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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 

This work is dedicated to examining the portrayal of violence in Sarah 
Kane’s plays from a phenomenological perspective. By contextualizing her 
work within the broader history of violence in Western drama, this study 
aims to trace the thematic and philosophical continuities that underpin 
Kane’s intense and often brutal depictions of human suffering. Violence in 
literature, particularly in dramatic works, has been a pervasive theme since 
the earliest days of Western theater. Its portrayal on stage serves not only as 
a reflection of societal conflicts but also as a phenomenological exploration 
into the complexities of human existence, suffering, and the darker aspects 
of the human psyche. The legacy of violence in drama traces its roots back 
to the ancient Greeks, where it was intricately linked with the exploration 
of fate, divine retribution, and the inherent fragility of human life (Aristotle, 
1996, 145-148). This tradition of depicting violence continued robustly 
through the Renaissance, with playwrights such as William Shakespeare, 
Christopher Marlowe, and John Webster, who infused their works with 
intense physical and psychological violence that both shocked and 
captivated their audiences (Shakespeare, 2008; Marlowe, 1999; Webster, 
2009). 

From the classical period of Greek tragedy to the contemporary dramas of 
the 21st century, the representation of violence in theater has evolved 
significantly, shaped by shifts in societal norms, cultural values, and 
technological advancements. This study employs a phenomenological 
approach to examine how violence in drama mirrors the existential crises 
and moral dilemmas that define the human condition, offering profound 
insights into the intersections of love, cooperation, and violence as 
portrayed on stage. 

Phenomenology provides a compelling lens through which to analyze 
violence in drama because it moves beyond simply categorizing or defining 
violence, as seen in the works of Aristotle or Sartre. Instead, 
phenomenology delves into the ontology of violence, exploring how it is 
experienced either as a cathartic event or through historical and 
revolutionary materializations. In traditional approaches, visibility—
whether through representational media or performance—often epitomizes 
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underlying ideologies. However, in phenomenological readings, it is the 
mode of presentation itself, with its inherent rhythms and affective power, 
that classifies violence. This study introduces the concept of “violent-
affective rhythm” to describe how violence on stage enchants and impacts 
spectators through its very presence and presentation, transcending mere 
representation to evoke deeper emotional and existential responses 
(Merleau-Ponty, 2012, see especially chapter 3, “The Spatiality of One’s 
own Body and Motility”). 

Background and Rationale 

The primary aim of this study is to explore the evolution of violence in 
drama, examining how it has been represented, understood, and 
manipulated across different historical periods and cultural contexts. While 
the focus is predominantly on Occidental literature, this study also engages 
deeply with foundational texts in Greek tragedy and Homeric 
representations of war, offering a comparative analysis that situates these 
classical forms within a broader continuum of dramatic violence. 

The exploration of violence in drama encompasses both its physical 
manifestations—such as acts of murder, war, and bodily harm—and the 
more abstract, psychological forms that have increasingly come to the fore 
in modern theater. These include the internal conflicts, emotional trauma, 
and existential dilemmas that are as destructive as any physical violence, 
yet often more insidious and pervasive in their effects. This study also 
considers how the portrayal of violence in drama has shifted in response to 
evolving societal norms, cultural values, and technological advancements. 
These shifts are particularly evident in the changing aesthetics of the stage 
and the evolving self-understanding of dynamic concepts such as love, 
cooperation, and their relationship to violence (Gadamer, 2013, 130–135). 

In addressing the phenomenological dimensions of violence in drama, this 
study draws on the work of key phenomenological thinkers, such as 
Edmund Husserl, Martin Heidegger, and Maurice Merleau-Ponty. Their 
insights into the nature of human experience, embodiment, and the 
perception of reality provide a critical framework for understanding how 
violence is both depicted and experienced in dramatic works. For example, 
Merleau-Ponty’s concept of embodiment—the idea that human experience 
is always grounded in the physical body and its interactions with the 
world—offers a powerful lens through which to examine the visceral impact 
of violence on stage. In this context, violence is not merely an action or 
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event but a deeply embodied experience that affects both the characters 
within the drama and the audience who witnesses it. 

Furthermore, this study will examine how Heidegger’s concept of being-
toward-death can illuminate the existential underpinnings of violence in 
drama. Heidegger argues that the awareness of death as an inevitable aspect 
of existence fundamentally shapes human experience, and this existential 
anxiety is often foregrounded in dramatic representations of violence 
(Heidegger, 2001, §46–§53). The ways in which characters confront or 
evade their own mortality through acts of violence can be seen as a 
reflection of this deeper existential condition, offering insights into the 
human desire for control, power, and meaning in the face of life’s inherent 
uncertainties. 

Moreover, the study will engage with Gadamer’s hermeneutic approach, 
which emphasizes the historical and cultural situatedness of understanding. 
By situating the representation of violence within specific historical and 
cultural contexts, this study will reveal how these portrayals reflect the 
shifting moral, ethical, and social concerns of their times. Gadamer’s notion 
of the “fusion of horizons”—the idea that understanding involves a 
dialogical engagement between past and present perspectives—will be 
particularly relevant in comparing ancient and modern depictions of 
violence, highlighting both continuities and divergences in how violence 
has been conceptualized and staged across the centuries (Gadamer, 2013,  
600-601). 

By integrating these phenomenological and hermeneutic frameworks, this 
study seeks to offer a comprehensive analysis of how violence in drama 
serves as a reflection and exploration of the human condition, both in its 
historical specificity and its existential universality. Through this lens, 
violence in drama is not merely a thematic or narrative device but a 
profound mode of inquiry into the nature of being, the structures of power, 
and the ethical dilemmas that have preoccupied humanity across different 
epochs. 

This article serves as an introduction to a more extensive study focused on 
the depiction of violence in Sarah Kane’s plays from a phenomenological 
perspective. By examining the evolution of violence in drama from ancient 
Greece to the 21st century, this work lays the groundwork for a deeper 
analysis of how Kane’s use of violence challenges conventional 
representations and provokes existential reflection. The broader study will 
explore how Kane’s intense and often brutal portrayals of violence resonate 
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with phenomenological themes of suffering, trauma, and the limits of 
human experience, positioning her works within a historical continuum that 
both draws from and subverts traditional dramatic conventions. 

