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Chapter I 

Introduction 

 

     Angela Carter, a British novelist who has been widely discussed in recent 

years, was born in South London, England, 1940.  After she was born, she was 

sent to live with her grandmother in the countryside of Yorkshire in northern 

England.  Her grandmother, a practical and independent woman, has great 

influence on her about female subjectivity.  She studied English at the University 

of Bristol, where she built her literary and cultural foundation.  Her trip to Japan 

enlightens her on the feminist issue.  She was a prolific writer.  She published not 

only novels but also several collections of short stories.  She completed nine 

novels.  Her first novel, Shadow Dance, was published at the age of twenty-six.  

Her second novel in 1967, The Magic Toyshop, begins to involve fantastic elements.  

Later, she published Several Perceptions in 1968, Heroes and Villains in 1969, Love 

in 1971, The Infernal Desire Machines of Doctor Hoffman in 1972, The Passion of 

the New Eve in 1977, Nights at the Circus in 1984 and Wise Children in 1991.  

From 1967, Carter shifted her focus on feminist issues, especially on how the 

society treats women and dictates women’s femininity.   

     Carter’s novels raise interests among feminists because she tends to deal with 

feminist issues concerning binary opposition in her novels.  As Carter mentions in 

“Notes from the Front Line,” she intends to discuss “[h]ow that social fiction of my 

‘femininity’ was created, by means outside my control, and palmed off on me as the 

real thing” (70).  She wants to reveal how discourse imposes certain stereotypical 
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conception on people, especially women.  Furthermore, because of her being 

influenced by postmodern thoughts, she defies any kind of categorization 

(Postmodernism 76).1  As Linden Peach points out, “[The Magic Toyshop]’s 

concerns here with the female body and sexuality are typical of Anglo-American 

feminist art and literature” (76).  In Wise Children, the female protagonist 

“assumes a position of authority, taking control of her own story-history and 

asserting herself as the author of her own words and actions” (Peach 132).  Among 

the nine novels, Nights at the Circus, in particular, displays her critiques over binary 

opposition as numerous narratives along with various unordinary places are 

intrinsically interwoven together to construct a fantastic world.  

     Nights at the Circus is divided into three parts according to geographical 

locations, and the story becomes more and more fantastic along with the 

geographical movement from London to Siberia.  The principle narrators include 

Fevvers, a winged woman, and Walser, an American reporter.  Other than these 

two protagonists’ narratives, the novel also contains various stories told by women.  

The narratives all take place in unordinary places, inclusive of the whorehouse, the 

museum of female monsters, the circus, the prison and so on.  In the first section, 

the novel starts with Walser’s interview with Fevvers, in which Walser tries to 

define what Fevvers is.  Walser stands for patriarchal thoughts, which tend to 

classify and to control things.  However, during the interview, Fevvers is fully in 

charge of her narrative as well as her identity.  She gives account of her life, in 

which she delineates the days she had in the brothel and in the museum of female 

                                                 
1 Postmodernism is a shortened term for Postmodernism: the Key Figures.  (Mass: Blackwell, 1992) 
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monsters.  Her account of her formal life illustrates how women are defined and 

demarcated according to patriarchal thoughts.  Later, in the second section, 

Fevvers joins the circus, where many uncommon things take place.  Walser also 

joins the circus in order to find out whether Fevvers is a fraud or not.  The circus is 

a world in which hierarchy is destroyed and rules are broken.  Clowns, performers 

together with animals form a world, in which things are turned upside down.  In 

the third section, a panopticon made for female convicts is mentioned.  These 

female inmates, at last, successfully get out of the panopticon and form a female 

community.  In this section, Fevvers and Walser are apart due to a train accident.  

The tundra, where Walser stays after the train accident, is a place in which time 

does not follow traditional notions.  Walser, losing all his memory, becomes totally 

blank.  His preconceptions have all been erased.  At last, Fevvers and Walser 

reunite.  Having gone through the life in tundra, Walser has been turned into a 

New Man, who no longer views Fevvers as an object but as a human being.  Their 

reunion, the integration of New Man and New Woman, signifies the better world for 

women in the future, in which men no longer take superior position and women do 

not exist solely as belongings to men.  Through the fantastic which discloses the 

social constructs that regulate people’s lives, Carter calls into question the 

constructed nature of patriarchal society.  

     In regard to the idea of challenging male-dominated ideology, Carter’s Nights 

at the Circus raises two different judgments among critics.  Representing negative 

opinion, Sara Martin, in “The Power of Monstrous Women: Fay Weldon’s The Life 

and Loves of a She-Devil (1983), Angela Carter’s Nights at the Circus (1984), and 
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Jeanette Winterson’s Sexing the Cherry (1989),” holds a negative view toward 

meanings that the novel conveys.  She argues that Carter’s fantastic world actually 

reinforces the existing power structure rather than destroys it (197).  She states that 

although the roles of dominance and subordination have been reversed, the 

relationship of these two still exists.  The other group of critics basically approves 

Carter’s designing an unordinary world to fulfill her feminist appeal.  They remark 

that through the fantastic elements, which reveal what is repressed and what is 

forbidden by the male-centered discourse, the novel not only subverts the binary 

opposition but also calls for a future that men and women can have equal rights and 

standpoints (Michael, Peach, Palmer and so on).  What Martin fails to notice is 

that if Carter creates the matriarchy opposed to the patriarchy, the binary opposition 

would still exist in society, which is not the situation Carter wants to maintain.  

