in this domestic space. Each family member has a different way to remember 

the mother, and Max’s performance of motherhood is his way of keeping his version of 

her. Even though Ruth, the only female character, is regarded as a substitute mother 

figure, she seldom performs a domestic role. In Act 2, Teddy nervously stresses how his 

wife is a “wonderful wife and mother,” but Ruth cleverly avoids the domestic task. She 

allows herself to serve tea, but hardly does anything beyond that. Max continues to 

prepare and serve lunch in her presence. Most ironically, Max appeals to his patriarchal 

authority by performing “feminine” work. The territory over which Max actually claims 

authority is the kitchen, and he feels offended when his brother Sam occupies his space:  

Max. Oh yes, you are. You resent making my breakfast, that’s what it is, isn’t it? 

That’s why you bang round the kitchen like that, scraping the frying-pan, scraping 

all the leavings into the bin, scraping all the plates, scraping all the tea out of the 

teapot…that’s why you do that, every single stinking morning. […] (215).  

Max is even more resentful toward Sam’s cleaning. Critics like Bernard Dukore or Victor 

Cahn repeatedly point out Max’s involvement in feminine labor such as cooking, bathing 

and tucking in his children. As Cahn also observes, Max even claims that he feels “the 

pain of childbirth” (223). While Max consistently serves in the role of a housewife, the 

play subtly problematizes the masculinity of all the other male members. Despite the 

hyper-masculinity these men display, Pinter hints at their impotence. When Lenny recalls 

the story of the girl by the docks, he can conquer the female body only through physical 

violence, not necessarily through sexual intercourse. Even Joey the boxer, the youngest 

and probably the most virile among them, fails to have sex with Ruth even though he 

manages to spend the whole two hours with her upstairs. Max mocks Sam’s impotence in 

the most explicit way.  

In an effort to reinforce his patriarchal authority, Max makes a tribute to his 

father:  
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Max (cont.) Our father! I remember him. Don’t worry. You kid yourself. He used 

to come over to me and look down at me. My old man did. He’d bend right over 

me, then he’d pick me up. I was only that big. Then he’d dandle me. Give me the 

bottle. Wipe me clean. Give me a smile. Pat me on the bum. Pass me around, pass 

me from hand to hand. Toss me up in the air. Catch me coming down. I remember 

my father (197).  

Max cherishes the memory of his father and subsequently envisions himself as the kind 

of father figure he remembers—a clear attempt to parallel himself with the idealized 

father figure: “What fun we used to have in the bath, eh, boys? […] I remember the boys 

came down, in their pajamas, all their hair shining, their faces pink, it was before they 

started shaving, and they knelt down at our feet, Jessie’s and mine. I tell you, it was like 

Christmas” (222). Obviously, Max’s memory deliberately distorts the truth. The 

romanticized “happy” family he describes not only differs from his disintegrating family 

on stage but also stands in sharp contrast to his immediately ensuing confession of a 

“perverse” image of his family: “A crippled family, three bastard sons, a slutbitch of a 

wife” (223). While the former description emphasizes Max’s desire to restore patriarchal 

authority, the latter narration reveals his inability to do so.  

In contrast to Max, who participates in homemaking through the nostalgic fantasy 

of the absent mother, Sam engages in history-making through his rejection of the 

perverse mother. Sam may not have an equally strong affinity to the family as other 

family members—he is not the husband or son of Jessie. Nonetheless, what privileges 

Sam is the knowledge he holds of Jessie. Sam was Jessie’s chauffeur when she had an 

affair with another man. Sam has an alternative version of the home with the picture of 

the non-idealized Jessie. In fact, Sam is hardly evasive when it comes to Jessie’s 

infidelity. He is shrewd and cunning enough to constantly insinuate the uncomfortable 

truth of Jessie. Instead of participating in re-establishing the lost matriarchy through 

