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  Abstract 
This research explores the marginalization and symbolization of female characters 
in post-war British drama through John Osborne’s Look Back in Anger and Harold 
Pinter’s The Birthday Party. Although the two plays belong to different theatrical 
modes, kitchen sink realism and the theatre of the absurd, both present domestic 
space as a site where class tension and gendered power relations are exposed. The 
paper first examines how female characters are confined to domestic, maternal, or 
sexualized roles and denied full autonomy within male-centered narratives. It then 
analyzes how these female figures become symbolic objects: they are made to rep-
resent oppressive social structures or vulnerable targets of violence. Finally, the 
study argues that such representations are shaped by male writers’ dramatization of 
male characters’ mixed desire for and fear of female power, especially maternal 
authority. By reading these plays against the changing gender roles of post-war 
Britain, this paper reveals how some of the male-authored drama both registers and 
limits the emerging visibility of women as independent subjects. 

Keywords 
Post-war British drama; female image; Look Back in Anger; The Birthday Party; 
John Osborne; Harold Pinter 

 
1. Introduction 

Post-war Britain was associated with dramatic social, political, and cultural changes that greatly influenced its liter-
ature and theatre. As two prominent playwrights of mid-20th-century British drama, John Osborne and Harold Pinter 
offer critical views of class conflict, socio-political oppression, and post-war disillusionment. Yet their plays also 
present female characters in quite intriguing and troubling ways. 

As a cultural form, theatre reflects social attitudes toward gender and reveals how playwrights imagine gender 
relations within their historical contexts. In particular, the female characters in Osborne’s Look Back in Anger (1956) 
and Pinter’s The Birthday Party (1957) are represented mainly from the male perspective, often marginalized as 
symbols of domesticity or reduced to archetypes of antagonistic forces or passive victims, rather than fully realized 
individuals with autonomy. In post-war Britain, changing ideas of gender equality allowed women “to claim recog-
nition as individuals with desires, needs and opinions that differed from those of their husbands and families” (Sut-
cliffe-Braithwaite & Thomlinson, 2022, p. 313). Against this historical background, the female characters in these 
two plays appear especially problematic: they are placed in domestic, maternal, or sexualized roles rather than 
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autonomous individuals with their own voices and desires. 
John Osborne’s Look Back in Anger is an example of kitchen sink dramas, focusing on working-class life and 

domestic conflict. The female character Alison lives in an explosive environment determined by her husband Jimmy’s 
anger at the post-war society. Even though the genre’s emphasis on daily domestic routines provides space for women 
to appear, Alison’s role is limited to that of an emotional caretaker who absorbs Jimmy’s rage. She becomes a symbol 
of the class values and domestic order that Jimmy both resents and relies upon. Her marginalization shows how 
women are pushed to the edge of narratives dominated by male disillusionment and rebellion. 

Harold Pinter’s The Birthday Party, associated with the theatre of the absurd, depicts domestic life through frag-
mentation and ambiguity. Meg is a very central character in the play with both maternal instinct and childlike naivety, 
but her role is shaped by dependency and manipulation. Her actions are driven by the hidden plans of the males 
around her. Despite her central position in the household, Meg still stands marginalized. Like Alison, she ends up 
being dictated and bound by the male, reflecting similar repression in a more surreal, menacing framework. 

Although these two plays belong to different theatrical styles, both present the home as a site of social struggle and 
anchor their narratives in the mundane details of family life, thus creating opportunities for female characters to 
emerge. However, these women are rarely portrayed as autonomous but serve as reflections of male anxieties and 
symbols of the societal structures being critiqued. Alison embodies the stifling domesticity and complacent middle-
class values that Jimmy rejects. Meg is a symbol of a caretaker who is trapped in a distorted structure of oppression. 
In both works, the domestic environment becomes a battleground for class, power, and identity, but it is the male 
characters who dominate the story. Osborne and Pinter use women’s household roles to critique post-war British 
society, while also confining them to marginalized subordination and symbolic objectification. 

This research seeks to explore how female characters in these two plays are marginalized and symbolized, and 
positioned either as oppressive forces or targeted as victims within a male-dominated world. It further explores how 
and why these representations are shaped by male desire for and fear of female power, especially amid shifting gender 
relations in post-war Britain.  

2. Marginalized Subordination: Domestic Caretaker and Structural Exclusion 

As the rebel of the class, Jimmy is the focus of all attention; however, Alison too is a rebel, as she rebelled against 
her parents by marrying someone who belongs to a lower class than hers. Nevertheless, there is no place in the play 
for Alison’s perspective. Her pain, both physically and emotionally, is kept hidden. She is diminished to the back-
ground and margins throughout the play. 

