f!\_cl_aln a,%‘

- - Il - - 4y . a S - ?: ¥ %

LS 2025 18A2 sual behill§ dkhockn A1g domibonsidf cigenl dnilpadiadall (g !

October 2025 No. 18A2 Iraqi Journal of Humanitarian, Social and Scientific Research * ( \ ':
Print ISSN 2710-0952 - Electronic ISSN 2790-1254

A e Lalia) cYAS ddacdl g (Jaanill dal ja (Jlaadl Gl g e sdule £ 5lital) duad) Ausiila) o
Balaall 48 1) Lal all (B Auludl) 4 5t
ol ae JEdE ) b s
Olall dxala
Email: rafal.t@albayan.edu.ig

gadla

DA (e Al 3 5ell gals J0y Epaall Sy 5eY) & usall Jilad A4S 3 4papalSY) ALl 028 Ciag
(o pdl A 5 e laial¥) Gl pdsall o pala JS8 Sl ae Magle g Ll auadl? a seda
Jial a3y camaldl Clsl 50 co o) bl 5o 5 ¢y guall 4y kil aladiuly Luand) g dlienl) dal jall
saine 5l Jy cdd yu < salS dais ud pealiall o3 () geadiing (S ) Gma el QUEKI f
(u2a) 3El et A e el sl o i ) 5l clidle 5 culad gill 5 da grall sl
s Jleall A pdll (ailadll e Jle¥) oda (a3SH el den usais caolally
el a3 Sl duelaia Y dpndil) cilie il g ¢ I el e 5 aally canl 31 pelaal
sl ini ST agh Jaiais sailal) iyl anl Ay gin daaia gl 2 Qlial & Ayl
sl A g see A (anda A bl

e laia¥! e Jhal iy i) 4 sel) cJlaall e ciaunalill Aalid) (g 5090 anall A alidal) cilalsl)

Dramatizing the Contested Body: Pageantry, Cosmetic Surgery, and Obesity
as Sociocultural Markers of Female Identity in Contemporary American
Drama
Rafal Thaer Abdulgader
Al Bayan University
Email: rafal.t@albayan.edu.ig

Abstract

This scholarly article investigates how modern American theater critically analyzes
female identity through the concept of the "contested body,"” with a particular
emphasis on the sociocultural indicators of pageantry, cosmetic surgery, and
obesity. Utilizing feminist theory, performance studies, and body studies, the
article posits that American playwrights employ these elements not simply as
narrative devices, but as intricate instruments to examine the pressures,
expectations, and power relations that influence women's lives. By portraying the
Intense scrutiny, commodification, and pathologization of the female body, these
works reveal the insidious characteristics of patriarchal beauty ideals, the false
sense of agency in self-alteration, and the significant psychological and social
ramifications of embodying non-normative appearances. In conclusion, the theater
serves as a crucial platform for contesting prevailing narratives and promoting a
more complex understanding of female identity within a culture fixated on images.
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1- Introduction

The female body has historically served as a fundamental canvas reflecting societal
values, anxieties, and power dynamics across various cultures (Bourdieu, 1984;
Butler, 1990). In modern America, this reflection is particularly pronounced,
influenced by a dominant visual culture, consumerism, and shifting (though
frequently inflexible) beauty standards (Bordo, 1993; Wolf, 1991). Consequently,
the body emerges as a “contested site”—a battleground where individual autonomy
meets collective expectations, and personal identity collides with societal
perception. Contemporary American drama, with its distinctive ability for direct
engagement and critical analysis, provides a powerful framework for examining
this issue.

This paper posits that American playwrights are increasingly incorporating specific
sociocultural indicators—such as beauty pageants, cosmetic surgery, and obesity—
to portray the intricacies of female identity. These three unique yet interrelated
bodily experiences shed light on the pressures women encounter to conform,
perform, and incessantly alter themselves in the quest for an elusive ideal
(Heywood & Dworkin, 2003; Pitts, 2003). In this context, the stage not only
mirrors these societal trends but also actively questions them, exposing the often-
painful psychological landscapes that lie beneath the surface (Henley, 1979; Letts,
2008).