Ruth, Sam constructs his own version of the home by deconstructing others’ versions of 
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the home. While other characters are obsessed with idolizing Jessie, Sam persistently 

exposes Jessie’s infidelity. Cahn rightfully points out Sam’s effort to erode the familial 

unity: “Sam also claims that Teddy was Jessie’s favorite, again opening the possibility 

that Teddy was special because he had a different father” (69). Because Sam is privy to 

the reality of the grotesque family, filled with infidelity and betrayals, Sam has the 

potential to undermine the “integrity” of the family. When his feeble attempt to impact 

the supposed “wholeness” of the family seems not to work, Sam takes a final action to 

announce Jessie’s infidelity, “MacGregor had Jessie in the back of my cab as I drove 

them along” (252). His final disclosure is a desperate, if not noble, gesture to gain 

authority in a homemaking of his own. His exclamation, the gesture of grandeur, 

however, fails when other characters choose to ignore the truth. Max simply dismisses 

Sam’s claim as a product of “a diseased imagination” (253). Sam’s version of the home 

does not affect the family, and he fails to survive in this process of homemaking. He 

collapses. On a microcosmic level, Sam fainted. In a macrocosm of the nation, he is a 

fallen soldier lost in the battle.
172

 Truth fails, and the version of history which the 

community members choose to maintain is a lie.  

Sam’s keenness to gain domestic authority and Max’s insecurity about it 

anticipate the tension between Teddy and Lenny. As second-born sons, both Sam and 

Lenny express hostility toward their older brothers. While Max and his sons are obsessed 

with the memory of Jessie as the mother, Sam cherished the memory of another mother—

who is his own. At one point, Sam directly confronts Max, arguing that this is his house 

                                                 

172 Pinter once clarified that Sam is not dead at that moment but is simply lying on the 

floor. Sam’s sudden collapse signals that his version of the home has failed.  
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too because their mother left it to them.
173

 In a similar sense, when Teddy brings his wife 

to the home and Ruth ends up serving as a substitute mother figure, Lenny’s reaction to 

Teddy is different from that of Max and Joey. The hostility Lenny displays toward Teddy 

suggests that Lenny fears Teddy might reclaim his right as the firstborn.  

Like Max, Teddy strives to secure his domestic position by clinging onto his 

memory of the home. Upon entering the home, Teddy tries to feel assured that nothing 

has changed since he left:  

TEDDY and RUTH stand at the threshold of the room.  

They are both well dressed in light summer suits and light raincoats.  

Two suitcases are by their side.  

They look at the room. TEDDY tosses the key in his hand, smiles.  

TEDDY. Well, the key worked.  

Pause.  

They haven’t changed the lock.  

[…] 

TEDDY. Then sit down.  

She does not move.  

                                                 

173 Sam seems to be submissive, reserved and somewhat self-effacing in this jungle of 

savage desire. He is not as disturbing as the other characters, nor does he provoke any 

discernable violence. When the family members propose that Ruth become a prostitute, 

Sam is the only one who points out that “[Teddy is] her lawful husband. She’s his lawful 

wife” (243). Perhaps due to his “normalcy” in this strange house, Sam is marginalized in 

scholarly discussions. It is true that Sam is different from other characters. With his 

evident detachment from Ruth, Sam hardly displays any interest in her. Nonetheless, 

Sam, too, aggressively participates in the politics of homemaking of his own. In fact, 

even before the intrusion of Ruth, Sam confronts Max to claim the ownership of the 

house: “This is my house as well, you know. This was our mother’s house. […] Our 

father’s house” (196). In other words, Sam is not as benign as he seems to be.  
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That’s my father’s chair.  

RUTH. That one?  

TEDDY (smiling). Yes, that’s it. Shall I go up and see if my room’s still there?  

RUTH. It can’t have moved.  

TEDDY. No, I mean if my bed’s still there.  

RUTH. Someone might be in it.  

TEDDY. No, They’ve got their own beds. (197-198) 

As Teddy shows Ruth around the house, he becomes nervously talkative to confirm the 

validity of his memory of the home. While Teddy emphasizes the “continuity” during his 

absence, Lenny tries to dissociate Teddy from the home by disturbing the construction of 

Teddy’s memory. Upon their first encounter, Lenny immediately baffles the continuity 

Teddy clings onto. Teddy says, “I didn’t hear you come down the stairs” (202). The 

assumption is that before he left his family, Lenny’s room must have been upstairs. 

