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Chapter V 

Conclusion 

 

     Carter’s Nights at the Circus presents readers with an extraordinary spectacle, 

offering them a different viewpoint toward traditionally received notions.  The novel 

constitutes a world filled with unordinary characters, events, and places.  The 

characters are those who seem not to exist in a real world, such as an aerialist with 

wings, monstrous women with grotesque bodies, animals with incredible wits, and so 

forth.  Fevvers’ possessing wings deconstructs the notion about what humans should 

be like.  Narratives of those female monsters illustrate not only how they are 

classified as abnormal but also how preposterous those ideologies which demarcate 

them are.  Animals and humans are represented in two different ways.  Animals are 

shown to be more intelligent and well-behaved while humans are ignorant and brutal.  

Events happen in the story are out of ordinary, such as Big Ben’s staying midnight, 

Fevvers can get to a real train by jumping onto a toy train.  In Big Ben’s case, time 

does not move forward lineally.  Instead, time appears to stay still or move 

irregularly.  Space also does not stay fixed.  Instead, spaces become moveable and 

changeable as characters are able to move from one space to another rapidly.  In the 

novel, the places which characters visit are those used to be thought of as marginal 

and inferior, such as the brothel, the circus, the female monster museum, and the 

panopticon.  In these places, unordinary events take place.  Through these 

unordinary events and places, normal concepts are questioned and represented as 

enforced rather than natural.  By means of combining these unusual elements, Carter 
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weaves a world, opposing the real world, in order to introduce different perceptions 

toward existing regulations.   

     Carter completed nine novels during her career as a writer.  Shadow Dance, 

her first novel, is a gothic thriller, which “is a complex, feminist and psychoanalytical 

exploration of post-1950s England” (Peach 29).  In her second novel, The Magic 

Toyshop, Carter reworks fairy tales to fit her feminist aims which challenge the 

“Western tradition’s denial of women’s experiences of their own bodies” (Peach 76).  

Several Perceptions, her third novel, is narrated through a male narrator.  Her fourth 

novel, Heroes and Villains, also deals with feminist issues by reworking myth.  In 

The Passion of New Eve, Carter discusses “the social processes and the cultural 

mythologizing which determine gender identity and which turn women into Woman” 

(Peach 130).  Her last two novels, Nights at the Circus and Wise Children, are both 

narrated by female characters.  Nights at the Circus, unlike the novels she wrote 

before, presents readers with many unordinary plots and events.  Nights at the Circus 

consists of fantastic elements, through which Carter questions construction of dualism 

in society.  Although some of her earlier novels are also concerned with feminist 

issues, this novel clearly conveys issues regarding challenging gender construction 

through Fevvers, and other female and male characters.  In the novel, the blurring of 

demarcation is presented through numerous instances.  Moreover, the second section, 

the circus, is portrayed with length description and composed of unusual events which 

challenge readers’ conventional perceptions.  In the novel, by means of its plot, and 

characters, Carter not only challenges the status quo but also leads readers to reflect 

on the validity of received notions.   
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     Nights at the Circus forms a world in which unordinary events take place.  

This world is characterized by unordinary elements, which are filled with parody, 

laughter, exaggerated things, and so forth.  The three theories, inclusive of the 

fantastic, carnival theory, and gender theory, are applied to analyze the text and 

function as disentangling subversive elements in the text.  They appear to be 

irrelevant; nonetheless, they all aim at bringing repressed subjects into the core so as 

to deconstruct the existing unequal situation within dualism.  They all work to reveal 

the underlying ideology behind apparent coherent social norms in order to show the 

constructed nature of those norms.  The fantastic functions to reveal what is 

repressed and what is made invisible.  It constitutes a second world in which things 

out of ordinary happen.  In the second world, conventions are broken and restrictions 

are destroyed.  Within the fantastic realm, gender assignments, distinction between 

animals and humans, and demarcation between fact and fiction are blurred in order to 

show that those binary oppositions are constructed.  Carnival theory shares the same 

characteristics with the fantastic.  In carnival, a second world which defies society’s 

regulations and satirizes notions considered superior, is constituted.  Regulations are 

suspended and people in high ranking are mocked.  Through comic representation of 

existing hierarchal systems and rules, those systems are displayed as artificial.  As 

the fantastic and carnival theory both aim to break restrictions and dualism in society, 

gender theory has features of deconstructing rigid binarism as well.  Gender theory 

aims to prove that concept of sex and gender is rather constructed than natural.  It 

functions to destabilize gender assignments.  In gender theory, masquerade works as 

a strategy to illustrate that gender norms are formed and assigned in accordance with 
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dominant discourse.  Consequently, these three theories work together to disclose the 

constructedness of those binary oppositions.  

