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Abstract 

 

Harold Pinter, the profound and illustrious playwright of the twentieth century, has 

been concerned with the existential problems of man in a hostile universe. Through plays 

of different types and his own idiosyncratic style, in his comedy of menace, he targets the 

question of self and identity, the major obsession of modern man which has been violated 

by the menaces of different types. In this article, I have scrutinized the birthday party, 

Pinter's major comedy of menace, to show how physical, psychological, and mental types 

of menace aroused by the violation, deprivation, and exploitation of man's Intra and Inter 

relationships have culminated in his blurred vision of his self and identity. 
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Introduction 
Harold Pinter, the outstanding 20

th
 century English playwright, through his oeuvre and his 

idiosyncratic style has contributed a lot in revelation of the existential problems of mankind. 

Alienation, sense of disintegration, evasiveness, domination, violation of identity and sense of self are 

major themes depicted in his plays. His plays have been studied very often. Many critics have tried to 

classify them depending on their intended themes as plays of menace, identity, memory, and political 

plays which are all in pursuit of highlighting and revealing specific tenets of the human existence. For 

this he has deployed the characteristics of the Theatre of Absurd which "strive to express its sense of 

the senselessness of the human condition and the inadequacy of the rational approach by the open 

abandonment of rational devices and discursive thought"
 
(Esslin, 2004:24). In so doing, he does not 

just content himself with a restatement of a number of familiar existential themes but introduces the 

play on the whole so that it will function according to existential principles and rules. Therefore, In 

spite of the apparent naturalism of his plays, he tries to get at something much deeper than what is said 

on the stage. He creates figures that live in isolation in a menacing world. They do not "revolt against a 

hostile abstract world. Instead, they look for shelter, be it physically defined, as a room, for example, 

or in the negotiation for a psychologically safe place". They are always in pursuit of the "fulfilment of 

their emotional needs"(Olivera, 1999:54). The fulfilment of these needs is mediated by the power 

relationship they develop with each other. Any violation of its balance, or any alteration and misuse of 

this relationship culminates in creation of an atmosphere of different types of menace. Therefore, the 

detection of the mainsprings of menace from intra and inter personal view points in Pinter's well 

known menace play, the Birthday Party, which collectively violate and target the individual's sense of 

self and identity as a shadow of one of the major obsessions of modern man's existential problems, the 

ambiguity of self and identity is the main subject of analysis in this paper. 
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Discussion 
Birthday party for embodying the comic and threatening mood has been labelled as "comedy of 

menace". "Coined by David Compton, who has used the term for his collection of one-act plays, the 

expulsion became associated to Pinter's early plays since Irving Warble applied it in reference to the 

Birthday Party in a critical article in the Magazine Encore"(Peacock,1997:31). The very title is 

ambiguous as it incorporates both comical and terrorizing elements. Pinter's early drama, though 

concerned with the expression of the feeling of fear, ambiguity, and restlessness, it includes the 

elements of absurdity, too. Therefore, we see that most of "Pinter's plays begin comically but turn to 

physical, psychological or potential violence-sometimes, in varying sequences, to all three" (Dukore, 

1998:87). In Birthday Party, the very name is suggestive; the danger of "the weasel under the cocktail 

cabinet" is imminent. Birth, the harbinger of a new life, a new identity and self, here, turns out to be a 

new form of resurrection. Stanley's strong denial of attendance in his own birthday party climaxes the 

drama as if he knew it would result in his reluctant death. If he knew, then why should he have 

attended the party? As it seems, the key point to the question lies in the emergence of menace, 

inevitable, and unpredictable in nature threatening every aspect of man's existence. Stanley is 

seemingly entrapped in remote lodging house. What kind of menace may have given rise to his 

imprisonment? The answer, no doubt, can be searched in "the prisoner's attitude to his own 

imprisonment [which] depends on his attitude to life"(Foulkes, 1967:56). Menace may show up in 

different ways including physical, psychological, and mental ways. Each one is manifested in its own 

special way. In mental type of menace, the highest in abstraction, menace resides in the mind where the 

individual defines his self; "the failure to do so is the ultimate level this threatening feeling can reach". 

