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Abstract

Plays by Caryl Churchill and Sarah Kane epitomize an unflinchingly outspoken
criticism of pre-established social parameters not solely via unorthodox dramaturgy but
also through radical experimentation and controversial content. This study purports
to align Caryl Churchill’s Far Away and Sarah Kane’s Blasted with Italian philosopher
Giorgio Agamben's concept of the camp by resorting to a comparative analysis of the
plays with scrutiny of their peculiar tenets. The study also refers to Agamben's state of
exception to explicate how fragile peacetime conditions can become in camps where
the law is suspended while human brutality and sheer violence emerge. Blasted and
Far Away are unique candidates to become timeless theatrical pieces as even more than
two decades after their premiere, their strong relevance with our current world events
persists, bestowing upon them a unique role of mimetic representation of the twenty-
first-century violence and oppressive political power.
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Oz

Caryl Churchill ve Sarah Kane'in oyunlar, yalnizca sira dist dramaturji ile degil,
ayni zamanda radikal deneysellik ve tartismali igerik yoluyla da kabullenilmis sosyal
parametrelere yonelik gozii kara ve sakincasiz elestiriyi temsil etmektedir. Bu ¢alisma,
Caryl Churchill'in Far Away ve Sarah Kane'in Blasted baglikli eserlerini Italyan filozof
Giorgio Agamben'in kamp kavrami 1s13inda mercek altina alarak, oyunlarin kendine
ozgii ilkelerini yakindan inceleyip, karsilastirmali bir analiz yapmay1 amaglamaktadir.
Calisma ayrica, insan vahseti ve katiksiz siddetin ortaya ¢ikarken yasalarin askiya alindig
kamplarda baris zamani kosullarinin ne kadar kirilgan hale gelebilecegini agiklamak igin
Agamben'in istisna hali gortisiine atif yapmaktadir. Blasted ve Far Away’in promiyerlerinin
tizerinden gegen yirmi yili askin bir siire sonra bile diinya konjonktiiriiyle olan ilgileri
artarak devam etmekte ve bu da onlara yirmi birinci yiizyilin siddet ve baskici politik gii¢
olaylarmin mimetik temsilcileri olma gibi benzersiz bir rol vererek zamansiz teatral eser
aday1 olduklarin gostermektedir.

Anahtar s6zciikler: Blasted, Far Away, istisna hali, kamp, Agamben, Caryl Churchill,
Sarah Kane.
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Introduction

Italian philosopher Giorgio Agamben, especially in
the last quarter of the 1990s, turns his attention more
on the scrutiny of political power and sovereignty by
focusing more on the near history and contemporary
developments. In his Means without End: Notes on Poli-
tics, Agamben refers to atrocious conditions in concen-
tration camps in Cuba, Nazi Germany, and elsewhere.
In camps, juridical law is suspended and substituted by
prison or martial laws. Drawing on German philoso-
pher Carl Schmidt’s state of exception concept which
legalizes the suspension of juridical law by the sover-
eign power during times of emergency for the sake of
communal protection, Agamben suggests that camps
are spaces that are ripe for the state of exception to
dominate. The space turns into a camp when the state
of exception becomes the predominant rule. In a camp,
any act toward human beings is rightful and accept-
able, and “the state of exception, which was essential-
ly a temporal suspension of the state of law, acquires
a permanent spatial arrangement, as such, remains
constantly outside the normal state of law” (Agamben,
2000, p. 38). He refers to several contemporary inci-
dents that constitute places where the state of exception
rules have been employed. Among them are the Italian
and French sports facilities which were used as detain-
ee centers by the police to contain illegal immigrants
(Agamben, 2000, p. 38). Agamben also stresses that
the state of exception reduces individuals to their sheer
biological existence, disregarding any other aspects of
life. In this sense, the rather difficult concepts of bare
life or naked life derive from Agamben’s observation
that in ancient Greece, the term “life” had two deno-
tations; bios (life in connection with others) and z6é
(biological life). In the light of this notion, throughout
this study, the camp refers to the place where the ju-
ridical laws are suspended and even the most horrible
actions become legalized due to the state of exception.

Camps are galore in our modern world. Refugee camps,
even in the 21% century, are still no different from
open-air prisons where inhumane conditions are prev-
alent. Irregular refugees seeking asylum from Euro-
pean countries are piled up at two Aegean islands of
Greece and unfortunately, human rights representa-
tives and NGOs liken those camps to prisons. The 9/11
twin tower terrorist attacks were a turning point in the
world political scenery in the sense that they spurred a

chain of reactions that culminated in a harsh military
response to Afghanistan and Iraq. The decade-long
civil war in Syria and military conflict in North Afri-
can countries can be regarded as other major sources
of conflict.