Her assigning Fevvers with strong characteristics and having Walser going through 

transformation aims to show that the status quo is changeable.   

     Most critics discuss the strategies that Carter adopts to convey her feminist 

aim in a positive way.  Magail Corner Michael, in “Fantasy and Carnivalization in 

Angela Carter’s Nights at the Circus,” holds a positive attitude toward Carter’s use 

of fantasy and carnivalization to illustrate her feminist appeal.  As Michael 

proclaims, “Angela Carter’s Nights at the Circus weaves together elements of the 

carnivalesque and fantastic with those of harsh material realism as vehicles for 

feminist aims” (171).  He points out how Carter deconstructs many apparent stable 

dualism in western society.  Linden Peach, in “Illegitimate Power, Carnival and 

Theatre: Nights at the Circus (1984) and Wise Children (1991),” delineates the 
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function of the circus as a world which “demystifies and debunks the established 

social hierarchy” (141).  She defends that carnival, instead of enhancing existing 

structure, actually destabilizes and denaturalizes the contracted social structure.  

Sally Robinsion, in “Angela Carter and the Circus of Theory: Writing Woman and 

Woman’s Writing,” analyzes the novel with the argument that gender and sex do not 

have direct connection.  She declares, “[Carter] disrupts an essentialist equation 

between biological sex and social gender” (77).  Paulina Palmer, in “From ‘Coded 

Mannequin’ to Bird Woman: Angela Carter’s Magic Flight,” focuses her discussion 

on the circus and the panopticon.  She maintains that by assigning Fevvers with 

wings and constituting a carnivalesque world, Carter transforms the traditional 

feminine role into an active one which defies constraints of conventional feminine 

positions.  Joanne Trevenna, in “Gender as Performance: Questioning the 

‘Butlerification’ of Angela Carter’s Fiction,” declares that Carter’s presentation of 

gender acquisition is based on Simone de Beauvior’s concept.  She points out that 

Carter takes a position that sex is natural and that gender is constructed.  

Nevertheless, in my opinion, Carter does question construction of both sex and 

gender through numeral instances in her novel.  Prostitutes’ and Fevvers’ behavior 

denaturalizes connection between sex and gender.  These critics hold a positive 

attitude toward Carter’s constructing those uncommon characters and presenting an 

unusual world.   

     Although there have been many discussions regarding Nights at the Circus, I 

think that there is still room for further analysis.  In spite of the fact that many 

critics have adopted the fantastic and carnival to analyze Nights at the Circus, I 
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think there are still some aspects which have not been fully discussed.  As in 

articles, of which focus is on carnival and fantasy, still some respects have not been 

analyzed.  Speaking of the fantastic, most critics lay stress on the unordinary 

elements in the novel, such as Fevvers’ possession of wings and unusual places.  

When I discuss the fantastic elements in the novel, I not only talk about those 

unusual elements but also combine other theories so as to show how those concepts 

considered ‘natural’ are presented unnaturally and artificially by the fantastic.  

Moreover, I regard the fantastic as a medium for characters and the society to reflect 

on the current situation and to begin the process of transformation.  When it comes 

to carnival subversion, I put emphasis on the circus.  The circus, as a carnivalesque 

world is a world, where serious officialdom is parodied and mocked.  In terms of 

deconstruction gender binarism, despite the fact that some critics approach the 

novel with masquerade, I combine masquerade and Butler’s gender theory to 

undermine sex and gender construction.  Not only females but also males assume 

masquerade to comply with social standards.  All in all, all the three theories, 

inclusive of the fantastic, carnival, and masquerade, share the same feature of 

destabilizing dualism in different aspects.   

     The thesis of this paper is to show the constructed nature of the binary 

opposition and to subvert the standardized norms in the patriarchal society.  The 

main body of the thesis will be divided into three parts in order to demonstrate how 

Carter denaturalizes received conventions in society through the fantastic, carnival, 

and masquerade.  The first part discusses the function of the fantastic, which 

creates a second world, as a strategy to reveal the compelled thoughts in the 
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patriarchal society.  The second part analyzes the text in terms of carnival.  The 

third part examines how masquerade works as a way to show the constructed nature 

of femininity.   

     The second chapter focuses on the fantastic subversion of binary opposition.  