By concentrating on these indicators, American drama highlights the significant
influence of the “normative gaze”—a concept derived from Foucault’s
(1977) theories of disciplinary power and Goffman’s (1959) dramaturgical analysis
of social performance—on women’s self-image and social status. Pageantry
illustrates the enactment of an idealized femininity, where the body is carefully
sculpted for public scrutiny and evaluation. Cosmetic surgery embodies the
proactive, often intrusive, pursuit of this ideal, which promises transformation but
often results in conformity and a re-establishment of the very standards it purports
to challenge (Pitts, 2003). In contrast, obesity represents a departure from this
ideal, resulting in social stigma, marginalization, and the medicalization of a body
perceived as “out of control” (Cooper, 1998; Shildrick, 2013; Sontag, 1978).

These dramas, such as LaBute’s (2004) Fat Pig, Baker’s (2009) Body Awareness,
and Hunter’s (2012) The Whale, contest the dominant narrative that attributes
obesity solely to individual shortcomings or a lack of willpower. They frequently
uncover the systemic elements that contribute to weight gain—such as poverty,
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food deserts, emotional trauma, and the intricate psychological dynamics
surrounding food. In doing so, they deconstruct the oversimplified dichotomy of
“good” versus “bad” food and the moral judgments that accompany it, illustrating
how the “obese body” often bears the burden of wider societal failures and
inequalities.

Furthermore, contemporary American drama frequently investigates the
intersections of obesity with other identity markers, including race, class, and
mental health. For women of color, for example, beauty standards can be
particularly oppressive, and the stigma associated with obesity may be exacerbated
by racial prejudice. Plays that allude to or directly confront these intersections,
such as those by Ruhl (2004), provide a more comprehensive understanding of
how various forms of marginalization intersect on the female body, rendering the
experience of non-conformity even more isolating and difficult.

Collectively, these depictions in modern American theater create a comprehensive
framework for comprehending that female identity is not inherently bestowed but
rather shaped by cultural influences, continuously negotiated, and often contested.
The plays discussed in this analysis transcend basic representations, exploring the
complexities of personal conflict, the underlying systemic dynamics, and the
possibilities for either resistance or tragic surrender. By positioning the
marginalized body at the forefront, American playwrights compel audiences to
examine their own prejudices and to develop empathy for characters frequently
dehumanized in daily existence. The stage transforms into a venue for restoring
dignity, questioning shallow assessments, and promoting a more compassionate
and intricate appreciation of body diversity. These theatrical works do not evade
the associated pain and challenges; rather, they also honor the resilience and deep
humanity of bodies that challenge conventional standards. This paper will initially
outline a theoretical framework, subsequently analyze each marker through
particular dramatic instances, and ultimately investigate their interrelations in
defining the contested female form.

2- Theoretical Framework: The Body as Text and Performance

To fully understand how modern American drama portrays the contested female
body, it is crucial to anchor our analysis in established theoretical frameworks.
Among these, feminist body theory is significant as it highlights the politicization
of the female form; performance studies, which sheds light on the performative
aspects of gender and identity; and Foucault's notion of disciplinary power, which
uncovers how societal norms are internalized and enforced.
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Judith Butler's influential research on gender performativity is especially pertinent.
Butler (1990) contends that gender is not a static essence but rather a repetitive
"stylization of the body," an ongoing performance that generates the illusion of a
stable identity. For women, this performance is frequently dictated by patriarchal
standards, which impose specific appearances and behaviors. Consequently,
pageantry, cosmetic surgery, and even the management of obesity can be
interpreted as complex, often coercive, performances aimed at affirming a
particular, sanctioned femininity. The drama reveals the tension and artificiality
inherent in these performances.

Michel Foucault's theories regarding disciplinary power further clarify the societal
pressures placed on the female body. Foucault (1977) asserts that contemporary
society functions through subtle, pervasive control mechanisms that mold
individuals into docile, productive subjects. The "normative gaze,” whether
emanating from the audience of a pageant, the discerning eye of a surgeon, or the
critical scrutiny directed at an obese body, serves as a disciplinary mechanism.
Women internalize this gaze, transforming into self-regulating agents in the
ongoing endeavor of self-improvement, body modification, and weight
management. The dramatization of these internal conflicts vividly illustrates
Foucault's theories.