This article argues that the spatial conversion from
peacetime to conflict zone and the accompanying vio-
lence depicted in Far Away (2000) and Blasted (1995)
are reminiscent of the camps in which individuals are
devoid of the most rudimentary human rights and be-
come subjects to any kind of brutality due to the col-
lapse of public law and order as explicated by Agam-
ben. In Far Away, the great theatrical experimentalist
Churchill depends on symbolic surrealism to depict a
world that plunges into a great civil war. Kane’s Blast-
ed, on the other hand, is not for the faint-hearted with
its disturbingly violent scenes, pushing in-yer-face
dramaturgy to its limits.

The first part of the study attempts to propose prox-
imity between both plays in terms of the abrupt tran-
sition from a peacetime setting to a sheer clash and
unimaginable violence. The camp emerges as a result
of this transition. When the conflict breaks out and
takes possession of individuals, we argue that the fight
depicted in both plays is not conventional warfare,
rather it is a new kind of war that has totally different
structural parameters. This new kind of war is highly
insidious, fearfully deceptive, and unpredictably de-
structive. It is fervent and ferocious. The second part
of the study investigates these new wars and argues
that Blasted and Far Away are mimetic representations
of twenty-first-century conflict zones we are acquaint-
ed to see in certain parts of the world due to their pe-
culiar characteristics.

The Camp in Far Away and Blasted

We know that the boundary which separates ration-
ality and violence is highly enfeebled during times of
conflict. Humans are deeply ingrained in violence and
brutality and this could be triggered by unpredictable
situations. Drawing on the post-Katrina New Orleans
incidents in 2005, Marxist philosopher Slavoj Zizek
argues that civil authority is so inherently shabby that
it could easily disintegrate during times of collective
chaos caused by natural disasters, famines, pandemics,
or massive technological accidents. The assumption is
that if such incidents could plunge a superpower like
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the U.S into chaos, they could cause worse problems in
any part of the world. This creates a hysterical fear that
social order is prone to collapse at any time which “will
reduce our world in a primitive wilderness” (Violence,
2008, p. 93).

How could humanity, at the height of its rationality and
scientific reason, be involved in the massacres of the two
world wars is still a source of concern. This is a com-
mon underlying theme in Blasted and Far Away. Both
plays make a peaceful start as the curtain lifts, yet the
dissolution of peacetime and transition towards a state
of exception is abrupt and unexpected. Sudden loss of
public authority culminating in horrendous violence in
a civil war environment is a mutual concept that sets the
ground ready for the state of exception to find its way
into the plot.

A nocturnal conversation between young Joan and her
aunt Harper welcomes the audience in Far Away. Albeit
mysteriously curtailed, the stage directions indicate that
the setting is Harper’s country house. For some reason,
Joan’s sleep is interrupted and Harper attempts to alle-
viate her insomniac moments with the likes of a com-
passionate parent. Churchill’s reasonably realistic start
with the country house setting is anything but menac-
ing. After all, what could be more peace-evoking than a
young girl’s nightly visit to her aunt’s countryside house?
In Blasted, Ian, a 45-year-old journalist meets 24 years
younger Cate at a hotel for an overnight stay. The very
first words of the stage directions inform that the setting
is “a very expensive hotel room in Leeds” (Kane, 2001,
p- 3). The state of normalcy delivered at the start of both
plays prepares the ground ripe for the unexpected shift
of tone from tranquil normalcy to baleful horror.

It slowly becomes clear in Far Away that Joan is quiv-
ering, and it is neither fever nor any of Harper’s initial
reasonings that causes her distress. Soon, the picture is
demystified when Joan reveals that she has been out-
doors, heard a shriek, and seen her uncle “bundling
someone into a shed” (Churchill, 2008, p. 163). While
Harper eschews clarifying what Joan has seen, the audi-
ence is gradually dragged into unknown territory once
it is understood from Joan’s words that the immediate
surroundings of the auntie’s house is actually a vicious-
ly insecure place where people are brutally piled up in
trucks, children are beaten with metal sticks until they
bleed or presumably die (Churchill, 2008, p. 141). Before
the first act comes to an end, Joan’s inadvertent discov-

ery of a crime spurs an epochal impact on her immature
psyche. She finds herself, rather unknowingly, in a truly
turbulent conundrum when her aunt overloads a burden
that is difficult even to imagine on this young girl. This
is the inauguration of a new era for Joan who is now offi-
cially recruited into a “big movement”:

HARPER. Of course. I'm not surprised you can’t sleep,
what an upsetting thing to see. But now you understand,
it’s not so bad. You are part of a big movement now to
make things better. You can be proud of that. You can
look at the stars and think here we are in our little bit of
space, and I’'m on the side of the people who are putting
things right, and your soul will expand right into the sky
(Churchill, 2008, p. 169).