The fantastic aims to reveal what is repressed and what is forbidden by the 

regulatory male-centered discourses.  It discloses things that are often thought of 

as threats to the society within the binarism.  It functions to destroy the single truth 

proposed by the dominant in society as “a fantasy is based on and controlled by an 

overt violation of what is generally accepted as possibility” (Jackson 21).  The 

fantastic subverts and deconstructs the assumed ‘natural’ conceptions within the 

binary oppositions.  It functions as a strategy to introduce different perceptions 

toward standardized conceptions in the patriarchal society.  It also allows people to 

have access to the areas which are conventionally forbidden and excluded.  It 

brings those that are traditionally marginalized to the core.  In the novel, 

marginalized places work as the background setting for fantastic events to take 

place.  By presenting unordinary things, the fantastic makes people pay attention 

to those concepts or people that have been made absent.  Through the fantastic, 

those which are made invisible have abilities to articulate for themselves.  The 

fantastic provides the marginalized with a means of fighting against the censorship 

in the society.  By constructing a world which violates all the rules that define 

what is normal and what is not, the fantastic shows that regulations are formed by 

dominant discourse and that normative conventions are made out of power relations.  

In the novel, Carter takes the fantastic as a springboard in order to fulfill her 
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feminist aim to disturb the dualism in society.   

     The third chapter analyzes the novel with carnival theory.  As the fantastic 

builds an unordinary world, carnival also constitutes a carnivalesque world, which 

is opposed to the real world.  This second world is the place, in which the 

hierarchy has been broken down.  Carnival involves the “temporary suspension of 

all hierarchic distinctions and barriers among men […] and of the prohibitions of 

usual life” (Rabelais and His World 15).  As carnival aims to destroy all that is 

official and serious, in carnival, people are liberated from dominant discourse and 

from conventional hierarchical order.  Carnival frees people from the hierarchal 

ranks and from the norms and prohibitions constructed by the privileged in society.  

In carnival, laughter, which is a key element, signifies the mockery of the existing 

social order as laughter “celebrates its masses, professes its faith, celebrates 

marriages and funerals, writes its epitaphs, elects kings and bishops” (RW 88).  In 

carnival, crowning and decrowning of carnival kings, which is associated with 

laughter, plays an important role.  Through carnival kings and bishops, who are 

selected jokingly from people traditionally considered inferior, carnival illustrates 

the arbitrariness of societal hierarchical system.  The other key element in carnival 

is grotesque realism, which celebrates lower bodily stratum.  The grotesque body 

signifies continual changing.  The grotesque body is a body “that fecundates and is 

fecundated, that gives birth and is born, devours and is devoured, drinks, defecates, 

is sick and dying” (RW 319).  The body represents continuous rebirth and renewal.  

As carnival defies constraints and limitation, the grotesque body is continuously 

becoming and renewing.  In carnival, all “normal” things are displayed in a 
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different aspect so as to show that normality is something constructed by the 

dominant.  Therefore, by constituting a second world, the fantastic as well as 

carnival offers people an opportunity to “have a new outlook on the world, to 

realize the relative nature of all that exists, and to enter a completely new order of 

things” (RW 34).  In the novel, the circus is full of chaotic elements, which 

functions to disturb existing societal structure.  

     In the fourth chapter, the center of the focus is turned to sex and gender 

assignment.  In the patriarchal society, the binary opposition between men and 

women always privileges the former over the latter.  The concept of gender is built 

to serve the interests of male oppression.  When it comes to masculinity, it is 

always considered to be male feature, which equals strong, powerful and all 

features that are positive.  Femininity, on the other hand, is portrayed as weak, 

dependent, and passive as the patriarchal society assigns women to have certain 

female qualities to be women.  In order to deconstruct gender dualism, Judith 

Butler combines Michel Foucault’s theory of power and discourse to propose theory 

of performativity.  Butler argues that gender assignment results from workings of 

power and discourse.  Masculinity and femininity are productions out of 

regulatory discourse.  If men and women want to be classified as normal and be 

recognized as a part of system, they have to obey gender regulations, which are set 

by discourse.  Since gendered behavior is performed, the behavior can be viewed 

as an act which covers up people’s true inner self.  With regard to the notion of 

gender as performance, Luce Irigaray’s masquerade functions to uncover the 

standardized norms which are regulated by binarism.  Masquerade can be regarded 
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as a strategy to unveil the regulatory nature of the patriarchal society.  Masquerade 

functions as a way for women “to try to recover the place of her exploitation by 

discourse, without allowing herself to be simply reduced to it” (Irigaray 124).  

Women have to prevent themselves from being fixed by the patriarchal ideology.  

By exaggerating and repeating the norms normalized by the patriarchal thoughts, 

women can achieve their ends without losing their own identities.  Moreover, the 

repetition makes visible the previously invisible and repressed.  Masquerade 

displays the social regulations imposed on women so as to expose their 

constructedness and arbitrariness and to question the apparent stability of the norms 

set by the patriarchy.   

     In the conclusion, I will give a brief account of three theories: the fantastic, 

carnival, and gender theory so as to illustrate that these three theories are actually 

related with one another.  These three theories work together to untangle the 

feminist aim that Carter conveys in the novel.  In conclusion, this thesis aims to 

break constraints of binarism by interaction of these three theories.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