Sociologist Pierre Bourdieu's notion of habitus provides an essential perspective,
elucidating how social structures are internalized by individuals. Bourdieu (1984)
posits that our preferences, inclinations, and physical practices are influenced by
our social class and cultural backgrounds. Consequently, the concept of the 'ideal’
body is not a universal standard but rather culturally defined, often mirroring the
aesthetics of the dominant class. Pageantry may exemplify a particular upper-
middle-class aesthetic, while the quest for cosmetic surgery can stem from
aspirations for upward mobility or the desire to integrate into exclusive social
networks. In contrast, obesity may be viewed as a stigma associated with lower
socioeconomic status or a lack of self-discipline, thereby underscoring the social
stratification that is manifested in physical forms.

Feminist scholar Susan Bordo (1993) explicitly tackles the cultural construction of
the female body, especially concerning eating disorders and body image. In her
work Unbearable Weight, Bordo contends that the modern female body serves as a
battleground for cultural anxieties surrounding control, consumption, and moral
integrity. She highlights how the 'tyranny of the ideal’ drives women into perpetual
cycles of dieting, exercising, and body modification, reflecting broader societal
aspirations for order and discipline. The vivid depiction of these struggles supports
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Bordo's claim that the personal is inherently political, with individual bodies
carrying the burden of cultural expectations.

Lastly, performance studies, informed by Erving Goffman's The Presentation of
Self in Everyday Life (1959), provide a framework for comprehending how
individuals perpetually manage perceptions and enact roles during social
interactions. Within the realm of the contested body, pageantry represents the most
overt form of staged performance; however, cosmetic surgery and even efforts to
conceal or rationalize obesity also necessitate meticulous impression management.
The dramatic stage, as a venue for performance, serves as a meta-commentary on
these quotidian bodily performances, revealing their artificial nature, the stakes
involved, and the emotions they evoke.

3- Pageantry: The Performed Ideal of Femininity

Beauty pageants, a widespread and often culturally esteemed institution in
America, epitomize the performed ideal of femininity. These events serve as
explicit rituals where women's bodies and personalities are carefully shaped,
evaluated, and ranked based on highly specific—and frequently restrictive—
criteria of beauty, grace, and 'talent." In modern American drama, playwrights often
employ pageantry not merely as spectacle, but as a profound critique of the
commodification of women, the societal pressure to conform, and the insidious
nature of patriarchal expectations.

The pageant stage, within a dramatic framework, transforms into a microcosm of
societal pressures, compelling characters to confront the disparity between their
genuine selves and the idealized personas they are forced to project. This
performance transcends the physical realm, embodying ideological dimensions, as
contestants are anticipated to exemplify virtues of purity, patriotism, and a specific
type of submissive ambition. The drama scrutinizes the emotional labor required to
uphold this facade, exposing the often-harrowing psychological consequences.

A significant illustration can be found in Beth Henley's Pulitzer Prize-winning
play, Crimes of the Heart (1979), particularly through the character of Babe
Botrelle. Although not the central narrative, Babe's history as 'Miss Firecracker'
persists as a spectral influence, symbolizing a transient moment of public
affirmation and an inherited demand for perfection. Her quirky, frequently self-
destructive actions in the present can be interpreted, in part, as a response to the
pressure of sustaining that performed ideal, underscoring the disconnection
between the image and the reality of a woman's existence once the spotlight
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diminishes. The pageant serves as a standard against which her subsequent
‘failures' are implicitly evaluated, illuminating the enduring impact of idealization.

In a similar vein, Tracy Letts's August: Osage County (2007) features the character
Jean Fordham, a defiant adolescent who openly critiques the world of beauty
pageants, despite her lack of direct involvement. Her defiance against the feminine
ideals represented by her mother and grandmother, who themselves bear the
burden of traditional beauty and decorum, reflects a wider rejection of the pageant-
like enactment of womanhood imposed by her family and society. Jean’s sardonic
viewpoint aligns with the playwright’s broader critique of the oppressive nature of
inherited female roles and the superficiality associated with mandated beauty.

These theatrical works illustrate how the pageant industrial complex, with its focus
on uniformity and superficiality, frequently suppresses authentic expression and
cultivates profound insecurities.

The stage becomes a platform to question who benefits from such rigid beauty
standards, what costs are exacted from the women who strive to meet them, and
what alternative, more authentic forms of female identity might exist beyond the
glare of the judges' gaze.