The first two in their extreme severe forms can proceed and, in turn, give rise to the third type 

culminating in the existential malady of Stanley as a paradigm of modern man which Pinter has tried to 

portray in a micro-level in the Birthday Party. To him fear of menace "may suggest the universal 

trauma of man in the universe"(Dukore, 1998:25). Now, turning to the protagonist in the play, his real 

entrapment, his biggest mental menace and obsession is his own sense of self and identity hovering 

over his existence. 

Stanley from personal view point in one sense can stand for the disillusioned individual in the 

cruel world where just conformist values are accepted. May be in his mind he has not been able to 

reside the norms and has been discarded as a social outcast ending in a lodging house where he can live 

his own life. This may interpersonally stand for his impotency at the beginning of the play to respond 

to maternal love of Meg and gentle affection of Lulu. 

His identity, job, and family background are nebulous. This never-if-ever-has-been pianist has 

nothing upon which he himself can create a clear vision of his past. 

Based on his never-proven-assumed identity he has managed to find a shelter for himself. In his 

depth of mind, he is suspicious of every threat deprive him of this. But "the threat is somehow beyond 

articulation-literary unspeakable"(Coppa, 2001:44) This unfathomable nature of menace in the 

existence of a nameless authority poses the character mental menace. That is why on the unexpected 

arrival of two strangers, he is driven into a state panic to death. 

Stanley: Who are they? 

Meg: I don't know. 

Stanley: Did he [Petty] tell you their names? 

Meg: No. 

Stanley: (pacing the room).Here? They wanted to come here? 

Meg: Yes, they did. (She takes the curlers out of her chair.) 

Stanley: Why? 

Meg: This house is on the list 

Stanley: But who are they? (The Birthday Party, p.14) 

This sheer suspense of the identity of the imminent threat whirls the mental state of Stanley as 

"ambiguity generates fear and terror"
 
(Prentice, 1994:40) He is personally prone to succumb to this 

chaos as there had already been confusion and polarity in his mind regarding his sense of self and the 
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presence of the never-proven mission and identity of the emissaries ignites the already in-tumult 

psyche of Stanley. This is known as one of the specific tact of Pinter. That is why Belington asserts: 

"violence, even if it didn't always erupt, was sucked into the atmosphere, and Pinter [has] acquired a 

gift for skilled verbal evasion useful to an embryonic playwright"(2007:18). 

McCann: This job…, is it going to be like anything we have done before? 

Goldberg: The main issue is a particular issue and quiet distinct from your previous 

work…..(The Birthday Party, p.23) 

On their arrival, they catch on Meg's word and arrange a birthday party for Stanley. He resists 

and denies his birthday knowing that his personal territory is in danger. The characters are inevitably 

and actively play the game of their lives to expel one another from life to achieve their own lives.. In 

the course of the play, he is assaulted and for his complete physical torture is deprived of his glasses to 

become totally submissive. Then as Franzblau asserts "they hurl a barrage of questions at him, 

challenging every consolation-from the sublime (religion: Do you recognize an external force, 

responsible for you, for your suffering?; or philosophy: Is the number 846 possible or necessary? To 

the ridiculous: Why does the chicken cross the road?)-shattering any support" (1967:47).He is also 

accused of every crime including racial, national, and personal ones from picking his nose to killing his 

wife depriving him psychologically out of his normal state of mind and finally they target his mental 

sense of his self. Stanley has either really committed all the mentioned crimes and as a fugitive has 

been leading his life; now being found by the two strangers who have been after him to take him to the 

court, here , figuratively Monty. Or, he is the kind of person who is the victim of power which wants to 

assign him a new identity of its own criteria reminding one of the ideal society envisaged by Huxley in 

his Brave New World. As Stanley is taken away, Petty says, "Petty says one of the most important lines 

I have ever written." Stan, don't let them tell you what to do." I've lived that line all my damn life. 

Never more than now"
 
(Gussow, 2006:65).This theme, adhering to one's strong sense of self, may be 

the motif Pinter has had in his mind in fabricating Stanley, on the one hand; and his menace-violated 

mental state of his sense of self, on the other hand. 