The marginalization of Alison is conveyed metaphorically through her ironing, which is mentioned at the start and 
recurs throughout the play. It is an act that represents the monotony and drudgery of her domestic life. The repetitive 
motions of pressing clothes mirror the stagnant, cyclical nature of her routines of daily existence. That is to say, she 
works constantly but makes no progress. This mundane chore becomes a metaphor for the entrapment of women in 
the household and their labor. Betty Friedan describes “the problem that has no name” as “a vague undefined wish 
for ‘something more’ than washing dishes, ironing, punishing and praising the children” (Friedan, 1977, p. 54). In 
this sense, Alison’s ironing suggests more than domestic submission; it also points to a muted desire for a life beyond 
household duties. The idea is further illustrated by the fact that the work of a woman never ends, as both Alison and 
Helena are caught up in this cycle of ironing, with Jimmy continuously asking when it will be finished. This routine 
strengthens a stark division of labor in a patriarchal society. Even on a Sunday, the woman is expected to labor 
tirelessly. Alison, ever silent and docile, continues her inexhaustible task. It reflects the quiet submission and endless 
toil expected of women in this rigid, gendered structure. 

What is worth mentioning here is that both Alison and Helena launder and iron clothes for Jimmy and Cliff. While 
ironing, they are draped in Jimmy’s shirts. This scene suggests that women have become the possessions of men, 
marked and claimed as their property. This visual symbolism shows that women’s personality and individuality are 
erased and replaced by a patriarchal imprint. “Though coming from a higher class than her husband, she has moulded 
herself to fit into his scheme of things” (Kour, 2007, p. 29). Draped in Jimmy’s clothing, Alison and Helena are 
fulfilling the physical labor while figuratively carrying the weight of his dominance. 

Ironing is a task that also represents her sense of duty and the maintenance of appearances, just as Alison tries to 
maintain the illusion of a stable marriage by suppressing her emotional turmoil. Marriage for her is a one-sided 
compromise because she bears all the abuse of Jimmy and gives up her wishes in order to preserve the delicate 
balance. “Alison is a victim of the institution of marriage, a social construct of the dominant ideology that upholds 
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and perpetuates male dominance through gender-biased tasks” (Noya, 2024, p. 934). However, in spite of her attempts 
to make some adaptations, Jimmy refuses to embrace her as an integral part of home. For him, Alison is still an 
outsider who is the leftover of the upper classes and the embodiment of the social system that he despises. Alison 
becomes the focal point of the class-related aggression of Jimmy and is reduced to the status of “the cult of true 
womanhood”, which is a 19th-century term referring to the social role of women that presupposed their piety, purity, 
submissiveness and domesticity (Welter, 1966, p. 152). Through her quiet endurance, Alison shoulders the burden 
of personal sacrifice and systemic oppression. She is trapped in a marriage that mirrors the broader struggles of her 
gender in a male-dominated society. 

Apart from submission, Alison’s silent persistence at the ironing board can also be interpreted as an act of endur-
ance with quiet resilience. Jimmy derides this routine as mediocrity and mocks her for presenting a false appearance 
of peace in their tumultuous marriage. However, the ironing board can also be seen as her unacknowledged battle-
ground, and the iron her weapon of endurance. Her domestic chores are her pivot of survival. Each stroke of the iron, 
smoothing out creases in fabric, suggests an attempt to manage inner unrest. She might be accused of sitting on the 
wall, of not taking a stand, of not being actively engaged in Jimmy’s uproars, but she has a different kind of strength 
of passive resistance, which seems to be her only defense. What is often dismissed as complacency is her imperturb-
ability. It is a shield of quiet defiance raised against Jimmy’s endless provocations and the crushing weight of her 
gendered role. In this regard, Alison’s domestic labor is both a symbol of her entrapment and a testament to her 
strength. It represents the subtle ways women confront patriarchal structures. 

As for the female characters in The Birthday Party, Meg and Lulu are also confined to domestic and subservient 
roles. Their lives and decisions are dictated by the whims and actions of the male characters. They exist as tools to 
further the narrative centered on male conflicts. In Pinter’s dramatic world, “questions surrounding gender relations 
are intertwined with power dynamics” (Burbridge, 2022, p. 10), and this connection helps us understand the margin-
alized positions of Meg and Lulu. 

