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Chapter III 

Carnivalesque Transgression of Binary Opposition 

The carnival forms is an attitude in 

which the high, the elevated, the official, 

even the sacred, is degraded and debased, 

but as a condition of popular renewal and 

regeneration.  Simon Dentith9  

 

     In Nights at the Circus, Carter presents the reader with a carnivalesque world in 

which the assumed normal conceptions as well as the stratifications of the society are 

disrupted.  The concept of what is natural and what is normal is brought into the core 

and questioned so as to reveal the constructed nature of these norms within dominant 

discourse, which set standards in order to sort and classify things.10  This chapter 

aims to interpret Carter’s Nights at the Circus in terms of Bakhtin’s theory for the 

purpose of showing how Carter blurs the dualism in the society through the 

carnivalesque world in which things and concepts are represented in different 

respects.     

     As regards the idea of carnivalesque subverting the binary opposition, Carter’s 

Nights at the Circus raises two different kinds of judgments among critics.  One 

group of critics thinks that the carnival world does not provide a solution to the 

                                                 
9 This quotation is from Simon Dentith’s “Bakhtin’s carnival” in Bakhtinian Thought: an Introductory 
Reader.  (New York: Routledge, 1995), 68.  
10 Discourse is always connected with power.  As Foucault remarks, “Discourse determined what it is 
possible to say, what are the criteria of ‘truth,’ who is allowed to speak authority, and where such 
speech can be spoken” (Selden 154).   
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inequality in the status quo but actually reinforces the existing structure (Gasiorek 127, 

Hutcheon 61, Mayne 40).  They argue that the carnival world is merely a part of the 

existing social order.  For example, Linda Hutcheon remarks that Carter’s 

carnivalesque world is simply “the pluralized and paradoxical metaphor for a 

decentred world where there is only ex-centricity” (61).  The other group of critics 

holds a different attitude toward Carter’s use of the carnival.  They point out that 

Carter presents the reader with a carnivalesque world where assumed normal 

conceptions are mocked and questioned (Palmer 198, Michael 173).  As Michael 

suggests, Carter’s novel aims to “expose current feminist concerns and offer 

possibilities for change” (182).  This chapter begins with the introduction of 

Bakhtin’s carnival theory and analyzes the novel with the focus on the circus as a 

carnivalesque place in which things are turned upside down.  In the circus, 

characters renounce their original positions and laugh at the inequality of the status 

quo.  This chapter aims to show that through the design of the circus as a carnival, 

the novel illustrates the arbitrariness and absurdity of the dichotomy in the society and 

proposes for a new beginning for the future. 

     Before my analysis, the theory of carnival has to be explicated first in order to 

disentangle the carnivalesque elements in Nights at the Circus.  The carnival theory 

is proposed by Mikhail M. Bakhtin, who has exerted a significant influence on critical 

and cultural theories.  In Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics11, Bakhtin delineates the 

characteristics of carnival.  It is in Rabelais and His World12 that Bakhtin discusses 

                                                 
11 The name of the book will be shortened as Problems in parenthesis after quotations quoted from this 
book.   
12 The name of the book will be shortened as RW in parenthesis after quotations quoted from this book.  
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thoroughly the function and the characteristics of carnival by referring to the works of 

a French writer, Rabelais.  Bakhtin first starts with giving historical accounts of 

carnival festivals in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance.  Carnival festivals, which 

were held at that time, differ sharply from official feasts, for they embrace the spirits 

of nonconformity and heterogeneity.  Official festivals do not offer the people, who 

take part in the feast, the possibilities of living beyond the existing social stratum.  

As Bakthin declares, “Objects and ideas are united by false hierarchical relationships, 

inimical to their nature; they are sundered and separated from one another by various 

[…] strata” (The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays 169).13  Official feasts reinforce 

the existing social order, “sanction[ing] the existing pattern of things and assert[ing] 

all that was stable, unchanging, perennial: the existing hierarchy, the existing religious, 

political, and moral values, norms, and prohibitions” (RW 9).  Contrary to official 

feasts, carnival festivals “offered a completely different, nonofficial, 

extraecclesiastical and extrapolitical aspect of the world, of man, and of human 

relations” (RW 7).  As D. Amigoni asserts, “[C]arnival was an anarchic festival 

during which freedom was unleashed: social hierarchies were inverted and authority 

was transgressed” (23).  Carnival is characterized as being nonofficial and liberating.  