Phenomenological Approach to Understanding  
Violence in Drama 

A phenomenological approach offers a unique and profound lens through 
which to understand the experiences of individuals involved in the violent 
activities represented in drama. Unlike more traditional approaches that 
might focus on the external manifestations of violence, phenomenology 
delves into the lived experiences, perceptions, and underlying essence of 
these violent acts. It seeks to uncover how violence is experienced and 
understood by both the characters within the narrative and the audience 
witnessing the drama. Phenomenology prioritizes the subjective 
experiences, beliefs, and normative standards that shape our understanding 
of reality, thereby allowing a richer exploration of the constructs present in 
dramatic works (Merleau-Ponty, 2012, especially chapter 3, “The Spatiality 
of One’s own Body and Motility”). 

Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s concept of embodiment—the idea that our 
understanding of the world is always rooted in the lived experience of the 
body—provides a crucial framework for examining how violence is 
represented in drama. Violence, in this context, is not merely an abstract or 
symbolic act but is deeply embodied, affecting the characters in a visceral 
and physical manner. The audience, through their empathetic engagement 
with the characters, also experiences this violence in a profoundly embodied 
way, leading to a more intimate and impactful understanding of the narrative 
(Merleau-Ponty, 2012). 

Edmund Husserl’s notion of intentionality, the idea that consciousness is 
always directed toward something, further enhances this analysis. In the 
context of drama, the characters’ violent actions can be understood as 
intentional acts that are directed toward specific goals, whether they are 
expressions of power, responses to trauma, or manifestations of deeper 
existential crises. This intentionality shapes how violence is perceived and 
interpreted by both the characters and the audience, providing a window 
into the deeper motivations and meanings behind these acts (Husserl 2, 
§§14–20, §§33–36). 
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Heidegger’s concept of being-toward-death offers another critical 
dimension to understanding violence in drama. For Heidegger, the 
awareness of death as an ever-present possibility fundamentally shapes 
human existence. In dramatic works, this existential awareness often 
manifests through acts of violence, which can be seen as attempts by 
characters to assert control over their own mortality or to confront the 
inevitability of death. The violence in drama, therefore, serves as a medium 
through which characters grapple with their own finitude and the limits of 
their existence, offering the audience a profound reflection on the human 
condition (Heidegger, 2001, §46–§53). 

Phenomenological research, by capturing the essence of individual 
experiences, allows for the comparison and contrast of these responses, 
leading to the derivation of themes that resonate on a broader, universal 
level. These themes contribute to the development of a phenomenology of 
violence in drama, offering a deeper understanding of how violence 
functions within the narrative and the impact it has on both characters and 
audiences. Through empathy, phenomenology enables the researcher to 
delve into the meaning structures of lived experiences, producing a reasoned 
text that is meaningful not only to the researcher but also to the wider 
audience (Gadamer, 2013, 130-135). 

However, it is crucial to acknowledge the limitations inherent in this 
approach. Phenomenological research often captures momentary 
understandings, providing a snapshot of the subject under study at a specific 
point in time. While these insights offer valuable generalizations, they are 
not predictive or universally generalizable in the conventional sense. 
Instead, the goal of phenomenological analysis is to articulate truths that 
possess philosophical depth and relevance beyond the immediate context of 
the study. By doing so, it contributes to a broader and more nuanced 
understanding of violence in drama, revealing how such portrayals can 
transcend their specific cultural and historical contexts to address 
fundamental aspects of the human experience. 

Purpose and Scope 

The broader scope of this study is to explore Sarah Kane’s unique 
contributions to contemporary theater through the lens of phenomenology, 
particularly in how she represents violence as an integral part of the human 
condition. This essay functions as a precursor to a more detailed 
examination of her plays, where the focus will shift from general depictions 
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of violence in Western drama to Kane’s specific innovations in narrative 
structure, character development, and thematic exploration. The ultimate 
goal is to demonstrate how Kane’s work not only reflects the evolution of 
violence in drama but also offers new insights into the existential and ethical 
dimensions of violent acts. 

This essay has a dual purpose: to explore the nature and evolution of 
violence in drama from ancient Greek tragedy to 21st-century theater, and 
to shift the analytical focus from generalized depictions of violence in art to 
those deeply rooted in specific historical and cultural contexts. By closely 
examining the historical boundaries that define the evolution of violence in 
drama, this study aims to reveal how different eras have approached the 
symbolic, ritualistic, and erotic use of physical pain, and how these 
representations have been shaped by broader social, philosophical, and 
cultural transformations. 

One of the primary outcomes of this essay is to highlight the significant shift 
from classical and medieval conceptions of violence to a more self-
conscious and introspective understanding of violence in modern times. 
This transition reflects profound changes in how violence is perceived, 
understood, and represented, particularly in relation to evolving concepts 
such as justice, freedom, and the sublime. For example, in classical Greek 
tragedy, violence often served as a mechanism for exploring divine justice 
and human hubris, with its depiction bound by the constraints of moral and 
religious frameworks. However, as we move into the modern era, the 
representation of violence becomes increasingly intertwined with existential 
concerns and the questioning of traditional moral orders, reflecting 
Heidegger’s exploration of being-toward-death and the human 
confrontation with finitude. 