4- Cosmetic Surgery: The Constructed Self and the Illusion of Agency

These dramas contest the dominant narrative that attributes obesity solely to
individual shortcomings or a lack of willpower (LaBute, 2004; Hunter, 2012;
Baker, 2009). They frequently uncover the systemic elements that contribute to
weight gain—such as poverty, food deserts, emotional trauma, and the intricate
psychological dynamics surrounding food (Letts, 2008; Henley, 1979; Ruhl, 2004).
In doing so, they deconstruct the oversimplified dichotomy of "good" versus "bad"
food and the moral judgments that accompany it, illustrating how the "obese body"
often bears the burden of wider societal failures and inequalities (Bordo, 1993;
Bourdieu, 1984; Foucault, 1977; Goffman, 1959; Cooper, 1998; Butler, 1990).
Furthermore, contemporary American drama frequently investigates the
intersections of obesity with other identity markers, including race, class, and
mental health. For women of color, for example, beauty standards can be
particularly oppressive, and the stigma associated with obesity may be exacerbated
by racial prejudice (Heywood & Dworkin, 2003; Cooper, 1998). Plays that allude
to or directly confront these intersections provide a more comprehensive
understanding of how various forms of marginalization intersect on the female
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body, rendering the experience of non-conformity even more isolating and
difficult. By positioning the marginalized body at the forefront, American
playwrights compel audiences to examine their own prejudices and to develop
empathy for characters frequently dehumanized in daily existence. The stage
transforms into a venue for restoring dignity, questioning shallow assessments, and
promoting a more compassionate and intricate appreciation of body diversity.
These theatrical works do not evade the associated pain and challenges; rather,
they also honor the resilience and deep humanity of bodies that challenge
conventional standards.

The theatrical setting highlights the profound societal scrutiny that influences the
choice to undergo cosmetic surgery. Characters frequently express a wish to
"repair” perceived imperfections, to "ameliorate™ the effects of aging, or to
"augment™ their features in accordance with contemporary beauty ideals. This
aspiration, although profoundly individual, is significantly shaped by media
representations, social pressures, and an ingrained perception of what defines an
"acceptable™ or "attractive” female physique. The drama explores whether these
motivations arise from authentic self-betterment or from a frantic effort to acquire
social validation.

Annie Baker's Body Awareness (2008) directly addresses these themes through the
character of Phyllis. As a woman dealing with the realities of her aging body and a
perceived decline in sexual desirability, Phyllis considers breast augmentation.
Baker's nuanced yet sharp dialogue delves into the internal struggle: the shame
linked to her natural body contrasted with the anxiety and artificiality of surgical
modification. Phyllis’s journey underscores the widespread nature of body image
concerns and the societal pressure on women to feel that their bodies are
perpetually inadequate, necessitating constant "upgrades™ to retain their worth.

Similarly, Sarah Ruhl's The Clean House (2004) presents Lane, a surgeon battling
depression, who longs for a facelift. Her aspiration for physical rejuvenation is
closely tied to a deeper desire for emotional and existential renewal, implying that
for some individuals, cosmetic surgery serves as a means to address internal
discomfort through external alterations. Ruhl subtly critiques the idea that
happiness or fulfillment can be acquired or surgically imposed, revealing the
limitations of physical transformation in confronting deeper human vulnerabilities.

These dramas contest the dominant narrative that attributes obesity solely to
individual shortcomings or a lack of willpower. They frequently uncover the
systemic elements that contribute to weight gain—such as poverty, food deserts,
emotional trauma, and the intricate psychological dynamics surrounding food. In
doing so, they deconstruct the oversimplified dichotomy of “"good" versus "bad"
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food and the moral judgments that accompany it, illustrating how the "obese body"
often bears the burden of wider societal failures and inequalities. Furthermore,
contemporary American drama frequently investigates the intersections of obesity
with other identity markers, including race, class, and mental health. For women of
color, for example, beauty standards can be particularly oppressive, and the stigma
associated with obesity may be exacerbated by racial prejudice. Plays that allude to
or directly confront these intersections provide a more comprehensive
understanding of how various forms of marginalization intersect on the female
body, rendering the experience of non-conformity even more isolating and
difficult. By positioning the marginalized body at the forefront, American
playwrights compel audiences to examine their own prejudices and to develop
empathy for characters frequently dehumanized in daily existence. The stage
transforms into a venue for restoring dignity, questioning shallow assessments, and
promoting a more compassionate and intricate appreciation of body diversity.
These theatrical works do not evade the associated pain and challenges; rather,
they also honor the resilience and deep humanity of bodies that challenge
conventional standards.