Lenny retorts, emphasizing the change, “I didn’t. […] I sleep down here now. Next door. 

I’ve got a kind of study, workroom cum bedroom next door now, you see” (202). When 

Teddy later goes off to his bed, Lenny once again stresses the domestic change that has 

occurred since Teddy was gone, “Friends of mine occasionally stay there, you know, in 

your room, when they’re passing through this part of the world” (204). This time, 

Lenny’s challenge is much more explicit because he now refers to the invasion of 

Teddy’s territory. The territorial struggle in the play thus is symbolic. It is an allegorical 

way to construct history and myth, and each character in this house secures his domestic 

position by validating his version of history.  

Ruth assumes a bizarre position in this domestic space. As an intruder, she is the 

only one who lacks the shared history of the family. Although Ruth does not have her 

own memory of the home, her body retains narrative control as it elicits the memory of 
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the lost matriarchy. In fact, Ruth aggressively involves herself in the reconstruction of the 

home. At one point in the play, Ruth associates herself with Jessie by suggesting that she 

used to be a “model for the body” (232). In place of Jessie, Ruth’s body serves as a sub-

text for the male characters to revive their history in the present context. The ending 

asserts Ruth’s empowerment not simply because of her potential to emasculate men but 

because of her, not Teddy’s, capacity to preserve the familial structure and then to bring 

about a “renewal” of family, thereby recapturing the kind of past Max was recounting 

earlier. In other words, Ruth confirms the kind of power Max was longing to establish. 

Upon entering the home, Ruth instinctively recognizes her expected role as mother, 

immediately situates herself as one, and actively engages in the politics of homemaking. 

In fact, Ruth is quite active in performing the role of the absent Jessie. Ruth enacts 

Jessie’s role when she calls Lenny “Leonard,” the name given by his mother. Lenny 

instinctively resists Ruth’s performance of his mother’s role. Throughout the whole play, 

characters re-build the private memory of their families, which in turn perpetuates their 

collective history. With the piece of the puzzle each character has, the family members 

finally restore the tableau of the long lost matriarchy. In the final scene, Ruth 

triumphantly sits in the middle of the male characters, and the tableau vivant confirms the 

centrality of the female body in the process of homemaking. That is, the narrative 

potential of her body finally confirms her version of the home. 

In a way, her body becomes a tangible text upon which other family members 

project their version of the family history, and her motherhood continues this 

dysfunctional community. Through her apparent control over the home, what Ruth 

eventually preserves is the violence-ridden past. On the surface, everyone seems content 

in the end as the previously disturbed domesticity is restored. Teddy goes back to 

America where he belongs. All the other male characters are satisfied with the prospect 
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of sexual gratification. Even the suspicious Max begs for a kiss, while Ruth indulges in 

her newly acquired power. Behind the façade of this “happy” family, however, there 

remains only savage desire. The Homecoming does not provide a clear-cut vision of the 

truth or history; instead it undermines the conventional discourse of the “sacred” home. 

Home no longer contains the conventional moral framework, and the female body only 

preserves perverted domestic ideals. Instead of loyalty or commitment, the home in the 

play is predicated on multiple dimensions of disloyalty and betrayal.
174

 Regeneration is 

no longer available in this play, where people mechanically reenact the past in the 

present. History repeats itself, and the circularity of violence is actualized through Ruth’s 

body. Because Ruth is incorporated into the home dimension in the end, violence is now 

transformed into a “legitimate” relationship.  

Ashes to Ashes (1996) significantly parallels The Homecoming. The men in The 

Homecoming are obsessed with the memory of the lost mother figure; the male character 

in Ashes to Ashes is paranoid about his wife’s past relationship to her ex-lover. The 

heroine in The Homecoming encounters a sexual threat; the heroine in Ashes to Ashes is 

physically tortured. Family members in both plays are haunted by the lingering memory 

of the past, and they “restore” domestic order as they repeat history. Simply put, Pinter 

continues his earlier formula of domestic drama in which the heroine perpetuates a 

morally bankrupt community by reviving the history of violence.  