The clearest indication is that Meg’s identity is inextricably tied to her caretaking duties. She is fixated on mundane 
tasks like preparing breakfast or obsessing over tea quality as a servant. Oblivious to her marginalization, Meg em-
bodies the ingrained patriarchal view of women as caretakers who exist to serve male needs. As the landlady, Meg is 
infantilized and demeaned, particularly by Stanley. He mocks her and treats her with condescension, as seen in their 
interactions where he manipulates her need for attention and approval. Stanley’s insult, calling her a “succulent old 
washing bag” (Pinter, 1963, p. 19), reduces her to an object of ridicule, insignificant and pathetic. On top of that, 
Meg’s obsession with approval further reflects her subordination. Her joy in gifting Stanley a drum reveals a desper-
ate yearning for validation. The drum, traditionally a symbol of power or war, becomes a hollow object of perfor-
mance when Meg offers it as a “gift” which is ultimately mocked and violently played. The moment exposes her 
position as a figure to be dismissed for male amusement. Even Goldberg’s flirtatious remarks, like comparing her to 
a “tulip” (Pinter, 1963, p. 36), subtly intensify her sexual objectification, casting her as an object to be placated rather 
than a person to be respected. 

The silence of resistance prevails in both Meg and Lulu’s experiences since they do not have the opportunity to 
voice their objections to what they are enduring. In patriarchal narratives, women are often deemed the root of ca-
lamity, a trope embedded in the biblical story of Eve, who, after being tempted by the serpent, leads Adam to eat the 
forbidden fruit. Accordingly, women are portrayed as the fallen, the tempters, and even the agents of malevolent 
forces, bearing their suffering as an inevitable consequence of transgressions. Exploited and abused, Lulu becomes a 
scapegoat for male desires and fears. As the birthday party draws to a close, the lights suddenly go out, and the room 
descends into chaos. In the darkness, Stanley seizes Lulu and attempts to sexually assault her (Pinter, 1963, p. 68). 
This scene reveals Stanley’s internal violence, suppressed desires, and his inability to face his personal failures. De-
prived of agency and crushed under the oppressive control of Goldberg and McCann, Stanley turns his powerlessness 
into aggression against Lulu. His assault in the dark goes beyond individual pathology and enacts a broader pattern 
of male dominance and the systematic exploitation of women, in which women like Lulu are reduced to outlets for 
male fear and frustration, further dehumanized and silenced. “A good woman. A charming woman. My mother was 
the same. My wife was identical” (Pinter, 1963, p. 73). In these lines, Goldberg exposes his polarized view of women. 
He speaks often about his mother and his late wife, extolling the virtues of good women. His similar treatment of 
Meg suggests that he categorized all older women as mothers and wives who are domestic, charming, and eager to 
care for men. Lulu, however, is young, so he treats her like a sexual object to be used and discarded, without any 
concern for her feelings.  
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Goldberg, as a man, feels no remorse for his fleeting affair with Lulu; instead, he shifts the blame entirely onto 
Lulu, dismissing her protests with a mocking rebuke: “Now you’re a jump ahead! What are you complaining about?” 
(Pinter, 1963, p. 84) McCann’s condemnation is even harsher, accusing Lulu of defiling sacred grounds with her 
behavior: “I’ve seen you hanging about the Rock of Cashel, profaning the soil with your goings-on. Out of my sight!” 
(Pinter, 1963, p. 85). Alone and powerless, Lulu is reduced to nothing more than an object and a vessel for their 
anxieties and cravings. 

Pinter’s portrayal of women in this play reveals that his narrative is intentionally gender-based. As Sakellaridou 
argues, Pinter’s “male characters turn into spokesmen for humanity” (1988, p. 120) and stand for the so-called uni-
versal struggles and values. Conversely, “women always remain unmistakably feminine” and are confined to “stand 
as representatives of the feminine cause”, thus unable to transcend their gendered identities to speak for broader 
human concerns. This structural exclusion marginalizes women to gendered identities and presents them as figures 
of subjugation and objectification rather than as agents of universal human integrity. 

3. Symbolized Objectification: Oppressive Force and Victimized Target 

The discussion on the symbolically represented female in post-war British drama can be introduced through Mich-
elene Wandor’s incisive commentary on the matter as found in Looking Back in Gender:  

In terms of the gender dynamic, structurally, and in terms of the weight of meaning, one of the implications 
of the above analysis is that in the plays of the period by men, powerful and effective as they all are, women 
are not only not the subjects in male-authored plays, but they become ossified into symbols, ciphers, sym-
bolic objects for the male-centred dilemmas (2001, p. 96). 

This critique offers a lens for examining the female characters in such works. They are often shaped to serve the 
narrative needs of their male counterparts. Women are positioned primarily to support or challenge the male, rarely 
stepping beyond these symbolic confines. A sharper dichotomy marks their roles: on one hand, women are represent-
atives of the oppressive system that men revolt against; on the other, they are the ones who bear the most brunt of 
that very oppression. This duality helps to see how women are entangled in the socio-political battles of post-war 
society. There is a similar interplay between gender and power in the works of Osborne and Pinter, where the female 
both reflects and amplifies the patriarchal tensions of the time. 