The conversation surrounding cosmetic surgery frequently highlights individual
choice and empowerment, portraying it as a way for women to assert control over
their bodies. However, American drama often challenges this narrative, indicating
that such "choice" is often restricted by the very patriarchal and capitalist structures
that dictate beauty standards and profit from insecurity (Wolf, 1991). The plays
reveal the illusion of complete control, as surgical results can be unpredictable, and
the pursuit of one ideal frequently leads to the discovery of new "flaws" that
necessitate further intervention, ensnaring characters in a perpetual cycle (Pitts,
2003).

Moreover, modern theatrical works frequently delve into the class-related issues
tied to cosmetic surgery (e.g., LaBute, 2004; Ruhl, 2004). Although often
promoted as something within reach, the truth is that substantial procedures remain
prohibitively expensive, resulting in a disparity between individuals who can
afford to "enhance" their appearances and those who cannot. This financial
obstacle underscores the fact that certain beauty ideals are not universally
achievable, thereby reinforcing prevailing social hierarchies and amplifying the
pressure on individuals who believe they must make significant investments to
succeed in a society that prioritizes visual appeal.

By placing the operating table and the tense waiting room in the spotlight,
American theater creates a vital platform for scrutinizing the intricate connection
between identity, the physical form, and societal norms. It compels viewers to
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reflect on the genuine cost of aesthetic perfection, the essence of autonomy in a
consumer-oriented culture, and whether the constructed identity genuinely
emancipates or simply re-subjugates women to a continuously shifting, yet
consistently restrictive, standard of ideal beauty.

5- Obesity: The Vilified Body and the Stigma of Non-Conformity

In sharp contrast to the idealized and surgically enhanced physiques (Pitts, 2003;
Wolf, 1991), the obese female form in modern American theater serves as a
significant symbol of non-conformity, frequently facing severe societal
condemnation and medical pathologization (LaBute, 2004; Shildrick, 2013;
Sontag, 1978). Instead of merely depicting obesity as a health concern, playwrights
actively engage with it as a sociocultural phenomenon, revealing the entrenched
biases, moral evaluations, and systemic marginalization encountered by women
whose bodies diverge from the slender norm (e.g., LaBute, 2004; Letts, 2008;
Ruhl, 2004). These theatrical works compel audiences to transcend superficial
assessments and confront the human experience that lies beneath the weight.

The dramatic portrayal of obesity often highlights the unrelenting public scrutiny
and the internalization of shame. Characters with larger body sizes often navigate a
reality that both renders them invisible and makes them hyper-visible—their
bodies transforming into public texts upon which societal prejudices are inscribed.
This dual experience of erasure and intense observation engenders significant
psychological distress, vividly illustrated through their interactions with others and
their own troubled self-perceptions.

Neil LaBute’s Fat Pig (2004) stands out as one of the most direct and impactful
American dramas addressing this subject. The narrative revolves around Helen, a
smart and self-assured plus-sized woman, and Tom, her conventionally attractive
partner. LaBute candidly reveals the social discomfort, mockery, and outright
cruelty that Tom faces from his friends (and ultimately projects onto Helen) for
being in a relationship with an "obese" woman. The play masterfully dramatizes
how Helen's body becomes a battleground for social contention, challenging
normative expectations, which ultimately leads to Tom's painful surrender to peer
pressure. Fat Pig compellingly illustrates the societal obstacles to love and
acceptance that are predicated solely on body size.

Samuel D. Hunter’s The Whale (2012) presents an even more intense and moving
examination. The main character, Charlie, is a morbidly obese individual whose
life is descending into self-destruction, yet the play also includes his estranged
daughter, Ellie, who grapples with her own self-image and engages in harmful
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behaviors. Although Charlie is male, the play's exploration of the body as a vessel
of pain, self-hatred, and societal scrutiny resonates profoundly with the female
experience of obesity. Hunter gives depth to Charlie, compelling the audience to
confront the intricate emotional and spiritual aspects of his condition, transcending
simplistic moral judgments.