This study also seeks to engage with the phenomenological implications of 
this evolution, particularly in how violence in drama serves as a reflection 
of the human condition across different historical epochs. Husserl’s concept 
of the lifeworld—the pre-reflective, lived experience that constitutes our 
everyday reality—provides a critical framework for understanding how 
violence in drama resonates with audiences. By portraying violence within 
the lifeworld of its characters, drama allows audiences to confront the 
visceral realities of pain, suffering, and mortality in a manner that 
transcends mere representation, instead engaging them on a deeply 
experiential level. 
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Furthermore, the scope of this study is not limited to Western drama as a 
monolithic tradition but seeks to engage with a wide range of texts and 
cultural contexts, offering a comprehensive analysis of how violence has 
been portrayed and understood across different historical periods. By 
applying Gadamer’s hermeneutic principles, particularly the concept of the 
“fusion of horizons,” (Gadamer, 2013, 317, 350, 382, 406, 415, 600–1) this 
study will explore how the meanings of violence in drama are continuously 
reinterpreted and recontextualized as they interact with new historical and 
cultural circumstances. This approach allows for a nuanced understanding 
of how the portrayal of violence is both a product of its time and a lens 
through which broader societal values and conflicts are articulated. 

While the primary focus remains within the canon of Western drama—with 
a particular emphasis on the works of Sarah Kane—this study acknowledges 
the importance of engaging with diverse cultural perspectives to fully 
appreciate the complex ways in which violence is depicted in dramatic 
literature. By doing so, the study aims to contribute to a deeper 
understanding of violence not only as a thematic or narrative device but as 
a fundamental element of the human experience, explored through the 
medium of drama across different epochs and cultures. 

Methodology 

This study adopts a chronological approach, tracing the development of 
violence in drama from its origins in Greek tragedy to its modern 
manifestations in 21st-century theater. By following this historical 
trajectory, the study aims to uncover the evolving nature of violence as both 
a thematic and narrative device, contextualized within the shifting social, 
political, and cultural landscapes of different epochs. 

The methodology employed in this article is designed to support a larger 
project that will delve into the phenomenological analysis of violence in 
Sarah Kane’s plays. This introductory analysis sets the stage for a focused 
exploration of how Kane’s works engage with and extend 
phenomenological concepts, particularly those related to embodiment, 
suffering, and the human response to extreme situations. Future sections of 
the broader work will employ close readings of Kane’s texts, supported by 
phenomenological theory, to uncover the ways in which her depictions of 
violence confront and challenge the audience’s understanding of pain, 
trauma, and mortality. 
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The chronological methodology not only facilitates a comprehensive 
analysis of how violence has been portrayed and understood over time but 
also enables a nuanced examination of the phenomenological and 
hermeneutic dimensions of these representations. By situating dramatic 
violence within its specific historical contexts, the study engages with Hans-
Georg Gadamer’s concept of the “effective history” (Wirkungsgeschichte), 
which suggests that the meaning of a text is shaped by its historical 
transmission and reception. This approach allows the study to explore how 
interpretations of violence in drama have been influenced by broader social, 
political, and cultural factors, thereby revealing the dynamic relationship 
between past and present understandings of violence (Gadamer, 2013,  311-
318). 

Moreover, this study will employ phenomenological analysis to delve into 
the lived experiences of violence as depicted in drama. Through Maurice 
Merleau-Ponty’s framework of embodiment, as stated earlier, the study will 
examine how the physicality of violence in drama is not merely 
representational but deeply intertwined with the audience’s embodied 
experience of the narrative. This perspective allows for an exploration of 
how violence is perceived, felt, and understood within the dramatic context, 
emphasizing the sensory and affective dimensions of theatrical violence. 

In addition, the study will draw on Martin Heidegger’s existential analysis, 
particularly his concept of being-toward-death, to explore how dramatic 
violence often serves as a confrontation with mortality and the human 
condition. Heidegger’s ideas provide a valuable lens for understanding how 
violence in drama is used to articulate the existential crises and moral 
dilemmas faced by characters, and how these depictions resonate with 
audiences as they grapple with similar concerns in their own lives 
(Heidegger, 2001, §46–§53). 

By exploring the dynamic relationship between violence, love, and 
cooperation in drama, this study aims to contribute to a broader 
understanding of how these concepts intersect and influence one another 
within the theatrical context. This exploration will reveal the ways in which 
love and cooperation can both mitigate and exacerbate violence, offering 
new perspectives on the portrayal of these themes in theater. The integration 
of phenomenological and hermeneutic approaches ensures that the analysis 
remains deeply rooted in the lived experience of both characters and 
audiences, providing a rich and layered understanding of violence as a 
fundamental aspect of the human experience. 
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Violence in Drama from the Greeks to the 21st Century 

The origins of violence in Western drama are deeply rooted in the tragedies 
of ancient Greece, where playwrights such as Aeschylus, Sophocles, and 
Euripides used violence as a means to explore profound themes of fate, 
justice, and the human condition. In these works, violence was often 
portrayed offstage, narrated by messengers, thereby shifting the focus from 
graphic depiction to its psychological and moral implications. This indirect 
portrayal emphasized the existential weight of violent acts, which were 
often tied to the concepts of anagnorisis (recognition) and peripeteia 
(reversal of fortune), leading to catharsis, or the emotional cleansing of the 
audience (Aristotle, 1996, 6.3, 6.4, 8.2, 4.1). For instance, in Oedipus Rex 
(429–420 BCE), the horrific acts of Jocasta’s suicide and of Oedipus 
blinding himself is not shown but described, allowing the audience to reflect 
on the consequences of his hubris and the inescapable fate that drives him 
to such an act of self-violence. 

From a phenomenological perspective, the violence in Greek drama can be 
seen as a manifestation of the characters’ existential crises. The characters 
confront their own limitations, the inevitability of death, and the whims of 
the gods, which dictate their lives and ultimate downfall. The offstage 
depiction of violence in Greek tragedy emphasizes its role as an abstract, 
almost metaphysical force, rather than a mere spectacle. This approach 
allows the audience to engage with violence as an existential reality that 
transcends the physical and enters the realm of the psychological and 
spiritual. The use of violence as a narrative device in these dramas serves as 
a form of collective catharsis, helping the audience confront and process the 
destructive energies of fear and anger. 