While critics may justifiably read Look Back in Anger as a play about class conflict, a closer look reveals that it 
also dramatizes gender-related tension. Jimmy’s hostility toward Alison can be considered in the framework of class 
struggle, but it is not solely her social status that he despises. Rather, his primary target can be her femininity. Alison 
represents everything Jimmy detests about the upper class and the gender dynamics that haunt him. The decision to 
place a female character at the center of the play’s conflicts is not incidental. While the writer could have easily 
chosen a male character to represent class conflict, the specific positioning of Alison reveals a more detailed concern. 

The way she jumps on the bed, as if she were stamping on someone’s face, and draws the curtains back 
with a great clatter, in that casually destructive way of hers. It’s like someone launching a battleship… Have 
you ever noticed how noisy women are? … Or have you watched them sitting at their dressing tables, 
dropping their weapons and banging down their bits of boxes and brushes and lipsticks? … When you see 
a woman in front of her bedroom mirror, you realise what a refined sort of butcher she is (Osborne, 1971, 
p. 20). 

Using a war-like metaphor, Jimmy perceives his verbal attacks on Alison as a righteous act of justice. For Jimmy, 
his pursuit of superiority is not merely about confronting the passivity and inertia of the upper class. He is also 
asserting the hidden dominance of his masculinity, which is concealed beneath the outward class distinctions. In this 
way, according to Wandor, gender conflict serves two interwoven critical functions in the play. First, it functions as 
“a displaced class conflict” (2001, p. 43), a battle Jimmy cannot wage in the wider social arena due to his limited 
position. He finds the enemy in his own home, where Alison’s femininity provides him with a battleground to reassert 
his power. This domestic space is where Jimmy feels most entitled to unleash his frustration, even if his dominance 
is never fully realized. His repeated need to assert his power over Alison shows that his perception of Alison’s indif-
ference and submission only seems to him a form of apathetic defiance, leading Jimmy to believe that his masculinity 
has yet to be truly asserted. Second, this battle between Jimmy and Alison is also “a fight for sexual identity” (2001, 
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p. 43). Through his interactions with Alison, Jimmy seeks to validate his sense of manhood by attacking women to 
establish his masculine authority. In this sense, Alison becomes more than a victim of class resentment; she is the 
object through which Jimmy tries to affirm his masculinity by demeaning and dominating her.  

It should be noted that the depiction of women in The Birthday Party as mere accessories of males’ power is 
especially pronounced. On the surface, Meg is an oppressive force like Goldberg and McCann, who has an almost 
pathological control over Stanley. Her maternal fussing and trivial intrusions may suggest her complicity in the web 
of oppression. However, in Pinter’s world, the privilege of knowing the truth is always reserved for men. Meg, while 
present almost all the time, is excluded from the truth of the persecution. She becomes an unwitting participant, less 
as an agent of control and more as a pawn. This exclusion is further emphasized by her eventual amnesia, a symbolic 
erasure of her experience and consciousness. Meg is a marionette, callously cast aside once its utility has been ex-
hausted. She, as a landlady, remains ready to be manipulated again to control the next unsuspecting tenant. It further 
cements her position as another victim of the insidious forces that afflict Stanley, whose desperation and rage erupt 
in a chilling moment when he attempts to strangle Meg before the blackout. In contrast, her husband Petey, despite 
his little presence in the story, is shown to have a deeper understanding of the persecution. After failing to rescue the 
tormented and stripped-of-self-awareness Stanley from Goldberg’s grasp, Petey brokenly gave his final words to him, 
“Stan, don’t let them tell you what to do!” (Pinter, 1963, p. 90). It reveals his awareness of the oppression at play. It 
is a privilege of insight that remains inaccessible to Meg. 

The juxtaposition clarifies Meg’s objectification. She appears to possess domestic authority, yet the larger move-
ment of the play places her outside the male-centred conspiracy. Female figures here function as devices for showing 
how masculine power works through intimidation, exclusion, and violence. This power is most visibly embodied by 
Goldberg and McCann, whose persecution of Stanley epitomizes the coercive logic that governs the play. Stanley, 
unable to confront his oppressors, in turn, directs his fear and aggression toward even more vulnerable figures like 
Meg and Lulu. The plot therefore suggests that oppression operates through a downward transfer of violence, in 
which women are made to bear the effects of a system they neither control nor fully understand. 