A stabilized, developed identity necessarily calls for a balance between an inner and outward 

sense of who one is. On this line, another self mediates between the two. Pinter's description of himself 

correlates delicately with that of his characters: "When I was a failure I wasn't a failure to me. When 

I'm a success, I'm not a success to me" (quoted in Prentice, 2000). 

At the end of Act 3 before taking Stanley away, Goldberg admits his uneasiness and reveals his 

despair, criticises the way his own self has been formed by the established disciplines of the society 

and the world and calls into question his own status of being. 

GOLDBERG (interrupting): I don't know why, but I feel knocked out. I feel a bit It's 

uncommon for me. 

You know what? I've never lost a tooth. Not since the day I was born. Nothing's changed. (He 

gets up.) That's why I've reached my position, McCann. Because I've always been as fit as a fiddle. All 

my life I've said the same. Play up, play up, and play the game. Honor thy father and thy mother. All 

along the line. Follow the line, the line, McCann, and you can't go wrong. What do you think, I'm a 

self-made man? No! I sat where I was told to sit. I kept my eye on the ball. School? Don't talk to me 

about school. Top in all subjects. And for why? Because I'm telling you, I'm telling you, follow my 

line? Follow my mental? Learn 33 by heart. Never write down a thing. No. And don't go too near the 

water. And you'll find—that what I say is true. Because I believe that the world (Vacant.).. . Because I 

believe that the perfect identity( The Birthday Party, Pp. 79-80). "Goldberg's blind adherence to 

authority, like Stanley's rebellion against it, mirrors the same unconscious response to received values; 

both reflexively attack whatever does not conform to that self"
 
(Prentice, 2000:35).This is in a sense a 

true reflection of their lack of possessing a real, resolute, stabilized, and achieved self. Due to this 

fallibility of his identity, one may also conclude that he may have" already been debilitated and 

rendered impotent by his life as a child like, sheltered man locked into a parasitic relationship with an 

incestuous mother figure, his landlady. Second, Stanley is powerless to resist his own destruction 
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because Goldberg and McCann who confront him with his weaknesses and pretensions, are 

personifications of his cruel superego, upbringing him for his self-indulgence and failure in life 

(Schneidermann, 1988:183).
 

Mccann and Golberg enter the play ad hoc. They are the most ambiguous and mysterious 

characters who appear as threat exercising different types of menace on the other characters. 

Interpersonally, they are tactful in handling all the characters, manipulating them and arousing 

whatever panic they want in them. 

The very simple inference can be deduced from their treatment of the other characters reminds 

the reader of the many frauds, the example of which can be seen in the society forming the 

responsibility of the courts and security officials. Set aside their link and affiliation with the authority, 

they can be interpreted as many cheaters watching out, posing their nose everywhere, for their tray. 

The way they stick to Meg's words, arranged a birthday party though not wanted by the celebrant for 

their own fun and a bed for putting into practice their wicked actions like getting Stanley under control, 

his taking him away for the possible future misuse, their affair with Lulu, and finally their boasting 

over their job strikes the mind the case of vicious, but apparently humanistic exploiters. If we 

scrutinize their relationship with the organization, here Monty, then this view is mirrored at a higher 

level. They both treated Stanley as Monty wanted. They acted on his behalf on the line of taking him 

for purification process. On a closer scrutiny, it can be clear that in this relationship, they both are as 

much victim of the authority as Stanley is. Getting involved in the fabrication of a new identity and self 

for another miserable person revives their own ex experience of their own self formation and their 

nostalgia for their real selves pops up. Stanley's interrogation, in a sense, is the projection of their own 

search for their selves. During the interrogation, Goldberg falls short of breath and expresses his 

deepest feelings of hatred and disgust for his own assigned self and identity which may have been 

attributed to him by society, authority, Monty, or the like. This sense of menace and horror of 

assigning Stanley's new self and identity may have refreshed his own past experience and provides a 

flashback to his own past; hence, startled by the sense and face of menace. 