Carnival is held by people and all participators joining in the festival voluntarily: 

“Carnival is not a spectacle seen by the people; they live in it, and everyone 

participates because its very idea embraces all the people” (RW 7).  It is during the 

carnival period that the official hierarchies are being suspended.  As Bakhtin 

maintains, this world has “false associations established and reinforced by tradition 
                                                 
13 The name of the book will be shortened as Dialogic in parenthesis after quotations quoted from this 
book.  
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and sanctioned by religious and official ideology”; therefore, “it is necessary to […] 

sunder the false hierarchical links between objects and ideas, to abolish the divisive 

ideational strata” (Dialogic 169).  Carnival, thus, becomes the time at which people 

can be liberated from the status quo and from “the predominant truth that was put 

forward as eternal and indisputable” (RW 9).  Without the impediment resulting from 

hierarchical barriers, people can interact with one another freely.  Consequently, a 

“special type of communication,” which is impossible between people of different 

ranks, is rendered possible during the carnival festivals (RW 10).  It is during the 

time that participators can have real interaction with each other regardless of their 

social status:  

          The laws, prohibitions, and restrictions that determine the structure and  

order of ordinary, that is noncarnival, life are suspended during carnival:  

what is suspended first of all is hierarchical structure and all the forms of  

terror, reverence, piety, and etiquette connected with it – that is,  

everything resulting from soci-hierarchal inequality or any other form of  

inequality among people.  All distance between people is suspended,  

and a special carnival category goes into effect: free and familiar contact  

among people.  (RW 123) 

Carnival aims to abolish all that is serious and official and to propose a world without 

unequal restrictions.  Carnival constitutes a world opposed to the reality, which “is to 

a certain extent a parody of the extracarnival life, a ‘world inside out’” (RW 11).  The 

hierarchical barriers are demolished during the carnival time.  Carnival advocates the 

spirits of subversion, and turning over the existing hierarchies: “Within carnival, all 
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hierarchical distinctions, all barriers, all norms and prohibitions, are temporarily 

suspended, while a qualitatively different kind of communication, based on ‘free and 

familiar contact,’ is established (Stam 86).  As a result, it is during the carnival time 

that people can lead a life outside their prescribed roles and ranks.   

     During the carnival time, people in the high position in society are mocked in 

carnival.  All things are viewed with “gay relativity, an attitude in which all the 

official certainties are relativized, inverted or parodied” (Dentith 68).  Religion, 

officialdom and all that stands for seriousness and rigid regulations are mocked in 

carnival.  The most significant example is the crowing and subsequent decrowning 

of the carnival king.  Bakhtin describes the act of crowning and decrowning of the 

carnival king, which “opens and sanctifies the inside-out world of carnival,” as the 

symbol of “the pathos of shifts and changes, of death and renewal” (Problems 124).  

The carnival king is selected among clowns or slaves.  Once the carnival king is 

deposed, he is abused and beaten by the people so as to disclose his real identity as a 

clown.  The abuse and thrashing of the carnival king represent the carnival’s spirits 

of revealing the “truth about the old authority” (RW 198) in order to show the 

unreasonable aspect of the authority in society.  Furthermore, the carnival king’s and 

queen’s wearing clothes that are inside out and putting trousers over their heads 

illustrates the “shifting from top to bottom, casting the high and the old, the finished 

and completed into the material bodily lower stratum for death and rebirth” (RW 82).  

The carnival king, who is given the highest position in the hierarchy in carnival, is 

actually elected among the people who are in the lower stratum in the hierarchy.  In 

Roman Selden’s words, “The festivities associated with carnival are collective and 
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popular; hierarchies are turned on their heads (fool become wise, heaven and hell); the 

sacred is profaned” (17).  By giving the authority to those who are considered 

inferior, the existing social structure is represented to be rather relative than absolute.  

Therefore, the act of crowning and decrowning, which plays an important role in 

carnival, not only illustrates the notion that all these elevated things are rather relative 

and constructed than natural but also subverts the hierarchies: “[A]ll become 

ambivalent and acquire a veneer of joyful relativity” (Problems 124).  Through the 

crowning and the decrowning of carnival king, the institutional hierarchies are shown 

to be relative and arbitrary.  

     The market place, in which carnival is held, is the center of “all that is 

unofficial” (RW 153-4).  The market place is the place where all that is eccentric and 

degrading take place.  In the market place, people use a kind of language full of folk 

humor and popular idioms.  People use abusive words and gestures to communicate 

with each other.  Different from the official language, the marketplace language, on 

the one hand, indicates the carnival’s focus moving from top to the bottom, which 

“link with birth, fertility, renewal, welfare” (RW 148).  On the other hand, the 

language can make intimate contact among people.  In consequence, it is a place 

where individuals can have free contact: “[A] special form of free and familiar contact 

reigned among people who were usually divided by the barriers of caste, property, 

profession, and age” (RW 10).  In carnival, participators no longer feel constrained 

but feel free to make the acquaintance with other people of different hierarchies.  