4. Fear and Desire towards Maternal Power: Control, Nurturance, and Sensuality 

Why, then, are female characters often marginalized and turned into symbolic figures? The reason might lie in male 
characters’ mixed desire for and fear of maternal power. In the familial imagination, feminine sexuality and maternal 
care are closely connected, making women objects of both physical desire and emotional dependence. The family “is 
so fully equated with intimacy, care and solidarity themselves that to be anti-family is understood to be anti-relational” 
(Weeks, 2023, p. 437). Female characters are repeatedly imagined through the roles of caregiver, mother, wife, and 
emotional refuge. Yet, there is an underlying anxiety, an unease toward the latent power of women and a dread of 
the enigmatic and sovereign control associated with the maternal figure. This interplay of desire and fear drives male 
characters to treat women with belittlement, subjugation, or dismissal. 

Their aggressive behaviors, like mockery, violence, or manipulation, display an effort to assert their own domi-
nance. Such tendencies expose the insecurities of male characters and, by extension, male authors. It expresses males’ 
vulnerability and a broader societal unease with females. And these conflicted emotions toward female authority, 
both fear of losing control and resistance to its influence, become driving forces that shape male behavior and propel 
the play’s central conflicts. 

The fear of maternal power in men is best depicted by the controlling mother character. During the war, men had 
to fight at the front, while women took on roles previously taken by men, participated in industrial work, and acquired 
more educational opportunities. This shift transformed the social fabric and women’s perceptions of themselves. In 
the post-war period, women were no longer content to return to the old confines of domesticity, and the burgeoning 
feminist movement began to challenge patriarchal norms. There is no way that the writers of that time could be 
ignorant of such a monumental change in the culture. They seemed to project their own fears of changing gender 
roles onto the female characters they created. These anxieties often manifested in the portrayal of domineering ma-
ternal figures. The post-war anxiety over shifting gender roles is further reflected through the behavior of male char-
acters in these works. Their actions indicate their discomfort and struggle to navigate this new social landscape. Such 
depictions expose the unease of some male authors, grappling with the destabilization of traditional gender roles and 
the emergence of a feminist consciousness that irrevocably reshaped societal patterns. 

In both plays, there are certain female characters casting a shadow over the male characters’ lives. These maternal 
figures, though varied in form, personify a force of surveillance and reinforcement. Therefore, the mother figure 
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becomes a symbol of emotional turbulence of the writer. 
In Look Back in Anger, Alison’s mother, Mrs. Redfern, represents an oppressive power of surveillance and control, 

constantly judging Jimmy with disapproval. This dislike on her part is not just personal, but rather an outcome of her 
inflexible class-conscious outlook, which Jimmy abhors intensely. Mrs. Redfern’s overreach knows no bounds, as 
she goes so far as to hire a private detective to monitor Jimmy’s every move, “… to see if she can’t somehow get me 
into the News of the World” (Osborne, 1971, p. 60). Though Alison’s mother remains largely offstage, her influence 
looms large. She becomes a symbol of the hierarchy that suffocates Jimmy, the moral and social codes he feels 
compelled to rebel against.  

This portrayal of the domineering mother figure seems to draw largely from Osborne’s own relationship with his 
mother, Nellie Beatrice. In A Better Class of Person: An Autobiography, 1929-1956, Osborne expresses the psycho-
logical scars she inflicted upon him: “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. My disease, an invitation to my 
sick room” (1981, p. 271). This statement reveals the shadow she cast over Osborne’s psyche, a dominating, unsym-
pathetic presence that both defined and tormented him. Osborne describes her as a woman who weaponized her son’s 
vulnerabilities. Rather than offering comfort, she used his flaws as weapons to humiliate and deride him. Her inces-
sant goading and belittlement left Osborne emotionally crippled. In moments of great loss, such as the death of Os-
borne’s beloved father, her lack of grief exacerbated Osborne’s emotional wounds, leaving him yearning for the love 
she withheld. 