The depiction of violence in Greek tragedy exhibited unique characteristics 
distinct from the epic tradition. Unlike the open-ended, uncontrolled 
violence of epics, tragedy introduced a more structured, ritualistic approach 
to violence, where physical and emotional pain was meticulously detailed 
to reflect both the immediate impact on the characters and the broader moral 
lessons for the audience. Aeschylus’s Agamemnon (458 BCE), for example, 
portrays the cycle of violence and retribution through the murder of 
Agamemnon by Clytemnestra, a crime motivated by both personal vendetta 
and divine justice. The violence in Agamemnon is laden with existential 
weight, underscoring the inescapability of fate and the destructive 
consequences of human actions. 
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In ancient Greek society, violence was not only a thematic element of drama 
but also a significant aspect of the social and political landscape. The state’s 
investment in theater and public performances reflected drama’s role as a 
tool for social control and education. Through dramatizations of mythical 
and historical conflicts, the theater served as a space for societal reflection, 
where the boundaries between the individual and the collective, the sacred 
and the profane, were continually negotiated. Greek tragedies often 
revolved around themes of fate, justice, and retribution, reflecting the 
Greeks’ engagement with violence not just as a physical act but as a moral 
and existential issue. 

As drama evolved from Greek tragedy to its Roman successors, the 
portrayal of violence became more explicit. Roman playwrights, 
particularly Seneca, who was heavily influenced by Greek tragedy, brought 
a new intensity to the depiction of violence. Seneca’s works, characterized 
by their graphic depictions of brutality, revenge, and psychological torment, 
played a crucial role in shaping the theatrical conventions that would later 
influence Renaissance dramatists like Shakespeare and Marlowe. Seneca’s 
tragedies, such as Thyestes and Phaedra (40–65 CE), are marked by their 
unflinching portrayal of the darker impulses of human nature. The violence 
in these plays often serves as a mechanism to explore the psychological 
states of the characters, who are frequently driven by passions that lead to 
their destruction (Seneca, 2010). In Thyestes, for example, the titular 
character is subjected to one of the most gruesome acts of revenge in 
classical literature—being tricked into eating his own children. This act of 
cannibalism serves not only as a form of extreme punishment but also as a 
reflection of the cyclical nature of violence and its dehumanizing effects 
(Seneca, 2010). 

Seneca’s influence on later European drama, particularly during the 
Renaissance, cannot be overstated. His works, with their focus on 
psychological torment and explicit violence, were translated and adapted by 
many Renaissance playwrights, including Shakespeare. The Roman 
dramatist’s impact is particularly evident in the revenge tragedies of the 
Elizabethan era, where the themes of vengeance, madness, and moral decay 
that pervade Seneca’s works are echoed. 

The Renaissance marked a significant shift in the portrayal of violence on 
stage, as dramatists like Shakespeare, Marlowe, and Webster began to 
explore the physical and visceral aspects of violence in a more explicit 
manner. This period saw the emergence of revenge tragedies and historical 
dramas, where violence was not only central to the plot but also depicted 
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with a brutality that reflected the turbulent social and political landscape of 
the time. Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus (c. 1592) is one of the most 
striking examples of this trend. Often regarded as Shakespeare’s most 
violent play, Titus Andronicus is a blood-soaked tale of revenge, featuring 
murder, mutilation, and even cannibalism, reminiscent of Seneca’s Thyestes 
(Shakespeare, 2008). The play’s relentless portrayal of violence serves to 
underscore the brutality of the cycle of vengeance and the futility of seeking 
justice through revenge. 

In Titus Andronicus, the violence is not only physical but also 
psychological, as characters are driven to madness and despair by the 
horrors they witness and endure. From a phenomenological perspective, the 
play explores the breakdown of order and the descent into chaos, as the 
characters’ violent actions reflect their internal turmoil and the 
disintegration of their moral compasses. The extreme violence in Titus 
Andronicus challenges the audience to confront the darker aspects of human 
nature and the destructive power of unchecked revenge. 

Christopher Marlowe’s The Jew of Malta (c. 1589; 1590) is another key 
example of the Renaissance dramatists’ engagement with violence, 
particularly in the context of religious and racial tensions. The play’s 
protagonist, Barabas, is a Machiavellian figure who engages in a series of 
increasingly brutal acts to achieve his goals, including poisoning, murder, 
and betrayal (Marlowe, 1999). Marlowe’s depiction of violence in The Jew 
of Malta serves as a commentary on the corrupting influence of power and 
greed, as well as the religious and ethnic conflicts that were prevalent in 
Elizabethan society. 

In The Jew of Malta, violence is both a tool and a consequence of Barabas’s 
relentless pursuit of wealth and revenge. Marlowe’s portrayal of the 
character’s descent into moral depravity reflects the broader existential 
themes of the play, where the pursuit of material gain and vengeance leads 
to inevitable self-destruction. The violence in The Jew of Malta is thus both 
a reflection of the character’s inner corruption and a critique of the societal 
values that drive such behavior (Marlowe, 1999). 

John Webster’s The Duchess of Malfi (c. 1612; 1614) takes the depiction of 
violence to an even more grotesque and macabre level. The play’s relentless 
exploration of cruelty, torture, and murder reflects the darker aspects of 
human nature and the societal corruption that drives individuals to commit 
heinous acts. The violence in Webster’s play is not only a reflection of the 
characters’ inner turmoil but also a commentary on the brutality of the world 
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they inhabit (Webster, 2009). The phenomenological approach to violence 
in Webster’s work reveals how the characters’ actions are shaped by their 
existential fears and desires, leading to a tragic outcome that underscores 
the futility of their struggles against an oppressive and malevolent world. 