The participators can have contact with others from different hierarchies, for 

“[c]arnival is the place for working out […] a new mode of interrelationship between 
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individuals, counterposed to the all-powerful socio-hierarchical relationships of 

noncarnival life” (Problems 123).  Participators would renounce their official 

rankings and join in the carnival joyfully.  As Robert Stam declares, “The 

carnivalesque principle abolishes hierarchies, levels social classes, and creates another 

life free from conventional rules and restrictions” (86).  All the people can discard 

their restrictions due to the hierarchical difference during the carnival time.  

     With regard to the idea that carnival embraces and celebrates things that are 

non-official and non-hierarchical, laughter plays an essential role in carnival.   

Throughout the history, laughter has the advantage of being outside of any literary and 

philosophical regime (Dialogic 236).  It never belongs to any literary genre and 

remains to be “the most free, the least regimented” (Dialogic 236).  Owing to its 

eccentricity, laughter works as a critical force in carnival.  Because of laughter’s 

characteristic of being marginal, carnival laughter can laugh at official ideologies and 

show that these ideologies are merely constructed and unnatural.  Laughter provides 

a different perspective toward the seriousness of officialdom since laughter “has 

remained marginal, popular, and unofficial” (Carroll 87).  Laughter, thus, “becomes 

the form of a free and critical consciousness that mocks dogmatism and fanaticism” 

(Stam 87).  Bakhtin delineates the characteristics of carnival laughter:  

          [F]irst of all, [… ] [c]arnival laughter is the laughter of all the people.   

          Second, it is universal in scope; it is directed at all and everyone,  

          including the carnival’s participants. […], this laughter is ambivalent: it is  

          gay, triumphant, and at the same time mocking, deriding.  It asserts and  

          denies, it buries and revives. (RW 12) 
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As carnival laughter is the laughter of all the people, it “resist[s] praise, flattery, 

hypocrisy” (RW 92).  Invested with its nonconformity, carnival laughter laughs at the 

seriousness of the official norms.  Laughter “knows no inhibitions, no limitations” 

and “its idiom is never used by violence and authority” (RW 90).  It does not merely 

satirize the official dogma.  Instead, the one who laughs also becomes the subject he 

laughs at because laughter is targeted at everyone: “[I]t is directed at all and everyone, 

including the carnival’s participants” (RW 11).  Laughter has effects on everyone 

around it.  Furthermore, laughter shows the arbitrary nature of the official standards 

and provides a new perspective to view things and circumstances which used to be 

regarded as normal and legal.   

     Carnival celebrates all that is full of vitality; thus, it puts emphasis on the bodily 

lower stratum where new life is generated.  As D. Amigoni suggests, “Carnival finds 

its emblem in the grotesque, pleasure-seeking human body: […] eating, drinking, 

fornicating and defecating to excess” (23).  One of the distinguishing characteristics 

of carnival is the grotesque realism.  According to Bakhtin, “[T]he 

carnival-grotesque exercises the same function: to consecrate inventive freedom, […], 

to liberate from the prevailing point of view of the world, from conventions and 

established truths, from clichés, from all that is humdrum and universally accepted’” 

(RW 34).  Grotesque realism functions to bring down what is high and elevate what 

is low so as to break social conventions about what is superior and what is inferior.  

The central idea of the grotesque realism is degradation, which lowers “all that is high, 

spiritual, ideal, abstract” (RW 19).  The grotesque realism degrades the elevated to 

the earth and the top to the bottom.  The grotesque body celebrates and emphasizes 
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the bodily lower stratum, for the bodily lower stratum continuously generates new life 

and gives new birth through defecation and copulation.  Bakhtin describes 

degradation as “dig[ging] a bodily grave for a new birth; it has not only a destructive, 

negative aspect, but also a regenerating one” (RW 21).  Through the perpetual 

devouring and defecating, “the grotesque image reflects a phenomenon in 

transformation, an as yet unfinished metamorphosis, of death and birth, growth and 

becoming” (RW 24).  Through devouring and defecating, and copulating and 

deceiving, the grotesque body unites death and rebirth together: “[T]hey debase, 

destroy, regenerate, and renew simultaneously” (RW 151).  The rebirth and renewal 

not only means generating new lives but also stands for transforming the existing 

social system into a better one.  In the “feast of fools” and the “feast of the ass,” the 

people of high ranks in the society are mocked and laughed at by being degraded into 

the lower hierarchy (RW 78).  The grotesque image and laughter share the same 

feature of birth and renewal, for “[l]aughter degrades and materializes” (RW 20).  