In Ashes to Ashes, the heroine Rebecca blends diverse perspectives of political 

atrocity and invites communal experiences. Rebecca situates herself as both a victim and 

witness of a political atrocity, presumably the Holocaust. When narrating a story, 

Rebecca generates a double gaze both as the observer and the observed. She recalls how 

                                                 

174 Jessie had an affair. Ruth abandons her children in America. Teddy abandons his 

wife.   
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she was looking out of the window and “saw a whole crowd of people” walking toward 

the sea. According to Rebecca, these people were carrying bags and ushered by guides. 

She became increasingly obsessed to observe them walking into the sea until they were 

drowned:  

I was really quite curious so I went upstairs to the highest window in the house 

and I looked way over the top of the treetops and I could see down to the beach. 

The guides … were ushering all theses people across the beach. It was such a 

lovely day. It was so still and the sun was shining. And I saw all these people 

walk into the sea. The tide covered them slowly. Their bags bobbed about in the 

waves. (49)  

In her narration, Rebecca positions herself as a bystander. She then informs the 

bystander’s involvement in the atrocity that occurred by setting a sharp contrast between 

the bystander’s lack of sympathy and the victims’ tragedy. Rebecca says that she was 

“really curious” to see what would happen to those people walking toward the sea. The 

word “curious” resonates ironically too casual to describe such a horrible massacre which 

immediately follows. In addition, the serene and “lovely” atmosphere deepens the 

horrible sense of indifference to the atrocity.
175

  

Rebecca then expands the personal memory into a communal experience by 

merging the gaze of the observer and the observed. When Rebecca narrates a story about 

a woman with a baby, she once again begins her story as an observer:  

I was standing in a room at the top of a very tall building in the middle of town. 

The sky was full of stars. I was about to close the curtains but I stayed at the 

window for a time looking up the stars. Then I looked down. I saw an old man 

and a little boy walking down the street. They were both dragging suitcases. […] 

Anyway, I was about to close the curtains but then I saw a woman following 

them, carrying a baby in her arms. […] She listened to the baby’s heartbeat. The 

baby’s heart was beating. […] The baby was breathing (73)  

                                                 

175 Rebecca’s remembrance suggests a sense of guilt, presumably either as a survivor or 

as a bystander.  
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In the following line, Rebecca’s position as an observer undergoes an abrupt shift. She 

switches her position from the observer to the observed and she, the observed one, 

becomes I in her narration: “I held her to me. She [the baby] was breathing. Her heart 

was beating” (73). More significantly, when Rebecca shifts her position from the 

observer to the observed, she situates herself as a mother holding the baby. The character 

of the mother who establishes the collective history reemerges in Ashes to Ashes. Here, 

the mother embodies the diverse gazes and blurs the line between perpetrator, victim, 

survivor, and bystander.
176

 In doing so, the mother translates personal suffering into 

communal trauma and thus transfigures the personal story into a communal history.  

Through memory re-construction, Rebecca brings individual experience to the 

realm of communal involvement. Rebecca’s memory, for instance, further evolves into 

the communal dimension as Devlin zooms into Rebecca’s private memory. Because he is 

too obsessed with her “intimate” life and wants to be part of it himself, her life ceases to 

be private: “Shall we talk more intimately? Let's talk about more intimate things, let's talk 

about something more personal, about something within your own” (41). In the end, 

Devlin participates in communal experience by enacting the role of her ex-lover. When 

characters in the play fantasize or legitimize their personal memory, they do so without 

freeing themselves from communal trauma. In “Pinter, Politics and Postmodernism,” 

Mireia Aragay argues that despite all the delusion of Rebecca’s recollection, which 

transforms the torturer into a lover and a labor camp into a factory, reality does not 

diminish to a vanishing point. Rather, “the reality of repression, torture and violence 

gradually emerges through Rebecca’s words” (Aragay 254). Rebecca’s narrative 

                                                 

176 At one point, Rebecca refers to the absent bathroom, which insinuates “taking a 

shower,” the euphemism for the massacre of the gas chambers. While Rebecca identifies 

herself as a victim and as a bystander, the reference to the absent bathroom perhaps 

indicates that she survived the Nazi extermination camps. 