As the Renaissance progressed, other dramatists also engaged with the 
theme of violence, exploring it through different lenses. For example, John 
Ford’s ’Tis Pity She’s a Whore (1633) presents violence within the context 
of forbidden love and moral transgression. The play’s depiction of 
incestuous love and the resulting cascade of violence highlights the 
consequences of violating social and moral boundaries. The brutal climax, 
where Giovanni murders his sister Annabella, can be seen as a manifestation 
of the destructive power of passion unchecked by reason. Ford’s work 
exemplifies the Renaissance fascination with the darker aspects of human 
desire and the violent consequences that often follow. (Ford, 2012) 

Moving into the Romantic period, violence continued to play a crucial role 
in drama, albeit often imbued with a more psychological and existential 
depth. Lord Byron’s dramatic works, such as Manfred (1817) and Cain 
(1821), exemplify the Romantic preoccupation with rebellion, existential 
angst, and the individual’s struggle against oppressive forces. In Manfred, 
the titular character is tormented by guilt and an overwhelming sense of 
existential despair, leading to his eventual demise. The violence in Byron’s 
plays is more internalized, reflecting the characters’ psychological struggles 
and the broader Romantic themes of alienation and defiance against divine 
and societal constraints.  (Byron, 1972) 

Cain is particularly notable for its depiction of the first murder, where Cain 
kills his brother Abel. Byron’s portrayal of this act is laden with existential 
and theological implications, questioning the nature of free will, divine 
justice, and the human capacity for violence. The play challenges traditional 
moral interpretations of the Biblical story, presenting Cain as a tragic figure 
caught in a cosmic struggle beyond his control. Through Cain, Byron 
explores the origins of violence not just as a physical act but as a profound 
existential crisis. (Byron, 1972) 

The Victorian Era, often characterized by its moral propriety and rigid social 
norms, also saw the emergence of plays that subtly and overtly engaged with 
themes of violence. These works often reflected the tensions of a society 
grappling with rapid industrialization, class conflict, and the rigidities of 
social hierarchies. 
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W.S. Gilbert’s Engaged (1877) offers a satirical look at Victorian society, 
using elements of farce to critique the violence inherent in social and 
economic relationships. Although primarily a comedy, Engaged 
underscores the brutality of human nature when driven by greed, 
selfishness, and the pursuit of wealth. Gilbert’s work, while humorous on 
the surface, reveals a darker commentary on the Victorian obsession with 
material success and the ruthless behavior it can provoke (Gilbert, 1877). 
This subtle engagement with violence contrasts with the more overt 
depictions found in later Victorian plays, yet it remains a crucial aspect of 
the era’s dramatic literature. 

One of the most direct treatments of violence in Victorian drama can be 
found in the works of George Bernard Shaw, particularly in Mrs. Warren’s 
Profession (1893). Shaw uses the character of Mrs. Warren, a brothel 
owner, to explore the socio-economic violence inflicted upon women in a 
patriarchal society. The play delves into the moral ambiguities of survival 
in a world where economic exploitation and gender-based oppression are 
pervasive. Shaw’s critical examination of societal structures reveals how 
violence is embedded in the very fabric of Victorian society, manifesting in 
both physical and psychological forms (Shaw, 1970). His works serve as a 
bridge between the subtler depictions of violence in earlier Victorian plays 
and the more explicit explorations of the theme in modern drama. 

Thomas Hardy’s play The Dynasts (1904-08), while not a traditional stage 
drama, provides a sweeping depiction of the Napoleonic Wars, exploring 
the violence of war and its dehumanizing effects. Hardy’s portrayal of 
violence is not merely physical but also psychological, as it examines the 
existential despair and moral disillusionment that war engenders in 
individuals and nations alike (Hardy, 1908). 

As the 20th century progressed, the representation of violence on stage 
became increasingly explicit and complex, reflecting the growing anxieties 
of a world marked by war, political upheaval, and social fragmentation. 
Playwrights such as Samuel Beckett, Tennessee Williams, and Edward 
Albee explored violence in various forms, from the psychological torment 
of Beckett’s characters to the physical and emotional abuse depicted in 
Williams’s and Albee’s works. For instance, in Beckett’s Endgame, the 
violence is subtle yet pervasive, manifesting in the characters’ existential 
despair and their bleak, cyclical existence. The violence in Endgame is more 
psychological than physical, representing the characters’ internal struggles 
and the futility of their existence (Hamilton, 2012,  214-216). 
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In Tennessee Williams’ A Streetcar Named Desire (1947), violence takes 
on a more physical form, particularly in the character of Stanley Kowalski, 
whose aggression and brutality culminate in the rape of Blanche DuBois. 
This act of violence is not only a physical violation but also a symbolic 
destruction of Blanche’s fragile mental state. Williams uses this violence to 
explore themes of power, dominance, and the vulnerability of those who are 
out of sync with the harsh realities of the world around them (Williams, 
1947). 

Similarly, Edward Albee’s Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? (1962) delves 
into the psychological violence that permeates the lives of its characters. 
The play’s central couple, George and Martha, engage in a series of cruel 
and destructive verbal assaults, revealing the deep-seated resentment and 
frustration that underpins their marriage. The violence in Albee’s play is 
primarily emotional and psychological, reflecting the characters’ internal 
conflicts and the corrosive effects of long-term animosity (Albee, 1962). 

One of the most significant pre-Kane dramatists who dealt with violence in 
an uncompromising manner is Edward Bond. His play Saved (1965) 
shocked audiences with its brutal depiction of working-class life in London, 
particularly a scene where a group of young men stone a baby to death in its 
pram. Bond’s use of violence serves to critique the dehumanizing effects of 
poverty and social neglect, reflecting a society in moral decay. Through his 
stark portrayal of violence, Bond forces the audience to confront the harsh 
realities of urban life and the consequences of societal indifference (Bond, 
2000). 

In Bond’s Lear (1971), a reimagining of Shakespeare’s King Lear, violence 
is central to the narrative, with the play’s opening scene depicting Lear 
ordering the construction of a wall to keep out his enemies, leading to a 
series of brutal and senseless acts of violence. Bond’s play is a stark 
commentary on power, authority, and the cyclical nature of violence, where 
each act of brutality begets further violence. The violence in Lear serves as 
a critique of authoritarianism and the destructive consequences of power 
wielded without moral restraint (Bond, 2000). 