Laughter as well as the grotesque image makes fun of the seriousness and brings the 

excluded to the core.  They both “bring down to earth anything ineffable or 

authoritarian” (Vice 155).   

     When it comes to the carnival’s function as a subversive strategy, there has been 

questioning about the fact that the suspension of the hierarchical order seems to be 

temporary and that these approved popular festivals actually “function to reinforce 

communal and hierarchal norms” (Dentith 74).  Nevertheless, through carnival 

rituals, which parody the life of the real world, the carnival does “buil[d] a second 

world and a second life outside officialdom” (RW 6).  In the second world, the 
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assumed standards are being mocked and thus, through these mockeries, the second 

world provides people with a new perspective concerning the legitimacy about those 

existing hierarchies and norms.  As David Carroll points out, the carnival is “an 

affirmation that ‘normalcy,’ order, orthodoxy, hierarchy, and determined, monolithic 

social relations are themselves to be considered momentary, and arbitrary” (90-1).  

Furthermore, in this second world, all that is excluded and marginalized in the daily 

life are brought into the core and the lofty images are degraded and mocked.  

Through the comical presentation of the elevated images, the carnival breaks the 

restricted hierarchical barriers.     

     With subversive spirits, carnival theory becomes the most effective means for 

feminists to reveal what is thought of as natural and what is taken for granted within 

dualism in the patriarchic society.  In reality, women are considered inferior to men 

in the binarism.  As Moi declares, “[P]atriarchy itself persists in oppressing women 

as women” (36).  Women are “viewed by the man as his opposite, that is to say, as 

his other, the negative of the opposite, and not, in her own right, different, other, 

Otherness itself” (Felman 3).  In other words, women are considered to be 

subordinate to men and are judged rather in the light of men’s thoughts and standards 

than women’s own thoughts.  Carnival becomes a tool for feminists to achieve their 

aims of showing the arbitrariness of these norms because in the carnivalistic literature, 

there is “the atmosphere of joyful relativity characteristics of a carnival sense of the 

world” in which “there is a weakening of its one-sided rhetorical seriousness, its 

rationality, its singular meaning, its dogmatism” (Problems 107).  Carnival 

constructs “a second world” (RW 6) in which assumed standards in reality are 
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questioned and turned upside down.  Carnival “allows for ambivalence and relativity 

as well as for new forms of interrelationships” (Michael 183).  Therefore, through 

carnival, those norms are shown to be arbitrary.  Carnival laughter signifies the 

spirits of “birth, renewal, fertility, abundance” (RW 95).  While “the female voice 

laughs in the face of authority” (Herndl 11), carnival laughter laughs at the arbitrary 

nature of the official ideologies.  Laughter, thus, conveys not only the mockery 

judgment to existing social rules but also feelings of anticipating the new age of 

equality.  As a result, carnival and laughter both function as the subversive devices to 

fight against patriarchal dominant thoughts and ideologies.  

     Nights at the Circus consists of the carnivalesque elements which call into 

question assumed “normal” conceptions.  By creating a carnivalesque world, “the 

novel disrupts and challenges traditional Western notion of reality and provides an 

aesthetic vocabulary for delineating possibilities of change” (Michael 183).  The 

distinction between what is real and what is fictive is blurred just as “carnival knows 

neither stage nor footlights” (Problem 128).  In addition, the novel displays a 

carnival world in which old conceptions are broken and being mocked.  Through the 

carnival, Carter brings into question the unreasonable perspective of biased dualism in 

the patriarchal society.  

     The carnivalesque elements in the novel mainly manifest in the circus.  The 

circus is, on the one hand, an illustration of the patriarchal society in which males 

occupy the highest hierarchy; on the other hand, the circus contains the carnivalesque 

elements which undermine the established social stratum (Peach 141).  The dual 

features of the circus make itself become the base of carnivalesque subversion.  The 
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circus is the embodiment of carnival, for the circus is constituted as a world full of 

unordinary events and members.  Moreover, the circus has the power to deconstruct 

the binarism, for it “could absorb madness and slaughter” (180).  Through 

unordinary events, the circus is constituted as “the re-creation of a spatially and 

temporally adequate world able to provide a new chronotope for a new, whole and 

harmonious man, and for new forms of human communication” (Dialogic 168).  The 

hierarchical structure in the circus is broken down, which aims to show that hierarchy 

is breakable.  Animals as well as performers, which have fantastic performance, 

show that conventional conceptions are merely constructed.   