     In chapter two, through the fantastic representation of protagonists and places, 

Nights at the Circus presents a fantastic world, in which the repressed are brought into 

the surface.  The whorehouse, the museum, and the panopticon are those places 

traditionally defined as marginal.  Nevertheless, as the fantastic aims to make visible 

the excluded and the marginal, in the novel, these places become the center of focus.  

The fantastic, which is “associate[d] with imagination and desire,” functions to break 

the existing restrictions in order to introduce new perceptions and conceptions 

(Jackson 1).  The seeming impossibility of Fevvers’ existing illustrates that 

distinction between what is real and what is fictional is made out of the human 

tendency to demarcate things.  Those fantastic places not only unfold how discourse 

and power work together to classify those places as marginal and inferior but also 

stand for the hope of forming a new and better future in which distinction within 

binarism will be destroyed.  Things that happen in those fantastic places are beyond 

ordinary scope so as to bring forth new concepts that have not been formed in society 

nowadays.  As Jackson maintains, the fantastic conveys “a longing for which does 

not yet exist, or which has not been allowed to exist” (91).  Therefore, through the 

fantastic, all that is forbidden and invisible is made visible and that has not yet come 

into existence is proposed.   

     The fantastic world in the novel corresponds to the carnivalesque world.  In 

this world, there is no rule and superior ruler.  There is no law of dominators but that 

of people.  People can have true communication with one another regardless of their 
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different ranks in society.  In the marketplace where carnival is held, all rules are 

suspended and all that is superior is represented in the light of comical parody and 

mockery.  In the novel, the circus is like a carnivalesque world, in which normal 

standards and hierarchy are deconstructed.  In the circus, things are turned upside 

down.  Members in the circus are those out of ordinary.  Animals outwit humans.  

They become controllers and deciders.  Clowns, representatives of carnival spirits of 

nonconformity and rebirth, make fun of holy images and issues of death.  They 

imitate people in superior positions in order to reveal that assumed superiority is 

rather a construct.  In their performance, death becomes a way to rebirth and renewal 

rather than an end itself.  Language in carnival is that of people.  As in the circus, 

language is free from restraint of pretentious rules and thus, it makes people have true 

communication.  In the circus, “normal” rules and standards are comically presented 

in order to illustrate the constructed nature of those standards and rules.  

     Among binary oppositions, binarism of sex and gender is constituted by 

privileging males over females.  Within binarism of sex and gender, only men can 

possess characteristics of masculinity and women possess those of femininity.  Males 

are assigned with characteristics of strength, independence, and ration while females 

are assigned with those of weakness, dependence, and sentiment.  This assignment 

results from the working of power and discourse.  Discourse and power work 

together to form regulations and standards.  Those who fail to follow standards are 

marked as abnormal and thus they would be excluded.  Nevertheless, in the novel, 

Fevvers’ incredible huge figure subverts gender assignment.  Her possessing both 

attributes of masculinity and femininity deconstructs dualism between masculinity 
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and femininity.  Furthermore, through masquerade, gender assignment is shown to 

be like clothes, which cover a person’s true inner identity.  Through masquerade, 

masculinity and femininity are illustrated as something imposed on rather than 

something represents one’s true self.  The concept of sex and gender proves to be 

problematic.  Gender assignment is not normal and natural but produced as normal 

and nature out of power relations.   

     In conclusion, analyzed by these three theories, Carter’s Nights at the Circus 

shows that what is thought of as normal and superior is not natural but constructed 

through workings of power and discourse.  In the unusual world created in the novel, 

all standards are broken so as to show the artificialness and constructedness of 

standards.  This unordinary world not only conveys a hope for transforming this 

world into a better one, in which none of inequality would take place but also aims to 

make people realize the relative nature of standards, rules, and conceptions that exist.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