 182 

eventually constructs a “shared sense of subjectivity” as Devlin, who becomes her 

torturer, turns her into a “potentially transformative agent of history” (Aragay 255). The 

sense of communality thus connects the private memory to universal history at large. In 

his article, “Pinter, Political and Postmodernism (I),” Austin Quigley also notes that 

Ashes to Ashes explores catastrophic collective experiences through personal and 

domestic experiences (21). As he observes, the play expands the local scope to a larger 

political context with the characters haunted by private memories of the collective 

trauma.  

In short, Ashes to Ashes reinforces the kind of vision expressed in The 

Homecoming. Like Ruth, Rebecca remains in the domestic sphere and participates in 

memory construction. Like Ruth, Rebecca finally positions herself as a mother figure 

who preserves the dysfunctional community. Ashes to Ashes, Pinter’s antepenultimate 

play, was written in 1996 when Pinter’s political criticisms reached their climax. Several 

years later, Pinter announced that he would leave writing in order to concentrate on his 

political commentary. Given the temporal context, it is surprising to see that Pinter 

returned to the pattern of his early domestic dramas.
177

 Clearly, domesticity was a critical 

trope to deliver his political vision. Both in The Homecoming and Ashes to Ashes, Pinter 

disrupted the myths of the home, the woman and the nation.  

The mother in Pinter’s plays violates the sanctity of the home—a clear blasphemy 

to the nation—ironically by working as a domestic icon. When Ruth preserves the home 

and her “children,” she also perpetuates a communal myth like the Victorian and the Irish 

                                                 

177 As in The Homecoming, the familiar domestic setting in Ashes to Ashes becomes the 

place of torture. Ashes to Ashes is set within a pleasant domestic milieu in summer, and 

audiences can see the garden through the window. But the home soon becomes a place of 

harassment. Violence lurks within this agreeable home, and the only domestic labor in 

which the couple is engaged is to evoke the collective history of violence.  
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mother. However, Ruth perpetuates a thoroughly grotesque history which is predicated 

on incest, lust, betrayal and abuse. While the Victorian mother—or the Irish mother—

legitimized the patriarchal agenda in constructing the nation, Pinter’s mother maintains 

the dysfunctional status-quo of the community. The former validates the nation’s 

integrity while the latter undermines the sanctity of the nation. In doing so, both Ruth and 

Rebecca undermine the rationale of the home/nation, instead of validating it. Simply put, 

the mother in Pinter’s plays inverts conventional motherhood as she participates in the 

myth-breaking of the nation.   
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Conclusion  

In conclusion, the twentieth-century dramas in this dissertation revised and 

continued the vision of nineteenth-century domestic drama. More specifically, these plays 

disrupted the myths of the home, the woman and the nation. The Victorian mother 

nurtured children while the Irish mother sacrificed children for the national cause. In both 

contexts, the mother sustained patriarchal stability and participated in myth-making of the 

nation. In contrast, the aforementioned twentieth-century domestic dramas reflected the 

period’s inability to reproduce a functioning communal discourse. The mothers in 

O’Casey’s plays refuse to serve as myth-making instruments of nationhood. In Look Back 

in Anger, Alison is re-incorporated into domesticity only when she has a miscarriage. In a 

sense, the failed female procreation and Jimmy’s frustrated patriarchy suggests self-

destroying parenthood. Pinter’s women seldom resist their domestic duties and roles. In 

fact, upon being asked to become a prostitute, Ruth in The Homecoming immediately 

reclaims a domestic space by demanding a three bedroom flat with a maid. Ironically, 

while preserving domesticity and her “children,” Ruth perpetuates the home that is 

predicated on lust and betrayal. Pinter’s mother thus participates in the myth-breaking of 

the nation, instead of sanctioning it.  