     In the novel, characters have been to many unordinary places, such as the circus, 

the Siberia tundra and so on.  Fevvers joins the circus and Walser goes after her so as 

to write an article to expose Fevvers as a fraud.  The members of the circus include 

Colonel Kearney, his pig Sybil, the Princess of Abyssinia, Buffo the Great along with 

his clowns, Monsieur Lanmrck’s Educated Apes and so on.  The world in the circus 

is a world full of wonders.  In the circus, the world is turned upside down, “turning 

authority over to pigs, chimps, clowns” (Gasiorek 131).  Animals are traditionally 

considered inferior to men becasue animals do not have the capability of thinking and 

reasoning; nevertheless, in the circus, animals actually outwit human beings.  In the 

circus, Sybil, the Coloney’s pig, takes over the power of decision-making: “[S]he 

could spell out your fate and fortune with the aid of the alphabet written out on cards” 

(98).  As for the Coloney, Sybil is nothing less than a human being; moreover, he 

even thinks of her as his partner.  The Coloney lets Sybil decide whether a person 

should be hired or fired: “What’s your opinion, Sybil? Hire or fire?  She put her head 
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on one side for a moment, […], then she let out a curious, gruff little squeak – and 

nodded, ears jiggling” (101).  Then, she spells out “clown,” the job which Wasler is 

supposed to take in the circus, with her alphabet cards.  Pigs are conventionally 

thought of as the lowest-grade among all animals; however, Sybil’s ability of 

decision-making illustrates that the hierarchy is constructed solely to maintain man’s 

superiority in society.  As Michael asserts, “Sybil’s decision-making skills 

undermine the conventional division between humans and animals, based on the 

posited opposition between civilization and nature” (194).  Not only Sybil but also 

Sybil’s great-grandmother has the ability of thinking.  Sybil’s great-grandmother 

even gives the Coloney a lesson about business.  As carnival degrades all that is 

elevated and spiritual, humans, who always take the supreme roles and are proud of 

their possession of wits, are degraded to be inferior to animals.  Hence, through 

Sybil’s ability of thinking and decision-making, Carter destabilizes the distinction 

between men and animals: men possess wits while animals have none.   

     The blurring of distinction is also represented in the comparison between the 

Educated Apes and the Strong Man.  The Educated Apes are led by the Professor 

chimp.  The Strong Man is supposed to have control over these chimps; nonetheless, 

he is more a keeper than an owner.  Unlike the ordinary apes that cannot have their 

own thoughts and perform whatever they are asked to, these chimps are not only 

capable of thinking but also fond of obtaining knowledge.14  While they are asked to 

perform tricks, these industrious chimps appear to find the performance boring and 

                                                 
14 These chimps are described as industrious knowledge-absorbers.  During the time the chimps do 
not need to perform, on the circus court, while the Professor seems to give lectures, they seat with pairs 
and write down what the Professor writes on the board eagerly.   
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long for going back to their studies instead:  

          But Walser noticed how the Professor glanced at these frolics with an  

          air of grave melancholy while the chimps themselves seemed to take no 

          pleasures from the sport, going through the motions with a desultory,  

          mechanical air, longing, perhaps, to be back at their studies, [… ] for  

          nothing is more boring than being forced to play.  (109) 

They even use Walser for their anatomy lesson: “Wasler wilted under the scrutiny of 

the eyes of his little cousins twice removed.  Squeak, squeak, went the slate pencil.  

Prod, went the cue” (110).  In contrast to these intelligent chimps, humans become 

the uncivilized ones who live according to their desires.  The Strong Man is having 

sexual intercourse with Mignon while the chimps are having the anatomy lesson.  

Their studious attitudes make Walser feel “dizzy uncertainty about what was human 

and what was not” (110).  Compared with the Strong Man’s capability, these 

Educated Apes’ ability and their inclination for studying “reinforce the novel’s 

feminist stance by challenging man’s place at the top of the hierarchy of existence” 

(Michael 195).  The assumed notion regarding man’s superiority is questioned and 

shown to be constructed on the basis of men’s tendency to classify things according to 

their biased thoughts.  In the circus, humans no longer take up the highest position in 

the hierarchy.  Instead, animals are more sophisticated than human beings.  In this 

way, the notion that humans are more reasonable and intelligent is shown to be a 

construction based on hierarchical thoughts.   