As we move into the late 20th and early 21st centuries, the portrayal of 
violence reaches its most visceral and uncompromising form in the works 
of playwrights like Sarah Kane. Kane’s plays, including Blasted (1995), 
Cleansed (1998), and 4.48 Psychosis (2000), are renowned for their graphic 
depictions of violence, which serve as a stark reflection of the characters’ 
internal and external worlds. Kane’s exploration of violence is not 
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gratuitous but deeply rooted in a phenomenological examination of 
suffering, trauma, and the human capacity for cruelty. In Blasted, for 
example, the violence escalates from a seemingly private act of brutality—
an act of rape—into a horrific tableau of war and destruction, blurring the 
boundaries between the personal and the political, the individual and the 
collective. 

Kane’s use of violence as a narrative and thematic device can be understood 
through a phenomenological lens as an exploration of the limits of human 
experience. The characters in her plays are often depicted in situations of 
extreme duress, where the boundaries between life and death, sanity and 
madness, are constantly being tested. Violence in Kane’s works is not 
merely an external force but an existential reality that shapes and defines 
the characters’ identities. This is particularly evident in 4.48 Psychosis, 
where the violence is entirely psychological, manifesting as a relentless 
internal struggle with depression and suicidal ideation. 

From a phenomenological perspective, the violence in Kane’s plays can be 
seen as a means of confronting the audience with the raw and unmediated 
realities of human suffering. Kane’s unflinching portrayal of violence forces 
the audience to engage with the ethical and existential questions it raises: 
What does it mean to suffer? How do individuals and societies respond to 
trauma? What are the consequences of dehumanization? In confronting 
these questions, Kane’s plays extend the tradition of using violence in drama 
as a way of exploring the fundamental conditions of human existence. 

In the aftermath of Kane’s work, several playwrights have continued to 
explore the themes of violence with a similarly uncompromising approach. 
Martin McDonagh’s plays, such as The Lieutenant of Inishmore (2001) and 
The Pillowman (2003), are known for their dark humor and graphic 
violence. In The Lieutenant of Inishmore, McDonagh uses exaggerated and 
absurd violence to critique the romanticization of political violence and 
terrorism in Ireland. The play’s relentless brutality is both shocking and 
satirical, forcing the audience to question the glorification of violence in the 
name of ideology (McDonagh, 2001, 2003). 

Similarly, The Pillowman explores the intersection of storytelling and 
violence, where the protagonist, a writer, is interrogated by the police 
because his gruesome stories mirror a series of child murders. The play blurs 
the lines between fiction and reality, using violence as a means to explore 
the power of narrative and the ethical implications of storytelling. 
McDonagh’s work continues the tradition of using violence as a tool for 
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social and political critique, while also pushing the boundaries of what is 
acceptable on stage (McDonagh, 2001, 2003). 

Another notable post-Kane dramatist is Simon Stephens, whose play Punk 
Rock (2009) deals with the violence that lurks beneath the surface of 
adolescent life. Set in a private school in England, the play depicts the build-
up of tension among a group of students, culminating in a horrific act of 
school violence. Stephens explores the psychological pressures and social 
dynamics that lead to such outbursts, reflecting broader societal concerns 
about youth, identity, and the impact of a violent culture. Punk Rock 
demonstrates how violence continues to be a central theme in contemporary 
drama, serving as both a reflection of and a commentary on the anxieties of 
modern life (Stephens, 2009). 

Phenomenology serves as a powerful analytical tool in examining the 
depiction of violence in the plays discussed, offering a lens through which 
the audience can engage with the profound existential and psychological 
realities that these acts represent. By focusing on the lived experiences of 
characters and the embodied nature of violence, phenomenology allows us 
to delve deeper into the internal struggles, moral dilemmas, and societal 
critiques embedded in these dramatic works. Whether it is the existential 
despair of Greek tragedy, the visceral brutality of Renaissance revenge 
dramas, or the psychological torment in modern and contemporary plays, 
phenomenology helps to uncover the underlying truths about human 
suffering, agency, and the complex interplay between individual identity 
and societal forces. This approach not only enhances our understanding of 
the characters’ experiences but also compels us to confront the ethical and 
existential questions that these violent narratives provoke, making 
phenomenology an indispensable framework for analyzing the pervasive 
theme of violence in drama. 

Ethical Considerations in Depicting Violence on Stage 

The analysis above underscores that the depiction of violence in drama is 
far more complex and nuanced than is often recognized. Central to this 
complexity is the ethical question of whether there is a boundary that should 
not be crossed when portraying violence—whether a portrayal can become 
too graphic, too shocking, or too traumatic for audiences to endure. If such 
a line exists, the ethical context surrounding it must be carefully considered. 

Distinguishing the practice of enacting staged violence from the capacity 
for real-life violence is crucial, as the two are often conflated in debates 
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about the influence of media on behavior (Anderson and Bushman 353–
359). The violence depicted on stage is, by nature, a simulation, yet it carries 
significant emotional and psychological weight. This distinction raises 
practical and ethical questions about where the line should be drawn in 
violent enactments, especially when considering the potential harm to both 
performers and audiences. 

The protection of those involved in the exhibition of staged violence is a 
primary concern, yet it is not sufficient to address the broader ethical 
implications. The challenge lies in navigating the tension between artistic 
expression and the potential desensitization or harm that graphic violence 
can cause. As Sarah Kane pointed out, representations of violence in drama 
can serve as a release valve, preventing societal tensions from boiling over. 
However, she also warned that such depictions risk becoming desensitizing, 
dulling our sensitivity to real violence in a world where audiences are 
constantly bombarded with fictional violence (Greig, 2001, x). 

Society’s ethical considerations are often mediated through law, yet 
legislation tends to lag behind social practices, particularly in the arts. As 
Michel Foucault (1977) observes, the aestheticization of crime in 
literature—from public executions to the glorification of criminality in art—
reflects a broader shift in how violence is represented and consumed (68-
69). This evolution complicates the ethical landscape for performance and 
exhibition, where questions of moral rights, consent, and the ethics of 
representation come to the fore. The immediacy of live theater adds another 
layer of complexity, as the presence of actors and audiences creates a shared 
space of representation and response, where the boundaries between fiction 
and reality can blur. Just as Foucault notes how literature transformed crime 
into an intellectualized spectacle, live theater risks aestheticizing violence 
in ways that may desensitize or glorify harm, raising urgent ethical 
questions for artists and audiences alike. 