Osborne’s and Pinter’s visions continued in late twentieth-century plays that 

address political abuses of power. As discussed, in “A Letter to My Fellow Countrymen” 

(1961), Osborne expressed his disgust toward his contemporary politicians: “There is 

murder in my brain, and I carry a knife in my heart for every one of you. Macmillan, and 

you, Gaitskell, you particularly. I wish we could hang you all out, with your dirty 

washing, on your damned Oder-Neisse Line, and those seven out of ten Americans, too.” 

Five years later, Pinter also expressed an extreme sense of hostility: “The other night I 
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watched some politicians on television talking about Viet Nam. I wanted very much to 

burst through the screen with a flamethrower and burn their eyes out and their balls off 

and then inquire from them how they would assess this action from a political point of 

view.”
178

 When Bensky asked if Pinter “would ever use this anger in a politically 

oriented play,” Pinter replied that he already did in The Hothouse—which was 

unpublished and discarded at the time of this interview. Such violent resentment toward 

politics continued in late twentieth-century British plays. In particular, the post-war 

British theatre of extremes relied on hyper-violence used for shock value to push the 

audience past their perceived limits. For instance, the last sentence of Pinter’s remark 

strikingly anticipates the violent scene in Sarah Kane’s Blasted (1995), where the soldier 

sucks out Ian’s eye.  

The theatre of extremes revived the kind of violence Pinter evoked in dramatizing 

the loss of the home’s sanctity and a complete breakdown of the nation. More 

specifically, Edward Bond’s Saved (1965) and Kane’s Blasted reference twentieth-

century political theatre in which the home became the primitive space of physical 

struggle and abuse. Both plays call the mother/child relationship into question. In Saved, 

a group of characters stone a baby to death. Notably enough, the infanticide does not 

create any sense of guilt among the characters involved in this horrific incident. The 

baby’s father witnesses the stoning but does not intervene. Nor is the mother distressed 

by the baby’s death. Although Blasted lacks a biological mother, the play still stages a 

mother/child relationship when Cate returns to the hotel room with a baby, whom she has 

rescued. The baby soon dies, and Ian eats its body. The horror is that the death of the 

baby in neither play affects or disturbs the home’s stability. Nor is it related to the grand 

                                                 

178 Harold Pinter, “Harold Pinter: The Art of Theatre.” 1966. The Paris Review 

Interviews, III, ed. Gourevitch, Philip (New York: Picardor, 2008) 117-141. 
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rationale of nation-making. In Saved, infanticide is an amusing entertainment to kill time. 

In Blasted, the body of the dead baby feeds Ian and, in a sense, continues this grotesque 

domesticity. Eating the baby is a clear rejection of sentimental motherhood. Twentieth-

century drama thus repeatedly created an analogy between violated domesticity and the 

absence of a working principle of social life.  

Toward the end of the century, there remained a vague sense of domesticity. The 

living spaces in the plays—the run down rented apartment in A Taste of Honey, the living 

room in Saved, and the expensive hotel room in  Blasted—offered only a temporary and 

insecure refuge, in contrast to the home as a permanent fixture in Victorian melodrama. 

In particular, the domestic space in Blasted is gradually demolished and ruined by the 

war. The bomb blasts a hole in the wall, and a sequence of torture and harassment 

violates the security of the room as a shelter: Ian rapes Cate. The soldier rapes Ian and 

sucks out his eyes. Ian eats the body of the dead baby. In staging the room as a violated 

shelter, Blasted continues Pinter’s perception of the home and the nation. As Blasted is 

set in the midst of a war, inspired by the Bosnian civil war, the nationhood is expanded 

into the global context while the focus of the play concentrates on the local sphere of the 

domestic space. Indeed, the nature of domesticity in twentieth-century political plays 

informed a gloomy vision of nationhood. As in Osborne’s Look Back in Anger, Saved 

ends with the perpetuation of domestic routine with a strong sense of no way out. In 

short, the disintegrating and dysfunctional domesticity in these plays thoroughly 

undermined the myth of the home as a sanctuary and suggested the absence of communal 

discourse.   
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