     The chimps display outstanding intelligence not only in their yearning for 

absorbing knowledge but also in their capability of making decisions.  The Professor 



Hsia   49 

views the Strong Man’s contract with the Colonel with disdain and “proposes to take 

over all the business management of the “Educated Apes” (169).  As is known, 

carnival has the characteristic of “the foregrounding of social overturning and the 

counterhegemonic subversion of established power via the ‘world upside down’” 

(Stam 93).  Thus, the Professor’s ability to make decision for the chimps’ own 

interests demonstrates the carnival’s logic of turning the world upside down.  

Endowed with the ability of reasoning, which functions to demarcate the line between 

human beings and animals, the Professor turns out to be more human than the Strong 

Man.  In the circus, humans, the Coloney and the Strong Man, do not have 

dominance over the animals.  On the contrary, animals exhibit their remarkable 

intelligence, which demonstrates the notion that the stratified society is constructed 

rather than natural.   

     Besides animals, the clowns in the circus are also endowed with carnivalesque 

elements because they represent the spirits of turnabout and of renewal and rebirth.  

In carnival, clowns “[are] the constant representatives of the carnival spirit,” for they 

have “the characteristics of humor” (RW 8).  The clowns tell jokes and make fun of 

themselves at the same time: “The mirth the clown creates grows in proportion to the 

humiliation he is forced to endure” (119).  The laughter the clown creates is like 

carnival laughter, which is an ambiguous one, for laughter “asserts and denies” (RW 

12) at the same time.  In addition, carnival laughter is the laughter of all the people 

and is directed at all the people.  As carnival laughter includes all people in carnival, 

the clown himself is also included by laughter.  He is “the object and also he is the 

subject of laughter” (119), a fact which destabilizes the distinction between subject 
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and object.  When it comes to the clowns’ outfits, the masks they put on work as a 

tool to wipe away their original identities in reality.  When they put on their masks, 

they appear to get rid of their original identities; therefore, they are temporary out of 

the social stratum: “When Walser first put on his make-up, he looked in the mirror 

and did not recognize himself. […] he experienced the freedom that lies behind the 

mask, within dissimulation, the freedom to juggle with being” (103).  The circus, 

thus, becomes a carnival place in which people can discard their own identities and 

restrictions in their daily lives.   

     The carnivalesque element is also displayed in the costume of Master Clown, 

Buffo the Great: 

          [H]e wears a wig that does not simulate hair.  It is, in fact, a bladder.   

          Think of that.  He wears his insides on his outside, and a portion of his  

          most obscene and intimate inside, at that; so that you might think he is  

          bald, he stores his brains in the organ which, conventionally, stores piss.  

          (116) 

His costume illustrates the notion of the carnivalesque spirits of making the world 

upside down, for he is actually putting his inside on his outside.  His wearing his 

bladder on his head exemplifies the concept of grotesque realism that lowers all that 

used to be thought of as sophisticated and elevated.  Through the degradation of the 

higher part of the body, the importance of the upper part is being diminished.  The 

degradation means “to bury, to sow, and to kill simultaneously, in order to bring forth 

something more and better” (RW 21).  Furthermore, by elevating the lower part of 

the body to the highest position, those concepts that used to be considered superior, 
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such as the brain, and the intellectual, are brought into question.  The degradation 

represents the questioning toward the prescribed standard about what is spiritual and 

superior and what is physical and inferior.  As Chiawen Tseng points out, “Bakhtin 

celebrates the ‘lower’ part of the body in order to turn upside down the oppressive 

ideology of the official culture” (43).  Buffo’s putting his bladder on his head blurs 

the demarcation between not only inside and outside but also what is high and what is 

low in society.   

     Apart from Buffo’s outfit, his performance also presents the carnivalesque 

characteristic of continuous rebirth and renewal.  The circus, as a carnivalesque 

world, is a place where the conventions and the authority are teased.  The crowning 

and the following decrowning of the carnival kings, which represent the mockery of 

officialdom, play a crucial part in carnival.  Furthermore, as Bakhtin points out, 

“[D]econstruction and uncrowning are related to birth and renewal” (qtd. in Danow 

35).  In carnival, the clowns and fools are elected as kings and bishops so as to mock 

the seriousness of the orthodoxy and religion: “[T]he king is the clown.  He is 

elected by all the people and is mocked by all the people” (RW 197).  Through the 

act of crowning and decrowning, the carnival king is assigned with power of 

dominance and then is deprived of his regime.  The decrowning or overthrowing of 

the carnival kings represents carnivalesque destabilizing an older system.  In 

addition to the carnival king, the church is also the target of the carnival’s mockery.  