Historical and contemporary debates on the ethics of violent representation 
have largely focused on media outside the theater, such as war reporting, 
cinema, and horror films. These discussions often center on the 
responsibilities of creators to their audiences and the psychological effects 
of consuming violent content (Baudrillard, 1981, 79-82). However, in 
drama, the immediacy and intimacy of the medium amplify these concerns, 
making the ethical implications more pressing. As Hans-Thies Lehmann 
(2006) argues, postdramatic theater moves beyond traditional notions of 
mimesis and representation, creating a space of ‘energetic theatre’ where 
forces, intensities, and present affects take precedence over plot or imitation 
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( 36-38). This shifting of boundaries challenges audiences to engage with 
violent representations in a way that is visceral and immediate, raising 
urgent ethical questions about the impact of such depictions on both 
performers and spectators. The shared experience of theater, where actors 
and audiences are physically present in the same space, brings a heightened 
awareness of the effects of violence, as seen in plays like Sarah Kane’s 
Blasted, where the raw, visceral portrayal of violence forces audiences to 
confront the ethical and emotional consequences of such representations in 
a way that other media cannot replicate. 

In the 20th century, the definition and expectations of tragedy evolved in 
response to changing societal views. Audiences began to tolerate tragic 
narratives as long as the protagonists displayed impressive qualities and the 
dilemmas presented could be resolved in a way that was satisfying or 
cathartic. This shift reflects a broader change in the ethical landscape of 
theater, where the moral and existential dimensions of violence became 
more complex and varied. Tragedy, which originally adhered to rigid 
constraints of simplicity and repetition as seen in Sophocles and Aeschylus, 
expanded into more flexible forms with dramatists like Chekhov, Ibsen, and 
Strindberg. 

Aristotle’s Poetics provides a foundational framework for understanding 
classical tragedy, defining it as 'an imitation of an action that is admirable, 
complete, and possesses magnitude; in language made pleasurable… 
effecting through pity and fear the purification of such emotions' (4.1). This 
emphasis on plot as the 'soul' of tragedy (1996, 4.3) and the importance of 
unity, magnitude, and universality (1996, 5.1-5.5) underscores the moral 
and emotional impact of classical tragedy. However, as George Steiner 
(1984) observes, classical tragedies like Racine’s Phèdre relied on mythic 
and elemental forces—fire, blood, and monsters—to convey fatalism and 
moral conflict (92-95). In contrast, modern playwrights introduced new 
expressions of tragedy that addressed existentialist or socio-political 
themes, often through psychological depth, grotesque satire, or abstract 
reiterations of time and space. 

For example, Chekhov’s The Cherry Orchard explores the decline of the 
aristocracy through a blend of tragedy and comedy, while Strindberg’s A 
Dream Play uses surreal, non-linear structures to examine the human 
condition. These innovations reflect a departure from classical tragedy and 
a reimagining of the form for a modern audience. Whereas Aristotle’s 
framework emphasizes the unity and universality of tragic action, modern 
tragedy often embraces fragmentation and ambiguity, reflecting the 
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complexities of 20th-century life. Steiner’s analysis of Phèdre highlights 
how classical tragedy’s reliance on mythic forces contrasts with modern 
tragedy’s focus on psychological and existential dilemmas, illustrating the 
evolving ethical and aesthetic dimensions of the form. 

In all these cases, the theater reflects the internal dramaturgical struggle 
inherent in social drama—the ongoing negotiation between the visible 
world on stage and the invisible forces that shape it. This struggle is not 
merely about representing visible circumstances honestly or adhering to 
ideological fidelity; it is about the theater’s capacity to express the 
irreducible essence of human experience. As Maurice Merleau-Ponty 
(2012) argues, speech and thought are interwoven, with meaning being 
“held within the word” and the word being the “external existence of the 
sense” (181-182). In theater, this interplay between the visible and the 
invisible is embodied in the actor’s performance, where the signs (gestures, 
words, and actions) are transformed into a lived, existential experience for 
the audience. For example, when an actress becomes Phaedra, the 
character’s passion and suffering are not merely represented but made 
present, revealing the invisible forces of emotion and societal norms that 
shape the visible world on stage (182). This process of expression brings 
meaning into existence, creating a shared space where the audience and 
performers engage in a collective exploration of human experience. By 
juxtaposing the visible and the invisible, theater highlights the tension 
between artistic freedom and societal norms, offering a profound reflection 
on the ethical and existential dimensions of human life. 

The ethical considerations surrounding the depiction of violence in drama 
are thus deeply intertwined with the philosophical and existential questions 
that these plays provoke. As the boundaries of what is considered acceptable 
or ethical in representation continue to shift, the theater remains a critical 
space for exploring these issues, forcing both creators and audiences to 
confront the moral and psychological dimensions of violence in ways that 
are immediate, visceral, and profoundly human. As Hans-Georg Gadamer 
(1989) argues, the ‘fusion of horizons’—where the audience’s 
understanding merges with the world of the play—provides a framework 
for understanding how theater navigates these complex ethical and 
existential questions (600-601). Eminent texts, such as classical tragedies, 
transcend their original context and continue to speak to new audiences, not 
as historical artifacts but as living works that grapple with timeless human 
concerns. For example, the raw, visceral portrayal of violence in Sarah 
Kane’s Blasted forces audiences to confront the moral and psychological 
consequences of such representations, creating a shared space for reflection 
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and understanding. By juxtaposing the visible world on stage with the 
invisible forces of power, trauma, and human vulnerability, theater reveals 
the ethical and existential complexities of human life. 