This pain and anguish are channeled by Osborne into the portrayal of Mrs. Redfern. Jimmy’s description of her as 
“the overfed, overprivileged old bitch” (Osborne, 1971, p. 81) captures his bitterness towards her dictatorial and cold 
demeanor. Like Osborne’s own mother, Mrs. Redfern is the source of pain rather than nurture. Her manipulative 
traits and class-driven prejudices make her a formidable antagonist to Jimmy’s defiant working-class identity. She 
mirrors the unresolved familial conflicts Osborne grappled with in his life. Moreover, just as Alison’s family strongly 
disapproves of Jimmy and Alison’s marriage, the family of Osborne’s first wife, Pamela Lane, also opposed their 
union. They attempted to destroy it by trying to prove that Osborne was homosexual. Osborne recounts how “[t]he 
Lanes hired a private detective to follow my movements after it had been reported that they had seen Bob fumbling 
with my knee under the table in a teashop” (Osborne, 1981, p. 240). Similarly, just as Colonel Redfern later reflects 
in the play, “he must have had a certain amount of right on his side ... I have always believed that she went too far 
over Jimmy” (Osborne, 1971, p. 86), a comparable situation emerges in Osborne’s life. As John Heilpern notes in 
John Osborne: The Many Lives of the Angry Young Man, “Yet Osborne didn’t regard the father bitterly, and the two 
of them even liked each other grudgingly across the great divide … ‘Mummy’ was the armor-plated war leader 
marshalling all forces in the bloody cause of stopping the marriage” (2008, p. 116). This relationship, where the 
mother’s harmful influence towers over, extends into the play, as Osborne dedicates Look Back in Anger “For My 
Father” rather than “For My Mother” or “For My Parents”. It shows the emotional and psychological impact of the 
mother’s actions on his life and work.  

Similar is the case with The Birthday Party, Meg possesses a subtle yet pervasive control over Stanley, as she 
wraps him up in an intricate network of motherly love which stands on the brink of choking him. Her insistence on 
infantilizing him, like bringing him breakfast in bed, lavishing him with excessive praise, and teasing him with trivial 
gifts, reflects a desire to assert dominance under the disguise of love. But then again, her manipulation is undermined 
by the fact that she cannot help being dependent on the approval of Stanley. Meg’s need for validation through 
Stanley’s dependency mirrors her vulnerability, as she clings to a maternal identity that grants her a semblance of 
authority in a chaotic and uncertain world.  

In stark contrast to Meg’s maternal image is Goldberg’s “old mum” with an authoritative and more abstract pres-
ence. While Alison’s mother operates through overt control, Goldberg’s “old mum” wields her power through sym-
bolic dominance. Goldberg’s repeated references to her evoke a maternal figure steeped in nostalgia yet saturated 
with absolute authority. Though she never appears directly, this “old mum” is portrayed as both nurturing and con-
trolling. She is a provider of the “nicest piece of gefilte fish” (Pinter, 1963, p. 46), a symbolic representation of the 
mysterious organization Goldberg serves. She alone holds the power to call Goldberg by his childhood nickname, 
“Simey,” showing her position as the ultimate authority in his life. When interrogating Stanley, Goldberg invokes 
“old mum” repeatedly: “What would your old mum say, Webber?” (Pinter, 1963, p. 51) and “Where’s your old mum?” 
(Pinter, 1963, p. 52). These references serve to emphasize Stanley’s betrayal of the institution she represents, branding 
him as a “[m]other defiler”, “a traitor to the cloth”, and one who “verminates the sheet of [his] birth” (Pinter, 1963, 
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p. 54). Through these accusations, the “old mum” emerges more as a symbol of an omnipotent moral and social order, 
a “family” Goldberg extols as “the rock”, “the constitution”, and “the core” (Pinter, 1963, p. 81). This maternal 
authority, passed down through generations, is further emphasized when Goldberg declares, “… who came before 
your father? His father. And who came before him? Before him? … Who came before your father’s father but your 
father’s father’s mother! Your great-gran-granny” (Pinter, 1963, p. 81). In this chain of lineage and power, the ma-
ternal figure remains the origin, an immutable source of authority (Chen, 2007, p. 181). The “old mum” represents 
both the emotional pull of familial ties and the oppressive weight of an institutional system that controls and shapes 
individuals. 

Men’s desire for maternal power is embodied in the paradoxical blend of nurturance and sensuality, where the 
need for unconditional love becomes entangled with a yearning for control. Jimmy’s emotional outburst is rooted in 
his complex and unresolved feelings about motherhood. It is a theme that resonates with his personal relationships 
and also with the life of his creator. Osborne’s childhood was marked by the absence of maternal warmth, and this 
longing for motherly love finds an echo in Jimmy’s relationship with Alison. At the core of Jimmy’s character is a 
paradoxical mix of vulnerability and aggression. In a rare moment of emotional candor, Jimmy confesses to Alison, 
“There’s hardly a moment when I’m not—watching or wanting you. I’ve got to hit out somehow” (Osborne, 1971, 
p. 33). His admission reveals a man who is simultaneously dependent on and resentful of women. Jimmy’s vulnera-
bility, a trait he perceives as a weakness for a man, quickly transforms into aggression, a defensive mechanism to 
mask his needs. Jimmy’s sexual desire for her is inseparable from his emotional dependence, creating a knot of 
feelings that are shocking, poignant, honest, and repulsive by turns, sometimes embodying all of these emotions at 
once (Wandor, 2001, p. 43). He yearns for her to serve as the nurturing, maternal figure who can soothe and under-
stand his anguish. He also lashes out at her coldness and detachment, furious at her for going back to the shelter of 
her upper-class upbringing. He views it as a betrayal. Therefore, Jimmy’s relationship with Alison becomes a battle-
field where his unresolved longing for maternal love and his rebellion against society collide. 