In Robert Stam’s words, the church, “one of the most powerful instructions of the 

period, [is] mocked and symbolically relativized” (86).  In the circus, Buffo’s 

performance exemplifies the carnival’s mockery of the official institutions.  In the 
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performance called “‘Clown’s’ Christmas Dinner,” Buffo takes up his Christ’s place at 

the table (117).  Buffo also declares, “[T]he clown is the very image of Christ” (119).  

In Christianity, Christ always takes up the highest position and functions as the 

spiritual guidance in the religion.  Nevertheless, in the circus, Christ is being 

degraded to the level of a clown.  The religious leader is being debased as a jester 

who produces fun and laughter.  In carnival, there is “a parodic attitude toward 

almost all forms of ideological discourse – philosophical, moral, scholarly, […] forms 

of discourse” (Dialogic 309).  Buff’s performance parodies the sacred truth, and 

shows that sacred truth is set by discourse.  As Patricia Waugh states, parody 

“upset[s] a previous balance which has become so rigidified” (68).  Through parody, 

conventions and sacred images are portrayed comically so as to show the constructed 

nature of conventions.  Through the performance that compares the clown to Christ, 

the show conveys the concept that religion, which is regarded as a sacred image in the 

society, is mocked and shown to be merely a construction.  In Buffo’s another 

performance, he bursts through the coffin lid and remains alive as usual: “Here he is, 

again, large as life” (118).  His performance symbolizes “the deconstruction of the 

old and the birth of the new world” (RW 410).  In carnival, death and birth are two 

related ideas.  In Bakhtin’s terms, “The death of the old is linked with regeneration” 

(qtd. in Danow 35).  Through death, the old things and conceptions are renewed and 

brought into life again: “Where death is, there also is birth, change, renewal” (RW 

409).  Buffo’s breaking through the coffin lid represents breaking through the 

confinement of the existing hierarchical system in the society so as to bring forth new 

conceptions.   
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     In carnival, participators use a kind of language that “has been liberated from 

the constrains of language itself” (Carroll 91).  The language the people use differs 

from the official language, which is filled with pretentiousness: “This led to the 

creation of the special form of marketplace speech and gestures, frank and free, 

permitting no distance between those who came in contact with each other and 

liberating from norms of etiquette and decency” (RW 10).  The language used during 

the carnival time is a kind of language that people can really communicate with each 

other.  In the circus, the Princess of Abyssinia uses the kind of language that is 

outside the spoken language to communicate with her tigers: “[S]he discovered how 

[the tigers] grumbled at the back of their throats and laid their ears flat when she used 

the medium of human speech which nature denied them” (149).  They communicate 

with each other in an unofficial kind of language that can render true communication 

between the princess of Abyssinia and her tigers, for the human language 

automatically classifies tigers into the inferior position.  The language which she 

uses to talk with the tigers undermines humans’ superior position because animals and 

humans share the same kind of language.  The language she uses demonstrates the 

carnivalesque transgression of binary opposition between animals and humans, for the 

former are excluded from the human language, which is designed for human’s usage 

only.  Therefore, the Princess of Abyssinia’s using different kind of language not 

only illustrates the carnival’s spirits of heterogeneity but also deconstructs the 

hierarchical distinctions between humans and animals.   

     In the circus, the legitimacy of heterosexuality is questioned through the 

relationship between the Princess of Abyssinia and Mignon.  Mignon is ill-treated by 
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almost every man she has been with.  The Princess of Abyssinia is the only person 

who treats Mignon well.  In society, when it comes to building a relationship, 

heterosexuality takes up the role as the only legal and rightful one.  Homosexuality 

“carries a heavy legacy of taboo,” for it does not follow the norm that two people 

should be from opposite sex (Weeks 26).  Furthermore, within heterosexuality, the 

relationship between men and women remains unequal.  As Stevi Jackson suggests, 

“The institutionalization of heterosexuality works ideologically, through the discourse 

and forms of representation which define sex in phallocentric terms, which position 

men as sexual subjects and women as sexual objects” (19).  In almost every 

relationship Mignon has with men, she is treated as an object and a property rather 

than a subject: “Mignon’s skin was mauvish, greenish, yellowish from beatings. […], 

as if she had been beaten flat” (129).  The Strong Man takes it for granted that he has 

the right to beat her, for men take the dominant position in heterosexuality15.  