The divisive tone of rhetoric emerges with the use of
pronouns “we” and “they”. Harper’s enigmatic reference
to “a big movement to make things better” intriguingly
unveils her role as wicked and ominous. The discursive
explanation Harper utilizes is signified in the dichoto-
my between “we” and “they”, suggesting we, “the good”,
they, “the evil”. These pronouns usually embody negative,
polarized oppositions. Today’s global political conjunc-
ture has created powerful references to the “we/they” di-
chotomy at the national and international levels. In Far
Away, as the camp is getting mature to act, seeds of ha-
tred should be cast among individuals.

In the second act, Far Away takes us to a wicked setting
in which Joan is shown as a busy worker at a hat manu-
facturing factory together with a newly introduced char-
acter, Todd. They are sitting by the assembly line, occu-
pied with the hat-making job. The hats are scrupulously
produced hand-made pieces and workers spend days un-
til the hats get “enormous and preposterous” (Churchill,
2014, p. 177). The essence of the hat-making scene re-
mains highly ambiguous until the stage directions refer
to chained prisoners who are involved in a death march:
“Next day. A procession of ragged, beaten, chained pris-
oners, each wearing a hat, on their way to execution. The
finished hats are even more enormous and preposterous
than in the previous scene” (Churchill, 2008, p. 177).

The scene has certainly Marxist connotations with its
underlying reference to the exploitation of assembly
line laborers who are barely aware of their destitute sit-
uation and are fully devoured by the biological urge to
stay alive. Todd’s dreadfully reckless and callous remarks
that he loves making hats even if they disappear with the
dying prisoners can be attributable to the familiar Marx-
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ist worry that modernity ascribes almost everything an
ephemeral meaning. In Churchill’s portrayal of the so-
ciety in Far Away, it is evident that the human spirit is
lost, feelings are numbed, and mass killings are taken for
granted. The bare life resurfaces in this scene as the camp
becomes fully operational.

The war takes possession of the entire world in Far Away.
In the final act, we are now several years ahead of the
second act and it is conceivable from Harper and Todd’s
conversation that the world is plunged into an abysmally
absurd war. In this war, wasps are assaulting horses; cats
are sided with the French and are killing babies (Church-
ill, 2008, p. 181). Every single living and non-living thing
are now part of the aggression. With straight references
to the “Portuguese car salesmen”, “Russian swimmers”,
“Latvian dentists” and “Thai butchers” Far Away em-
bodies a camp where the state of exception is dominant
(Churchill, 2008, p. 182). Rather allegorically, Churchill
portrays a conflict environment that is larger than a mere
civil war.

Blasted displays a similar switch to camp with the sudden
introduction of the state of exception. Cate and Ian’s ho-
tel room intimacy reveal that Ian has raped Cate and he
is suffering from terminal lung cancer. On top of that, we
learn that there is a war in the city. A fully weaponized
soldier is also introduced to the scene. However, the play
exhibits a sharp twist of plot in scene three when the ho-
tel is suddenly targeted by a missile that comes out of no-
where, damaging one of the walls of the room. From this
scene onwards, Blasted offers whatever it takes to deliver
horrendous violence on stage. By the unique theatrical
purpose of in-yer-face fashion, Blasted is imbued with
filthy language and unimaginable violence. In perhaps
one of the most disturbing moments of the entire play,
the soldier first rapes Ian and then sucks both of his eyes
out and eats them. The soldier is still attired in his mili-
tary uniform and symbolizes a state power that spiraled
out of control.

We know that the 1993 civil war in Yugoslavia which
culminated in the horrible extermination of thousands
of Bosnian civilians ignited a spark in Kane to compose
Blasted. In one of her interviews, she explains that her
intention to turn a lavish Leeds hotel room into a war-
time graveyard is to show how thin the wall separates ra-
tional common sense and brutality. Terrors of the world
lurk in ambush, seek to attack and demolish our lives at
any time. Kane thinks “that the seeds of full-scale war

can always be found in peacetime civilization” (Si-
erz, 2012, p. 202).