Jimmy’s attempts to suppress Alison’s agency and power illustrate this internal conflict. Through verbal violence 
and humiliation, he seeks to diminish Alison’s strength, mocking her family background and criticizing her inaction. 
His harsh outburst reveals his desire to see Alison shaken from what he perceives as her sheltered existence: “I only 
hope you learn it one day. If only something—something would happen to you, and wake you out of your beauty 
sleep! … If you could have a child, and it would die” (Osborne, 1971, p. 39). This statement is the expression of his 
cruelty and his desire that Alison will feel the same misery and despair that he feels in life. Jimmy’s scorn for Alison’s 
potential motherhood further demonstrates his conflicted attitude toward femininity and creation. He dismisses the 
idea of Alison’s pregnancy with brutal indifference when confronting Helena: “Listen, if you’ll stop breathing your 
female wisdom all over me, I’ll tell you something: I don’t care … I don’t care if she’s going to have a baby. I don’t 
care if it has two heads!” (Osborne, 1971, p. 90). This invective actually foreshadows Alison’s later miscarriage. 
Alison’s loss of her child represents a figurative female castration. For Jimmy to thrive and assert himself as a man, 
Alison must be dispossessed of her capacity to create life, leaving room for only one child in their relationship: Jimmy 
himself (Wandor, 2001, p. 94). The loss of their child marks the climax of Jimmy’s inability to reconcile with the 
creative aspects of femininity, exposing his discomfort with the maternal force that he both craves and resents. His 
aggressiveness arises out of his desperate need to suppress what he considers a threat to his fragile self. Her miscar-
riage is therefore a metaphor for his rejection of Alison’s ability to encompass both motherhood and womanhood, 
reducing her to a surrogate mother figure. Alison becomes a replacement for the maternal love he never received 
from his own mother. 

One notable aspect is Alison’s enduring concern for Jimmy even under his relentless verbal abuse. Deep down, 
Alison has a genuine care for him, which becomes evident when she pleads with Helena not to leave Jimmy, saying 
that “he will have no one”: “Helena, you mustn’t leave him. He needs you, I know he needs you—” (Osborne, 1971, 
p. 112). It reveals that her earlier departure was not an act of abandonment or indifference. Alison’s return at the end 
of the play, marked by their cocoon-like game of “bears and squirrels,” further suggests an inherent savior complex 
shaped by motherly compassion and wifely devotion. As both caregiver and lover, Alison becomes a healer and a 
martyr for Jimmy, who seeks in her the love, stability, and maternal understanding absent from his life. Her return to 
him, despite the emotional cost, reveals her resilience and her continued empathy for his inner distress. 

Alison’s role as a maternal figure is particularly significant when placed within the context of post-war British 
society, where men like Jimmy grappled with psychological trauma brought about by the war. Destabilization of 
traditional male roles in this period led to an intense longing for an idealized form of maternal care, a safe haven from 
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the world full of chaos and disillusionment. Alison’s submissiveness and readiness to suffer verbal abuse from Jimmy 
can be understood in terms of the idealization of the mother figure in the post-war period. Her presence offers Jimmy 
a balm for his inner distress that deepens his emotional dependence on her. It is a reflection of the anxiety that 
pervaded post-war British society, where the uncertainty after the war caused many men to feel psychologically lost 
and unable to come to terms with the societal pressure to be emotionally strong. Alison becomes, in this light, a victim 
of Jimmy’s unstable nature and also a figure who tries to restore the damaged identity of the post-war man. The 
persistent love of Alison towards Jimmy can thus be viewed as an expression of the yearning of a generation to find 
emotional security in an unstable world. In Alison, one can find Jimmy’s struggle as well as Osborne’s own unful-
filled longing for the emotional acceptance and maternal warmth he never truly attained. 