Moreover, men’s sense of superiority is reinforced by the “social order in which 

women are ‘products’ used and exchanged by men” (Irigaray 84).  Therefore, 

Mignon lives under men’s violence because for those men, she is no more than an 

object.  It is with the Princess of Abyssinia that she finds her happiness: “They 

would cherish in loving privacy the music that was their language, in which they’d 

found the way to one another” (168).  In the circus, the heterosexual relationship16 is 

described as full of violence while the homosexual relationship is portrayed to be 

                                                 
15 Although hierarchy still exists in the circus, the incidence that the Strong Man beats Mignon aims to 
show that the Strong Man is like an animal that follows his own desire to do things.  This case aims to 
highlight the hierarchical thoughts in reality and to let people reflect upon it.   
16 The heterosexual relationship’s being depicted as violent aims to emphasize the unequal relation 
within heterosexuality in reality.   
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harmonious.  Homosexuality is excluded in the society for fear that homosexuality 

might disturb the social order.  The exclusion also shows the heterosexual society’s 

“repudiation and abjection of homosexuality” (GT 111).17  Nonetheless, in the circus, 

the homosexuality is brought into the surface as carnival embraces all that is excluded.  

Consequently, through the portrayal of the harmonious relationship between the 

Princess of Abyssinia and Mignon, the heterosexuality is presented to be violent and 

male-oriented.   

     Carnival laughter is laughter of all people and has power over all people.  In 

the end of the novel, when Fevvers learns that she has fooled Walser about her being 

the only “fully-feathered intacta” (294) in the world, she bursts into laughter, which 

has a great influence on everyone around her:18 

          The spiraling tornado of Fevvers’ laughter began to twist and shudder 

          across the entire globe, as if spontaneous response to the giant comedy 

          that endlessly unfolded beneath it, until everything that lived and  

          breathed, everywhere, was laughing. (295) 

As in carnival, participators cannot resist the power of laughter.  Fevvers’ laughter 

spreads out her room and spreads throughout the globe.  As Diane P. Herndl declares, 

“This ‘ambivalent’ laughter is dialogic because it is “at the same time cheerful and 

annihilating” (21).  Her laughter not only mocks Wasler’s binary thinking but also 

represents a new beginning.  Her laughter mocks the Western binary thoughts about 

                                                 
17 GT is a shortened term for Judith Butler’s Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity. 
All subsequent quotations from this book will be indicated with the shortened term, GT, and page 
numbers in parenthesis.  
18 Walser keeps trying to define Fevvers, for he represents the patriarchal thoughts, which tend to 
define everything.  His being fooled to believe Fevvers’ identity illustrates that men’s tendency to 
classify everything into categories.   
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fact and fiction and laughs at the patriarchal thoughts which tend to categorize things 

into different layers.  In Carroll’s terms, “Laughter is the affirmation of unresolved 

and unresolvable contradictions; it is the opening to difference, heterogeneity, and 

alterity” (88).  Her laughter, thus, functions as a critical voice toward the existing 

social order: “Carnivalistic laughter likewise is directed toward something higher – 

toward a shift of authorities and truths, a shift of world orders” (Problems 127).  Her 

laughter, on the one hand, criticizes the binary opposition in the Western culture, 

because she, as a winged woman, disrupts the demarcation between fact and fiction.  

On the other hand, her laughter demonstrates that she is capable of constructing her 

identity instead of letting a man define her.  Since she has named herself as the 

representative of the New Woman in the coming age, her capability of constructing 

her own identity signifies that women, like her, would have the autonomy to define 

themselves as subjects rather than objects that needs defining.   

     In conclusion, through carnivalesque episodes, Cater questions the 

male-centered dualism in the society.  By designing the circus as a carnivalesque 

world, Carter shows that the presumed concepts concerning men’s superiority are 

merely constructed.  The circus is a carnivalesque world in which the supposed 

normal standards are broken.  Human beings no longer take the highest position in 

the hierarchy.  The intelligence animals possess presents “a critical perspective on 

society” (Carroll 89).  As in the case of the comparison between animals and human 

beings, humans are depicted as being inferior to animals.  Animals actually outwit 

humans.  Both clowns and laughter convey the carnivalesque spirits of death and 

rebirth.  The clowns’ performance not only mocks the sacred representatives in the 
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society but also expresses continuous rebirth and regeneration.  The laughter 

displays resistance toward the current social system as well.  Through laughter, 

resistance is rendered possible and thus laughter “makes dialogue possible, even 

within monolithic, authoritarian, totalitarian structures whose function is to exclude or 

repress it” (Carroll 88).  Hence, the circus, as a carnivalesque world, provides a 

world differing from the world nowadays.  In this second world, recognized norms 

are laughed at and disrupted.  Through the disruption of assumed norms, Carter 

reinforces her feminist appeal to undermine binary opposition and brings forth a new 

perspective.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