These dramas contest the dominant narrative that attributes obesity solely to
individual shortcomings or a lack of willpower (e.g., Baker, 2009; Hunter, 2012;
LaBute, 2004). They frequently uncover the systemic elements that contribute to
weight gain—such as poverty, food deserts, emotional trauma, and the intricate
psychological dynamics surrounding food. In doing so, they deconstruct the
oversimplified dichotomy of "good" versus "bad" food and the moral judgments
that accompany it (Bourdieu, 1984), illustrating how the "obese body" often bears
the burden of wider societal failures and inequalities (Bordo, 1993; Cooper, 1998;
Foucault, 1977).

Furthermore, contemporary American drama (e.g., Henley, 1979; Letts, 2008;
Ruhl, 2004) frequently investigates the intersections of obesity with other identity
markers, including race, class, and mental health. For women of color, for
example, beauty standards can be particularly oppressive, and the stigma
associated with obesity may be exacerbated by racial prejudice. Plays that allude to
or directly confront these intersections provide a more comprehensive
understanding of how various forms of marginalization intersect on the female
body (Butler, 1990; Heywood & Dworkin, 2003; Pitts, 2003), rendering the
experience of non-conformity even more isolating and difficult.

By positioning the marginalized body at the forefront, American playwrights
compel audiences to examine their own prejudices and to develop empathy for
characters frequently dehumanized in daily existence (Goffman, 1959). The stage
transforms into a venue for restoring dignity, questioning shallow assessments, and
promoting a more compassionate and intricate appreciation of body diversity.
These theatrical works do not evade the associated pain and challenges; rather,
they also honor the resilience and deep humanity of bodies that challenge
conventional standards.

6- Intersections and Overlapping Themes: The Omnipresent Gaze

While pageantry, cosmetic surgery, and obesity serve as distinct indicators, modern
American drama frequently uncovers their significant interrelations, all originating
from a shared source: the ever-present "gaze" that examines, evaluates, and
enforces conformity upon the female form (Hunter, 2012; LaBute, 2004; Letts,
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2008; Ruhl, 2004). This gaze, whether it is internalized or externalized, connects
these seemingly unrelated phenomena into a cohesive framework of bodily
regulation and identity construction.

The "normative gaze," which is deeply ingrained in cultural narratives and media,
acts as the unseen link that ties together the ideal showcased in beauty pageants,
the imperfections targeted by cosmetic surgeons, and the deviations emphasized by
obesity. Women are perpetually positioned as subjects to be observed, assessed,
and deemed either deserving or lacking. Drama powerfully illustrates how this
gaze influences characters' self-images, driving some towards the unattainable goal
of the perfect pageant physique, pushing others to pursue surgical modifications
(Pitts, 2003), and relegating yet others to the periphery for failing to meet societal
standards (Hunter, 2012; LaBute, 2004).

A prevailing theme across these indicators is the illusion of control and agency. In
the realm of pageantry, contestants meticulously manage their appearance and
performance; however, their ultimate value is determined by external judges. In the
context of cosmetic surgery, individuals actively opt for procedures, yet their
decisions are frequently influenced by a desire to conform to an externally imposed
ideal, resulting in conformity rather than genuine autonomy. Even in instances of
obesity, where societal narratives often attribute blame to a perceived lack of "self-
control,” drama exposes how intricate factors beyond personal will (such as
genetics, socio-economic conditions, and emotional trauma) significantly affect
body size, thereby challenging the concept of complete personal agency.

Moreover, economic and consumerist dynamics are foundational to all three
phenomena. The pageant industry is profitable, promoting an illusion of glamour
and achievement. The cosmetic surgery sector flourishes on feelings of insecurity,
advertising procedures as vital for personal enhancement and professional growth
(Pitts, 2003). Similarly, the diet industry, closely associated with the stigma
surrounding obesity, exploits the yearning for weight reduction, providing
countless—and frequently ineffective—solutions. American drama often critiques
this commercialization of the female form, illustrating how women's insecurities
are adeptly exploited for financial gain, transforming the body into a site of
significant economic exploitation.

The psychological impact is another common outcome. Characters dealing with
these physical markers often display anxiety, depression, body dysmorphia, and a
pervasive sense of inadequacy. The unyielding pressure to uphold an ideal, the
discomfort of surgical recovery, or the shame linked to obesity all contribute to
intricate internal conflicts. The stage facilitates a nuanced examination of these
emotional terrains, transcending superficial representations to uncover the
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profound human costs associated with existing in a body that is perpetually
subjected to scrutiny, as compellingly explored in plays like Samuel D.
Hunter's The Whale (2012) and Neil LaBute's Fat Pig (2004).