With Harold Pinter’s penpoint, the female characters play the roles of mother, wife, lover, and prostitute, embod-
ying both nurturing maternal care and unsettling sensuality. It can be best seen with the character of Meg, who rep-
resents a warped maternal archetype and is engaged in taking care of Stanley while at the same time infantilizing him. 
“Now you eat up those cornflakes like a good boy. Go on” (Pinter, 1963, p. 15). She takes care of making his meals, 
cleaning his room, and feeding him. This can be witnessed in the way she takes pride in defending her cornflakes, 
which Stanley describes as “horrible”: “Those flakes? Those lovely flakes? You’re a liar, a little liar. They’re refresh-
ing. It says so. For people when they get up late” (Pinter, 1963, p. 15). The maternal role, however, is complicated 
by a sensual undertone. Meg’s insistence on calling Stanley her “boy” and obsessively checking on him carries an 
inappropriate, almost flirtatious quality. Her plea, “Don’t you go away again, Stan. You stay here. You’ll be better 
off. You stay with your old Meg” (Pinter, 1963, p. 24). shows a possessive instinct and a dependency on Stanley that 
blurs the boundaries between motherly care and amorous concern. The result is a relationship that oscillates uncom-
fortably between nurturing and domination, care and control. 

Stanley’s reaction to Meg reinforces this tension. Being dependent on her care, he hates her attempts to treat him 
like an infant. He cannot help reacting violently to show how much he wants to be independent. This conflict culmi-
nates in his attempt to strangle Meg. Stanley’s violent aggression reflects a conflicted psyche: a desperate desire to 
escape Meg’s suffocating maternal dominance, paired with an inability to reject his psychological reliance on her 
care. The distorted maternal power becomes especially apparent during the birthday party, where Meg acts as a sur-
rogate mother presiding over the event. But the celebration quickly descends into chaos. Her lack of true authority 
and Stanley’s unraveling psyche present the dysfunction of their relationship. His frenzied drumming foreshadows 
his later defeat at the hands of Goldberg and McCann, the real forces that make him lose his consciousness and 
autonomy. 

The theme of maternalism and sensuality is further extended to Lulu. Lulu initially adopts a maternal tone toward 
Stanley, chiding him like a concerned parent: “Why don’t you have a wash? You look terrible” (Pinter, 1963, p. 27). 
Yet Stanley expects Lulu to be his lover, as seen in his saying, “How would you like to go away with me?” It reaches 
the darkest point during the chaotic birthday party, where the desperate Stanley uses Lulu as an outlet for his sup-
pressed fear and desire in darkness. In this moment, Lulu becomes less a lover and more a symbolic object of exploi-
tation, an archetype of a prostitute. This actually reflects Pinter’s bewilderment of female power regarding sexuality, 
a confusion rooted in his relationship with his first wife, Vivien Merchant. Vivien, who inspired many of the female 
characters in his early plays, had already established herself as a leading figure in the theater company while Pinter 
was still playing minor roles. She often portrayed women who appeared refined and elegant on the outside but har-
bored a mysterious inner unrest, such as living a secret life as a call girl (Chen, 2007, pp. 191-192). In Pinter’s later 
plays, such as The Homecoming (1965), which he himself labeled as a “feminist” play, the central character Ruth 
appears to be pursuing independence and power. However, her choice to become the shared sexual resource is not a 
positive quest for freedom; rather, it is presented in a destructive manner that reflects the nightmare of the male’s 
collective consciousness of being manipulated by female sexual control. This portrayal of male-distorted “female 
power” reduces her so-called “feminism” to a disturbing caricature, one that reinforces patriarchy rather than chal-
lenging it. 

Through these female characters, Osborne and Pinter explore the uneasy convergence of maternal care and sensu-
ality. In Look Back in Anger, post-war anger remains limited by Osborne’s male-centered perspective, while in The 
Birthday Party, women often become symbolic reflections of Pinter’s anxieties about female power. In both plays, 
female characters are stereotyped by patriarchal assumptions of the post-war male British writers. These women are 
restricted by certain roles that reflect men’s fear of female strength or stripped of any agency to serve as passive 
objects. 
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5. Conclusion 

In the post-war British drama written by male authors, represented by John Osborne’s Look Back in Anger and Harold 
Pinter’s The Birthday Party, female characters, though present, remain sidelined. Their identities usually come sec-
ond to the larger themes of male disillusionment and struggle. In both plays, women are objectified as background 
figures and mere tools for understanding male characters. They appear either as oppressive and threatening forces or 
as targets that are arbitrarily attacked and exploited.  

Such depictions are shaped by the personal experience of the writers and by the historical tensions of post-war 
Britain. Male characters seek nurturing, salvation, love, and sexual care from women, while fearing the latent power 
and authority that such figures seem to hold over male selfhood and dominion. This ambivalence links female repre-
sentation to broader struggles over identity, power, and gender in a society undergoing profound change. 
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