Lulu the minor character of the play has not been able to develop a mature sense of her self 

with regard to her psychic, mental, and affective needs. This may, in a sense, be due to her remote life 

condition that is the case of many people though living in crowded cities, her earlier failed efforts in 

winning Stanley's affection for the faulty attitude of Stanley as a partner that now has turned her into 

fragile weak character succumbing to the bad intentions of McCann. As for her impotency in choosing 

and handing the relationship on the one hand, and her already menace of lack of any relationship on the 

other hand, her mind has become menace afflicted and ;accordingly, she behaves selflessly and finally 

is left as a loser in her choice of relationship. The dream of soothing relationship shatters even in her 

own eyes intensifying her sense of menace of her identity and self as a young in search of her self 

perfection. 

The same kind of menace-stirred sense of one's self and identity can be traced in Meg, the 

mother figure in the play. She as a mother figure suffers a nostalgic feeling, an instinct-driven 

yearning, for having a child; therefore, tries to remunerate for that by her suffocating flirtation with 

Stanley who doesn't fulfil her desires respectfully and even hurls her curses. 

Stanley: How long has that tea been in the pot? 

Meg: It's a good tea. Good strong tea. 

Stanley: This isn't tea. It's gravy. 

Meg: It's not. 

Stanley: Get out of it, you succulent old washing bag. 

Meg: I am not! And it isn't your place to tell me if I am! (The Birthday Party, Pp. 18-19) 

As an old woman of sixty, she is expected, having developed an expected flatulence of 

character in self and identity, not to behave the other way round. She, too, is allured by the flirtatious 

statements of ……..These intra feelings of deprivations came into existence by the mere menace of 

lack of proper interpersonal relationship, here, has driven even an old woman out of her normal 

behaviour because it had already violated her sense of self. This sense has mutilated her causing her to 
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be in constant "search for an emotionally acceptable position [which] takes place in a very singular 

manner in Pinter's world"
 (
Olivera, 1999:36). 

The only menace obsessing Pety is the failure of his business and loss of his belongings. He is 

either involved in handling the chairs or deep in a reverie of studying newspapers; therefore, he is at 

the mercy of the routines. His relationship with Meg is neither soothing nor menacing. He has been 

afflicted with the modern age absurdist characteristics:" the sense of an ominous yet uncertain 

fate;[and] the implication a senseless, random universe"
 
(Grimes, 2005:14). 

In the course of the play, he does not receive any menace as if long ago he has liquidated all his 

existential obsessions or he has adopted a neutral state of mind indulging in the monotonous state of 

just leading his life without any cognizance of, though a man of reflection and studying, his own 

surroundings signifying an acceptable paradigm of many an alienated modern man. As other 

researchers such as Bakhshizade, et al. have maintained with regard to Hothouse, another Pinter's play, 

that' "there has been an inevitable inter relation between the events happening in the play and socio-

political events of the modern world"
 
(2010:110); the vagueness and ambiguity of characters' selves 

and identities as well as the menace of different types emerged in these two major plays may, no doubt, 

have some underlying socio-political origins, too. If we want to restore humanity his true self and 

identity, for example, as just one among the many causes of human identity and self crisis "the social 

violence of our time must be eradicated from the psyche of the individuals"(Hollis, 1970:129). 

 

 

Conclusion 
The way Pinter tries to unravel the existential delicacy of human condition and his problems in his 

plays is not that of spoon feeding the reality. But, in a sense, highlighting, reflecting them in his own 

style. To capture the theme of menace of the type in congruence with the characteristics of modern 

man, his society, and his being, Pinter creates characters who are besieged by a subtle web of human 

relations in which they act out several roles. Man's view of his self and identity, no doubt, establishes 

itself in this labyrinth of web. Each is trying to make life liveable for himself in this web by handling 

himself and others around him. In so far as he has everything at his mercy, he feels secure. But this 

serenity is not stabilized and is susceptible to imminent menace, the idea to be called the catastrophe of 

the modern age. Man may out of the blue be posed the riddle of the sphinx and be demolished. The 

protagonist and the antagonist mainly, and other characters of the birthday party to a lesser extent are 

all relatively in a flux state of their sense of self and identity due to exposure to the come-into-

existence menace of different types originated from the violation of the relationships, their tranquilized 

state of being. 
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