Considering that civil war is “a situation inside a
country where groups of armed people fight against
each other or fight against the government’, the es-
sence of the aggression illustrated in Far Away and
Blasted is evocative of a civil war with spatial im-
minence of the camp (Collin, 2004, p. 40). Howev-
er, we could further argue that here the war is dis-
tinctively different from the defining paradigms of
conventional warfare in which usually two or more
states confront openly using conventional weapons
and battlefield strategies.

Undoubtedly, twenty-first-century armed conflicts
are considerably different from the previous cen-
turies due predominantly to the higher integration
of advanced technology in military operations and
the rising dominance of globalization in the prac-
tice of armed combats. With the world’s political
environment is getting highly polarized between
nations in search of superior political domination,
particular zones of the world have turned into
conflict zones. In its sheer peculiarity, the notion
of new wars in our modern era constantly creates
what Agamben theorizes as camps.

Resorting to Mary Kaldor’s definition of new wars,
Andrew Sofer argues that “Far Away dramatizes a
state of war that is always elsewhere, unrepresent-
able, and absent, and yet at the same time present,
internalized, and inescapable” (Sofer, 2013, p. 134).
According to Kaldor, “during the last decades of
the twentieth century, a new type of organized vi-
olence developed, especially in Africa and Eastern
Europe, which is one aspect of the current glo-
balized era” as she describes it as the “new war”
(Kaldor, New and Old Wars, 2012, p. 2). New wars
resemble the low-intensity conflict or the guerilla
fight of the Cold War era, yet they are structural-
ly different. Unlike conventional warfare which is
“the situation where one country fights another”,
the enemy is immeasurably fragmented, and it is
not merely external anymore in new wars (Collin,
2004, p. 259). It has become extremely difficult to
estimate where the real threat emanates from as the
distinction between external and internal threats
becomes amorphous. On top of that, funding
sources of new wars cannot be understood without
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seeing the impact of globalization. In a keynote speech as
part of a workshop she attended in 2017, Mary Kaldor ex-
plains that the war has become a marketplace for armed
groups who compete for funding. She also talks about
the eerily stunning fact that how the money needed to
sustain the war in Syria by various state and non-state
actors and other violence-stricken places in the world is
systematically laundered in the London property market
through electronic transactions (Kaldor, 2017).

Conclusion

Blasted and Far Away are epitomes of how globalization
changes the shape of combats, making them new wars.
In our conflict-driven world, our spatial proximity to the
state of exception has never been pronounced more viv-
idly than now. Terrorist attacks, economic downturns,
natural disasters, must not be considered far away from
home anymore. Blasted and Far Away show that we are
no longer remote from the camp conditions in our mod-
ern cities. As Sofer discusses, Far Away “targets the psy-
chological mechanism that tempts us to perceive a state
of normalcy 'here' (at home) and a state of exception
'there' (abroad)” (Sofer, 2013, p. 138).

Far Away and Blasted are aligned closely to each other on
the grounds that they follow a relatively similar pattern
that replaces peace conditions with unconventional war-
fare, creating a milieu reminiscent of Agamben’s notion
of camp. Agamben is concerned that our modern cities
are turning into camps “in which naked life and political
life, at least in determinate moments, enter a zone of ab-
solute indeterminacy” (Agamben, 2000, p. 41).

More than two decades after the premiere of Blasted,
the shocking war scenes of the play turns into an accus-
tomed reality in Syria and Iraq where the civil war, mil-
itary interventions, and armed conflicts have converted
certain zones into camps. The state of exception justifies
beheading, rape, torture and, even cannibalism as com-
mon practices, signifying the degradation of humanity.
Indeed, there is a thin line between humanity and bar-
barity in a state of exception. “A CNN video footage”
recorded in 2012 showing a rebel paramilitary in Syria
dissecting the corpse of a dead Syrian soldier and eating
his heart is an overwhelmingly devastating scene that re-
minds us of Kane’s portrayal of the war-crippled individ-
uals of Blasted (Abdelaziz & Holy, 2013).

In the commentary to his trilogy War Plays, Britain’s
highly political playwright Edward Bond, theorizes

the term radical innocence to argue that all humans are
born innocent but “as we grow, our radical innocence
becomes embroiled in the social contradictions which
turn our cities into armed camps in peace and ruins in
war” (Bond, 1998, p. 251). Bond’s assumption is based
on the notion that humans are inherently innocent but
social constructs and culture instill radicalism and turn
them into violent creatures. What Blasted and Far Away
show us is that we live in a world that is not remote from
a camp as our radical innocence is programmed to act
brutally in a state of exception.
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