Ultimately, contemporary American drama, through its investigation of these
intersections, frequently underscores instances of resistance and reclamation.
While numerous characters succumb to the pressure, others rise to confront the
normative gaze, to accept their bodies, or to redefine beauty according to their own
standards. This resistance may take the form of a refusal to conform, an acceptance
of body positivity, or a critical examination of the very systems that enforce these
ideals. Thus, the dramatic medium, exemplified by the diverse works of
playwrights such as Tracy Letts (2008) and Sarah Ruhl (2004), serves as a potent
counter-narrative, empowering audiences to question, empathize, and envision
alternative futures for female identity that surpass rigid bodily standards.

The theatrical environment provides a distinctive platform for critical engagement.
In contrast to film or television, which may occasionally perpetuate idealized
representations through traditional casting, live theater possesses the capacity for
immediate and visceral influence. It has the ability to confront audience
preconceptions directly, encouraging them to grapple with discomfort and reassess
their own beliefs regarding beauty, value, and the human form. By weaving
together the stories of pageantry, surgical procedures, and obesity, contemporary
American theater constructs a potent and complex critique of the ways in which
female identity is both created and disrupted within a society fixated on external
appearances.

7- Conclusion

Contemporary American drama provides a compelling and essential perspective
for understanding the "contested body" and its significant influence on female
identity. By intentionally dramatizing themes such as pageantry, cosmetic surgery,
and obesity, playwrights reveal the complex interplay of sociocultural pressures,
patriarchal expectations, and economic influences that shape women's experiences
In a society saturated with images. This paper has contended that these three
elements, while unique, are interconnected through a dominant normative gaze that
enforces conformity, glorifies artificiality, and marginalizes deviation (Foucault,
1977; Bordo, 1993).

From the carefully orchestrated performances of beauty queens (Goffman, 1959) to
the surgical quest for an ever-elusive ideal (Bordo, 1993), and the deep
marginalization of the obese body (Cooper, 1998), American drama consistently

111



- - P . g e - - e - ' ey

| et} e bt 1§ s B bl el | A | i Y

Iragi Journal of Humanitarian, Social and Scientific Research * &b ’
Print ISSN 2710-0952 - Electronic ISSN 2790-1254

1 s 2025 18A2 Jaal
October 2025 No. 18A2

uncovers the often-painful psychological and social burdens imposed on women.
Playwrights adeptly strip away the layers of glamour, choice, and individual
accountability to reveal the systemic nature of these bodily competitions,
illustrating how female identity is not a fixed entity but a dynamic, frequently
challenging negotiation between internal self-perception and external expectations.
Thus, the stage transcends being merely a reflection; it serves as a crucible where
the politics of appearance are created, examined, and at times, boldly reimagined.

The theoretical frameworks established by Butler (1990), Foucault (1977), Bordo
(1993), and Bourdieu (1984) offer essential instruments for analyzing the
performance of gender, the discipline of bodies, the embodiment of cultural
anxieties, and the inscription of social class upon individual identity. American
theatrical works such as Crimes of the Heart, Body Awareness (Baker, 2009), The
Clean House, Fat Pig, and The Whale exemplify these theoretical ideas, vividly
illustrating them through engaging characters and moving narratives. These plays
compel audiences to scrutinize the authenticity of the so-called "ideal™ beauty, to
reflect on the genuine costs associated with aesthetic perfection, and to confront
the deeply rooted prejudices against bodies that do not conform to societal norms
(Bordo, 1993; Cooper, 1998; Foucault, 1977; Bourdieu, 1984).

Ultimately, these dramatic investigations play a crucial role in enhancing our
comprehension of female identity by exposing its intrinsic fragility and resilience
amidst unrelenting scrutiny. They underscore the contradictions of agency within
limitations, the illusion of control in choices driven by consumerism (Bourdieu,
1984), and the profound humanity that endures even when the body is disparaged
(Bordo, 1993; Cooper, 1998). By centering the contested body within their
narratives, contemporary American playwrights not only mirror societal realities
but also engage actively in shaping critical discourse, advocating for a broader,
more inclusive, and compassionate understanding of what it signifies to be a
woman in America today. Future inquiries may delve deeper into the
intersectionality of these themes with race, disability, and trans identity, thereby
broadening the examination of the contested body in American drama.
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