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Abstract

The notion of illusion and role-playing plays the central role in Edward Albee's drama "Who's 

Afraid of Virginia Woolf?". There is much in the drama devoted to the idea of role-playing that 

touches upon such topics as family conflict, psychological tensions, and blurring of the lines 

between reality and fiction. This paper seeks to explore the notion of theatricality as an aspect of 

a psychological coping strategy that enables characters in their struggle against emotions and 

failures. It becomes clear from observing interactions between George and Martha that all their 

relations are characterized by a constant need to stage "performances" – where roles are played 

out, stories are invented, and reality is manipulated. With the help of verbal games, role-playing, 

and invention of tales, the characters turn their family life into a performance on the domestic 

stage. What needs to be argued in this paper is that role-playing does not function merely as a 

stylistic device; rather, it is employed as a way of psychological survival of the individuals. 

Perhaps the most powerful illustration in the play to this end would be the fictitious child. In effect, 

the play portrays how human interactions depend heavily on acting and illusion in navigating 

conflicts in psychology. 

Keywords: Theatricality, Illusion, Psychological Conflict, Performance, Modern Drama 

Introduction 

Indeed, the modern era of drama tends to explore the subtle divide that exists between reality and 

falsehood in the context of human interactions. Some of the most popular plays written over the 

past century that deal with the issue include “Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf?”. This particular 

play was authored by Edward Albee in 1962. In this play, the stormy relationship between George 

and Martha, an old married couple, is described using bickering, sarcasm, and illusion. 

In the plot, a night at which George and Martha host two young people, Nick and Honey, after 

returning from a college party is described. Gradually, the conversation begins to turn from a 
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simple dialogue into one that becomes psychologically complex. Personal attacks and verbal 

games reveal many emotional problems in the lives of these characters. 

Another peculiar feature about this play is that of its theatrical nature. In fact, throughout the play, 

George and Martha keep performing roles for each other and their visitors. Moreover, their 

marriage becomes an area of theatrical performances where emotions and power relations become 

the subjects of their narrative. Hence, it can be assumed that illusion is an integral part of their life. 

This paper proposes to analyze the role of theatrical performance as a psychological instrument 

used by the characters in the play. 

Literature Review 

Illusion and Reality have been widely discussed in terms of their connection to “Who’s Afraid of 

Virginia Woolf?”. A great number of researchers point out the psychological struggle depicted by 

Albee in a contemporary marriage. In his analysis, Matthew Roudané suggests that the methods 

used by Albee reveal an emotional disorder in the relations between the characters (Roudané 52). 

He maintains that George and Martha need to create illusory images in order to preserve some sort 

of identity and control. 

In his turn, C. W. E. Bigsby stresses the fact that Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? demonstrates 

a theatrical image of a home in which communication turns into manipulation and psychological 

pressure (Bigsby 107). 

Martin Esslin considers Albee’s play an example of the Theatre of the Absurd because of the 

emphasis on illusions, which indicate the existential problems of modern society (Esslin 90). In 

such a view, illusions become a way of dealing with the senseless modern world. 

Although critics have extensively analyzed illusion in the play, the role of theatricality as a 

psychological strategy deserves further exploration. This study addresses that gap by examining 

how performance and role-playing shape the characters’ emotional experiences. 

Theoretical Framework: Theatricality and Performance 
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The concept of theatricality refers to the awareness of performance within dramatic representation. 

In literary studies, theatricality often describes situations in which characters behave as if they are 

actors performing roles within a staged environment. 

In “Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?” theatricality appears in the form of wordplay, role-playing, 

and symbolism. George and Martha continuously switch roles between being the host, the 

antagonist, the storyteller, and the judge; thus, it becomes obvious that their lives are filled with 

performances. 

Performance psychology states that a character may use his/her performance as a defense 

mechanism. By portraying roles, he/she may dissociate himself/herself from certain unpleasant 

feelings. This approach serves as a theoretical basis for the interpretation of characters' behavior 

in this play. 

Marriage as a Stage 

One of the most prominent aspects of the play is that George and Martha use their house as a stage. 

In other words, their actions are like a carefully rehearsed play where George and Martha play 

different roles. Thus, Martha tends to play the role of the person who is ready to humiliate her 

husband in front of all the guests. Meanwhile, George plays the role of the detached intellectual 

using his sarcastic tone of speech. 

Their verbal battles seem theatrical and are marked by quick mood changes. The way the characters 

dramatize their disagreements enables them to maintain a distance from the emotions involved in 

those disagreements 

Games As Performative Rituals 

As George and Martha continue in the play, the two keep indulging themselves in wordplay 

referred to as the "games"; e.g., "Humiliate the Host" and "Get the Guests." Each game comes with 

its own set of rules and conditions, similar to those of a theatrical performance.  
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This entails assumption of various roles and improvisation of dialogues as well as reactions to the 

actions of each other. As such, they reveal themselves through their actions as well as through the 

games. The games reveal psychological complexities of both George and Martha. 

Psychological Conflict and Identity 

George sees himself as incompetent with regard to his career, whereas Martha is unhappy due to 

her unfulfilled ambitions and complicated relationship with her father. They attempt to reconstruct 

their identities by means of theatrical performance; however, paradoxically, by doing so, they find 

themselves entrapped in such performances, which include acts of deception and violence.  

Nick and Honey can be seen as reflections of George and Martha. The nature of their relationships 

includes similar elements of deception and performance. 

The Imaginary Child as the Ultimate Performance 

The fictional offspring created by George and Martha are the strongest illusion that the couple 

holds. For many years, George and Martha have been deceiving themselves believing there to be 

a fictional child. 

Such illusion has become a narrative that defines their life together. It gives them something to 

rely on, a story that fills their lives and allows avoiding the problems of their emotional void. It 

becomes obvious that George ruins this illusion when he announces the death of a fictional child. 

In this way, he destroys their performance, the frame through which they have coped with all their 

issues. 

This is the climax in the drama because here George symbolically kills the child, thus breaking the 

illusion that they created together. Even if the truth is hurtful for both of them, this is an opportunity 

to be emotionally honest. They cannot continue living with illusions, and they will have to accept 

the truth of their dependence on one another. The ending of the drama suggests some kind of fragile 

reconciliation. The admission made by Martha that she fears life without illusion makes her 

vulnerable. 
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Conclusion 

Analysis of the concept of theatricality of "Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf?" is aimed at 

discovering the complicated relationship between the process of performing and mental resilience 

of the characters. 

Edward Albee demonstrates how the illusions and performances created by George and Martha 

are an attempt of coping with their disillusionments in life. This piece of theater turns a domestic 

dispute into a dramatic performance during which language, narration and roles become the means 

of psychological confrontation.  

All these acts come crashing down at some stage, and the characters are forced to confront the 

stark reality that they were trying to avoid. This play offers us an understanding of human nature, 

and how it is natural for people to form illusions to deal with emotional conflicts. 
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