Conclusion 

The history of violence in Western drama, spanning from Greek tragedy to 
the end of the 17th century, reveals a complex and evolving relationship 
between the representation of violence and the existential questions that 
have preoccupied humanity across different historical periods. Through the 
lens of phenomenology, violence in these plays can be seen not merely as a 
dramatic spectacle but as a profound vehicle for exploring the human 
condition. This approach allows us to understand how playwrights such as 
Aeschylus, Shakespeare, Marlowe, and Webster used violence to confront 
the inevitability of death, the nature of fate, and the darker aspects of human 
nature. These dramatists demonstrated that violence on stage, when 
contextualized within the broader framework of existential dilemmas, offers 
a commentary that transcends mere narrative, engaging audiences in a 
deeper reflection on their own mortality and moral struggles. 

As we trace the depiction of violence in dramatic literature from the 
Romantic period to the 21st century, we observe a persistent engagement 
with the darker aspects of human nature and the existential challenges that 
define the human experience. From Shelley’s The Cenci () to Sarah Kane’s 
visceral contemporary works, violence on stage has served as a powerful 
tool for pushing the boundaries of human experience, questioning the nature 
of power, suffering, and identity. Through a phenomenological lens, the 
evolution of violence in these plays reflects the shifting concerns of society, 
offering a means to confront the audience with the fundamental realities of 
existence and the enduring conflicts between individual agency and societal 
norms. 

Ultimately, the portrayal of violence in drama acts as a mirror to the society 
from which it springs, reflecting the perennial conflicts and moral dilemmas 
that define human existence. From the ancient Greek stage to the modern 
theater, violence continues to challenge, disturb, and enlighten audiences, 
providing not only a reflection of societal norms but also a profound 
commentary on the human condition. This examination underscores the 
importance of drama as a medium through which the most challenging 
aspects of human existence can be explored, understood, and ultimately, 
confronted. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

VERBAL VIOLENCE IN BLASTED 
 
 
 

Historical Context and Initial Reception 

Sarah Kane’s Blasted premiered at the Royal Court Theatre on January 12, 
1995, amid a storm of controversy that both solidified her place in modern 
British drama and exposed the intense cultural anxieties of the period. The 
play's reception was marked by a blend of shock, revulsion, and, for some, 
begrudging admiration. Critics like Jack Tinker of the Daily Mail described 
the play as “utterly and entirely disgusting,” while others, such as John Peter 
of the Sunday Times, defended it as a necessary moral ordeal, arguing that 
it was a vital, albeit flawed, experiment in confronting the extremities of 
human experience (Luckhurst, 2005: 107-109) . 
 
The critical response, particularly in the British press, often centered less on 
the play's content and more on Kane's identity as a young, female 
playwright. This focus on Kane herself, rather than the substance of her 
work, reveals much about the cultural and gendered dynamics at play. 
Kane’s youth and gender became focal points in the critical discourse, with 
accusations of “profoundly disturbed” psychology and suggestions that her 
work lacked intellectual merit (Luckhurst, 2005: 108-109). These reactions 
underscore the patriarchal and conservative undercurrents that shaped the 
early reception of her work, particularly in the way they dismissed the play's 
exploration of violence as merely sensational or gratuitous . 
 
Yet, despite—or perhaps because of—this initial hostility, Blasted quickly 
became a touchstone in discussions about contemporary British theater. The 
play was seen as a radical departure from the norms of British drama, 
embodying what would later be identified as “In-Yer-Face” theatre, a 
movement characterized by its unflinching portrayal of violence, sexuality, 
and power dynamics (Sierz, 2001: 98). The public and critical backlash 
against Blasted can be understood not just as a reaction to its content but as 
a reaction to its form—a form that sought to collapse the boundaries 
between audience and performance, between realism and surrealism, and 
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between the “here” and the “there,” as Kane juxtaposed the domestic with 
the wartime (Iball, 2008: 48) . 
 
In Blasted, Sarah Kane constructs a narrative where verbal violence serves 
as both a precursor and a parallel to the physical violence that ultimately 
consumes the characters. The progression of verbal assaults from Scene One 
to Scene Five not only escalates in intensity but also reveals the 
deteriorating psychological states of the characters. Each scene builds upon 
the last, with verbal violence acting as the connective tissue that binds the 
characters' experiences and drives the play towards its harrowing climax. 
By tracing this progression, it becomes evident how the verbal violence in 
the early scenes lays the groundwork for the more explicit acts of brutality 
that follow, creating a cohesive and compelling exploration of power, 
control, and the erosion of humanity.  

Scene One: Establishing Power and Control 

The opening scene of Blasted introduces the audience to the complex and 
abusive relationship between Ian, a middle-aged journalist, and Cate, a 
much younger woman who is both emotionally and physically vulnerable. 
The power dynamics in their relationship are immediately apparent, and 
verbal violence is a primary tool through which Ian asserts his dominance. 
From the moment they enter the hotel room, Ian’s language is charged with 
aggression, contempt, and a desire to control. His opening line, “I’ve shat 
in better places than this” (Kane, 2001: 3), not only dismisses the room’s 
luxury but also sets the tone for his interactions with Cate. This line is 
emblematic of Ian’s worldview, one in which he feels entitled to belittle and 
degrade everything around him, including Cate. 
 
Ian’s verbal violence in this scene is subtle yet pervasive, manifesting in his 
casual dismissal of Cate’s preferences and boundaries. When Cate expresses 
discomfort at the prospect of drinking alcohol, Ian disregards her concerns, 
pouring her a glass of champagne without her consent. This act of disregard 
is not merely a small social faux pas; it is a deliberate exertion of control, 
an assertion that Cate’s wishes are irrelevant. Ian’s language reinforces this 
power dynamic. He often interrupts Cate, speaks over her, and uses a 
condescending tone that reinforces her subordinate position. For example, 
when Cate complains about the menstrual pain, Ian responds with a 
dismissive remark, “It’ll heal” (Kane, 2001: 34). This dismissal not only 
invalidates Cate's feelings but also reinforces Ian's dominance. 
 


